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Magic is the ability to weave the patterns of reality.

Those who develop this power are called the Gifted.

In the past, the Gifted were free and created many wonders.

The strongest were immortal and potent: gods among mortals.

 

Yet some among them thirsted for ever greater power.

And so they fought against each other with army and spell.

The magics they invoked destabilized the pattern of the world.

Called the Reckoning, this war resulted in the near destruction of all life.

Even now, more than a thousand years later, the land remains tainted.

 

The Domains are the last bastion of the old civilizations.

To prevent a second Reckoning, the Gifted are controlled.

They may choose to surrender their most powerful magics,

becoming free, after serving many years as a Vassal.

 

Or they can choose to earn their freedom with blood,

to fight in the arenas of the Domains as the peoples' Champions.

These Gladiators keep their magic, but they are not free.

The very best of these warriors can, however, win the greatest prize:

A place among the Chosen, the immortal rulers of the Domains.

o-----




  

Chapter One: First Fight
 

1138/09/01 AR (After Reckoning), Campus Martius in the City of Krass, Capital of the Domains

 

"In the Domains of the Chosen, the Great Games never end. Even when the arenas are all empty the Gladiators still hone their skills, the Factions still plot their victories, and the fans still tell their tales, all eager for the next match." Chosen Giselle, the Silken Scorpion.

 

Picture the legendary City of Krass in all her brazen glory: the burnished copper-tiled roofs of the new mercantile district garishly reflecting the afternoon sun, the ancient ivy-eaten white marble palaces of the old nobility surrounding the bustling Faction headquarters, that unmistakable skyline dominated by the colossal forms of the Grand Arena, the Hall of the Chosen, and the Assembly of the Covenant. Krass, the only city in the known world that survived the wars of the Reckoning intact. Krass, the very place where the weary refugees of that great calamity finally imposed their will on the magic-wielding Gifted who caused it, forming the set of laws called the Covenant. Krass, the beating, bloody heart of the Domains of the Chosen, last light of civilization in a world still infected with chaotic magic. Krass, the People's City, where all the races and cultures of the Domains are welcomed.

Picture the imposing outer wall, rune-marked and battle-scarred: hundred foot stone bastions that kept our enemies at bay even during the worst years of the Reckoning, walls that now serve to keep the slums of the underclasses from spilling into the city proper. Lesser walls that mirror the great outer bastion divide the great city into sections. One of these sections is the Campus Gladius, where the Gifted, those who can channel and weave powerful magic, are trained. That place is a world apart, forbidden to everyone except young Gifted in training and Officers of the Deliberative in their grey robes of office. Even the immortal Chosen do not set foot there, though many of them started their rise to power in its sheltered halls. It is here that the Gifted are trained to use their magic, and where they choose to become Vassals, who serve, or Gladiators, who compete.

Next to the Campus Gladius is the Campus Martius, where the young Gladiators who have finished their training fight their first few matches and learn to fit in with the rest of the people, as best they can. The freedoms they are given are measured, for a Gladiator can command the very same powers that brought about the Reckoning. They are watched carefully. The Campus Martius itself is large and inviting, a place open to any free citizen of the Domains. True fans of the Great Games often come here to watch the young Gladiators train and fight, trying to spot greatness early or enjoying the wild energy of the youth that live here. Recruiters for the Faction teams are thick here as well, looking out for future prospects.

To one side of the Campus Martius is a honeycomb of small arenas, from the hundreds of tiny underground pits with standing room galleries that can accommodate perhaps fifty spectators at most, to the classical arena which seats five thousand, and is a much smaller copy of the Grand Arena dominating the centre of the city. These little arenas are open to any citizen of the Domains, and allow even the poorest of citizens to enjoy the great Gladiatorial games.

Picture one of these small arenas: the bright brass call of the trumpet brings the small crowd to attention, a heavy portcullis rising in the entrance on one side of the small sand-filled fighting ground as the echo dies. A young man steps out the shadows, his perfectly polished armour catching the light as he raises his weapon to salute the handful of people watching from the small gallery up the wall opposite him. He is muscular, well-tanned and dark haired with a physique enhanced by training and magic. Picture his clear blue eyes meeting those of a beautifully attired woman who smiles with slow deliberation once she is sure of his attention; revealing her too-perfect white teeth. He smiles back slowly, betraying some nervousness, he has trained for years, fought countless practice matches, suffered wounds that would kill an ungifted without complaint, but this is his first professional match in front of spectators. It is a momentous event for any Gladiator.

He stands there, frozen in salute, waiting on the thirsty white sands. The trumpet sounds again, louder it seems, now that the audience is quiet with anticipation. The Gladiator's weapon drops instantly from salute to ready position as the portcullis opposite him lifts. The grim growls of several beasts, deep and dog-like, rumble out of from the shadowed passage. Huge furry forms explode into the fighting grounds, all claws and teeth, startling the audience with their speed and ferocity. Pure white sand kicks into the air as they close in on the Gladiator, who tenses but does not move. The three beasts loom over the man, seeming much too large and ferocious for a single young warrior to face. The small crowd is excited, eager eyes thirsting for the sight of blood; their cheers fill the small arena, higher pitched than the growls of the beasts but guttural nonetheless.

Picture all this. Think of the blood and the drama, noble steel against tooth and claw, and answer me. How could you not stop and watch? Would it not entertain you?

 

-----o

 

The day of Gavin's first match dawned and he had yet to purchase weapons and armour. The young fighter cursed himself for putting off such a crucial judgement until the last minute, his stomach tying into nervous knots as he tried to narrow his options. Most Gladiators choose their kit a day or two after graduation from training; in Gavin's case he had put the decision off for much longer.

As he rushed through the streets of the Campus Martius, he thought back to his first day in there. After saying goodbye to his teachers and leaving the Campus Gladius, he'd been full of vigour and confidence and sure of the grand destiny that awaited him; he'd marched straight to the registrar and arranged for his first professional match as quickly as possible. That day had been only a month ago.

Gavin, who was far more serious than most young men enjoying their first small taste of freedom, had planned to adhere to a much more ambitious schedule than was usual for a young Gladiator. He wanted to leave the Campus Martius as quickly as possible, venturing out into the wide world beyond the walls of Krass. He dreamt about wandering through the Domains, exploring ruins and tasting the fruits of exotic cultures far from the capital. Most of his peers, on the cusp of adulthood, were busy enjoying their new found freedoms, exploring the training grounds, bars, and shops of the Campus as well as each other. In training, Gavin had been a bit of a loner spending more time with his teachers, whom he admired, rather than his peers, who were sometimes immature and brutish in his eyes.

Gavin had expected to spend this time training hard, but instead he had wasted precious days worrying about choosing the tools of his trade. In training he'd had access to any weapon he wanted; now he would be limited to two or three weapons that he would own, perhaps for the rest of his career.

In his small apartment, nestled in the tall, maze-like South Residences of the Campus Martius, the desk was heaped to overflowing with books about weapons and armour. Gavin loved reading, and naturally turned to books to help him with his decision. Venerable volumes of perfect pedigree like "Mazurin's Guide to Bladed Weaponry" mixed with newer, more radical titles of uncertain parentage such as "Killing with Style: Lady Jezebelle's Guide to Polearms." He'd read them all, some several times, ignoring the lively, youthful exuberance of his peers in neighbouring apartments.

Some of these texts had been left wide open, their spines on the verge of cracking, margins desecrated by Gavin's small, overly neat writing; important exclamations such as "good point!" or more referential notes like "M. disagrees, need more research... check M pages 203-207 and also Cavarius". Each of the books stacked on his desk and the floor nearby were bookmarked with strips of paper and categorized, sorted into piles by weapon type. A dozen crumpled sheets of paper orbited these; the remains of numerous lists in which Gavin had attempted to reason his way through choosing the absolute best armaments for a Gladiator of his fighting style. In spite of all this research and deliberation on the relative merits of weapons, he was still unable to come to a decision.

In reality Gavin’s fighting skills were not yet specialized enough to require or to lean toward a single weapon type, but he lacked the experience to assess this fact and the confidence to choose on instinct. Most of his young peers decided on the weapons they used based on aesthetic evaluation, "what looks cool" or "what feels right", and further developed their skills based on this choice. To a thoughtful person of Gavin's bent, this behaviour seemed irrational; every choice needed to be weighed carefully in order to maximize the chances of the best outcome.

In the Domains of the Chosen, each novice Gladiator, upon graduating from training, is allowed to choose two weapons, one set of armour, and either a shield or a third weapon. The only way for a Gladiator to get more gear is to purchase them with Victory Coins, a heavily regulated form of currency earned only from fighting in the arenas. If it were done any other way the Gladiators from wealthy families or with powerful patronage would enjoy an immense advantage, being able to buy any armaments they desired.

The story most often used to illustrate this point is that of Siamar Lighteater, a Shadow-Elf of distinguished and powerful lineage who rose to prominence in the early days of the Arena. Siamar's family, clearly seeing the advantages of having one of their kin among the ranks of the Chosen, gifted him with an enchanted suit of armour and a soul-drinking sword with a bound daemon inside. None could stand against him in the arena, and he easily won his place among the rulers of the Domains. Currently, Siamar has served on the Council of the Chosen for over nine hundred years, and his family has grown in wealth and influence accordingly. However the perceived unfairness of his rise to power, long ago, caused a massive public outcry; the rules were changed, with Siamar's approval.  Modern Gladiators now buy and enchant their kit only with Victory Coins, spending those only at shops approved by the Deliberative, the body that oversees the Gifted.

In other words, someone with an unfair advantage forced a change in the rules, one of a thousand little regulations that have been added, repealed, and added again to govern the lives of Gladiators.

All this was just noise in the back of Gavin's mind as he stood in the aptly named "Runes and Weapons", the sprawling three story shop where freshly trained Gladiators get their weaponry. He'd been there almost every day for the last month, and the shop's attendants had learned to leave him to his thoughts, unless he asked for their assistance.

"Do you think he'll ever make up his mind? I've never seen any Freshie take this much time choosing," said one attendant, admiring the lean muscularity of the Gladiator despite her disparaging tone.

"I don't know; he looks a little panicked today. Perhaps he's due to fight soon. Or maybe today is the day that he finally admits he is secretly in love with you, and he's just working up the courage to ask you to come home with him..." said the other, smiling wickedly.

"I wouldn't mind at all, but I think our young lover has more of an eye for hafts and blades than tits and ass," said the first attendant, thinking of the well-worn adage that a Gladiator's first true love is his favourite weapon.

"Shhhh, do you want him to hear you?" said the other, trying not to laugh.

"You're right, next time I'd better say bosom and buttocks so he thinks we're less crass..." said the first attendant, giggling now.

If Gavin heard their whispered conversation he gave no indication. He was lost in thought; choosing his weapons was important. Anecdotes and calculations raced through his mind, spurred by nervousness over his first match, which was now less than three hours away. The knot in his stomach tightened. He cursed himself for not being able to choose.

Unlike a traditional shop, Runes and Weapons is owned by the Deliberative, the body that regulates magic in the Domains. Selected smiths from all over the lands are invited to send their work to be sold within. This practice prevents any single group of smiths from gaining too much influence over the lucrative market of young Gladiators in the Campus Martius, considered important enough to have caused a few small trade wars before regulation. Each weapon in the shop is inspected by Officers of the Deliberative before being put up for display, ensuring that it is of the highest quality and does not carry any hidden runes or enchantments. The smiths are paid out of public funds, since the young Gladiators do not actually pay for their weapons. Though the smiths are paid well for their goods, the honour of selection is the real prize, a mark of distinction in the weapon-maker's art.


Swords are a common weapon choice in the arena. The aristocratic, even heroic, image of the sword attracts many young Gladiators to this weapon. Swords are much more versatile than most weapons and come in a large variety of makes and models. Those who favour this say that there is a style of sword for every fighter. Falchions and broadswords are better for brute force chopping while rapiers are superb finesse weapons. Dwarven short swords are excellent for getting close and thrusting into an opponent's belly while Elven sabres are without peer in the realm of perfectly balanced slashing strokes. Trained as a defender, Gavin appreciated that most swords were excellent for parrying; in training he'd become proficient with most types of sword, but he did not favour them over other weapons.

Few weapons speak of focused brutality like a heavy bladed axe. Axes are primarily offensive weapons, however, and Gavin's training had leaned toward defence. Nonetheless he was seriously considering an axe, albeit paired with a shield to give him the needed defence. The first time Gavin used an axe in training he had lopped the arm clean off his sixth year training partner, the much larger ogre Molg, a student known for his brutality. The vivid splash of blood and the shocked, stupid look on Molg's face as the ogre looked down at his bleeding stump were still fresh in his mind. The rest of the class had erupted in cheers as Molg started wailing, which left Gavin with a favourable impression of the weapon. When Molg had returned from the arena with his arm fixed, he'd shown Gavin much greater respect.

Maces are a weapon oft overlooked by novice Gladiators. They don't draw blood like cruel axes and sharp swords. They aren't as impressive as massive hammers or whirling flails. However few weapons are as effective against heavy armour as a weighty flanged mace. As an added bonus, blunt weaponry is much less likely to get stuck in an opponent. Gavin had not yet seen a mace he liked in Runes and Weapons.

Gavin passed through the hammer section of the shop, having ruled this weapon type out already. Warhammers, mauls, and massive half-sledges are best left to the immensely strong, who can take advantage of the weapon's heft, and they offer no protective advantage for a defensive fighter like Gavin

Flails are a difficult weapon to master, but full of possibilities. The heavy weight whirling at the end of the chain can inflict serious damage, but this requires that the warrior wielding it learn to master these unusual motions. Flails are very good for getting around shields, the chain allowing the striking end to wrap around its edge with relative ease. The ability to use the weapon's chains to entangle and disarm a foe is enticing to Gladiators of Gavin's mindset. Clever opponents can turn the flail's advantages against it, however, causing tangles and fumbles. It also has the stigma of being one of the only major weapon types with which no Gladiator has ever won a grand championship. Gavin was very well versed in the history of his profession and was neither reckless nor confident enough to try to be the first fighter to win his way into the ranks of the Chosen with such a weapon.

Spears and Tridents are nearly as common as swords in the arena. Generally made for both one and two handed use, they offer versatility, reach, and fairly good penetration of most types of armour. Since weapons made for Gladiators are made from the highest quality materials, by the very best craftsmen, the usual vulnerability of a wooden haft to being split by an opponent's attack is a moot point. 

In the spear racks of the shop, Gavin's eyes were drawn to a wicked looking broad-bladed barbed war-spear from the Domain of Nar, made in the old Shadow-Elf style. The four foot lacquered ironwood haft of the spear was smooth enough for him to slide his hands along, yet somehow afforded an excellent hold when he tightened his grip. The eighteen inch blade was double edged and three fingers wide, heavy enough to slash with, yet narrowing gracefully to a slim point that could easily penetrate the links and plates of most armour to pierce the soft flesh beneath. It felt good in his hands... he wondered why he had not noticed it before today.

The two attendants watched him fondle the weapon, noting the rapt look on his face. One of them whispered to the other, a little joke about Gladiators stroking ironwood. He heard them giggle. He shot them as severe a look as he could muster, to show that he overheard them, but nearly dropped the weapon as he put it back in its display stand. This time they did not even bother to hide their amusement and both burst into fits of laughter. Neither girl was being particularly malicious, but since Gavin was a very serious young man, he saw any laughter directed at him as an affront to his dignity. Suddenly he wanted to be elsewhere.

Gavin straightened up with a frown, spurred by anger, and snatched the spear and a serviceable looking short sword that also happened to be within reach. He marched to the service counter where he slammed his notes of purchase down and then left without saying a word. Both of the girlish attendants felt just a touch of guilt over upsetting the young man, but their minds quickly turned to other things.

Gavin paused on the street outside of the shop, red faced. He struggled to control his feelings; was he not a Gladiator, destined to fight his way to the Grand Championship and win his place among the Chosen? Surely he should not allow himself to be mastered by a moment of embarrassment; such a weakness could be deadly in the arena. He let out a long breath.

He privately admonished himself and resolved to choose his armour with all the seriousness and dignity he could muster. Much later, he would realize that his instinctive choice of weapons was quite good. In fact, he could not have chosen better as it turned out. He moved purposefully to the armour shop across the street.

It was early afternoon and the armour shop was deserted; most of his peers preferred to train in the morning and spend the afternoon in exercise leaving the evening free for socializing and shopping. There was only one attendant on duty, a young looking woman with curled silver hair, beautiful in her elegant dress, sitting behind the front counter of the shop, gazing into a link crystal. He approached her and cleared his throat.

Isabelle, the attendant in question, was much older than she looked, for like Gavin, she was one of the Gifted and thus her body could overcome the ravages of time. Unlike Gavin, she'd chosen the path of service, and become a Vassal and not a Gladiatrix. Vassals are prevented from learning and using destructive and dangerous magics, part of the price they pay for their greater freedoms. Gavin had not yet learned to recognize another Gifted, and so he wrongly assumed that Isabelle was just a humble store clerk.

Isabelle, for her part, was quite experienced in dealing with Gladiators fresh out of training; young men like Gavin were her chosen prey. She'd already sized him up as he walked into the store and could ascertain a surprising amount about him just from looking at his clothing, the way he walked, and his body language. She pretended not to notice him, sending word messages on her link crystal, until he approached her; at which time she put her toy away, with a feigned hint of reluctance. By the time she looked up, meeting his clear blue eyes with her calm emerald gaze, she'd decided that she wanted to bed this Gladiator-boy and was already planning her seduction.

In her eyes Gavin was quite handsome; like most Gladiators he had the impressive, athletic physique of someone who spent much of their time in hard physical conditioning, further enhanced with powerful magic. He was taller than most men and broad shouldered, but not unnaturally large or grotesquely over-muscled like some of his peers. His short dark brown hair framed a well sculpted face that spoke to her of honesty and passion. His clear blue eyes were his most striking feature; she felt they would be shocking if he ever wielded them properly.

"Um... Hello. I need armour for a match... this afternoon," Gavin said a little nervously as Isabelle met his eye. He silently cursed his voice for not sounding as suave and heroic as he imagined it should.

"Well, unfortunately, that leaves out anything custom fitted; I can only do minor alterations in that span of time." She allowed the barest hint of reproach to be heard in her voice, so that he would feel that she was doing him a favour. She smiled inwardly at Gavin's shyness; the game was already won as far as she was concerned. "What armour class are you?"

"Middle," he responded, unable to take his eyes off her as she closed in on him. "I’m looking for a breastplate, bracers, greaves, and also a shield."

"Have you given any thought to style and colour Honoured Gladiator?" she used the proper honorific to tickle his pride while she stopped at his side, just near enough to occupy his personal space.

"Um..." His thoughts were suddenly dashed upon the rocks as he became acutely aware of her scent and the nearness of her body. Her lips were a glossy crimson colour.

"Did they not teach you about the importance of style in your training?" She sighed, turning and moving away, rummaging for the tools she would need. She heard him let out his breath. Long ago she was surprised at how many novice male Gladiators did not pay attention to such an important facet of their career, but she had long since gotten used to it. She walked past him toward the fitting section, making sure to brush up against him, just so, as she did. "Follow me, please."

She continued her lecture as she led him deeper into her shop, keeping her tone light with a hint of helpful amusement. "A Gladiator's armour is not merely for protection; it is about how you present yourself to your audience. If you wish to be called to the championships you will have to become famous as well as skilled. If you wish to become famous, you will have to win over the support of the people. And I must tell you that people respond very well to style and proper presentation Honoured Gladiator. It is part of building your legend."

Gavin followed, watching the sway of her hips as she walked while he listened to her. He loved watching women walk and move, and he was suddenly aware that while his peers were cavorting and rutting he'd been ignoring his natural desires. The Campus Martius was full of beautiful women, maybe he should indulge, find a nice Gladiatrix or a store clerk. He pushed the thought aside.

Style was not something he gave much thought to, although he immediately grasped the truth in her words. Like it or not, popularity mattered in the arenas; a tied match is decided by the favour of the crowds. Well-liked Gladiators received gifts from patrons and even victory coins in special cases, and only the most celebrated of the many qualified Master-class Gladiators were ever invited to fill the limited spaces when a Grand Championship was held. Some fighters learned to call upon the enthusiasm of the audience to channel additional power for their spells. And perhaps most importantly, in the rare cases where a Gladiator chose to engage in a Deathmatch, they could be spared from defeat if they were well enough loved that the merciful audience gave them a 'thumbs up'.

"I think you should go for a more classical, heroic look, bright metal, silver and steel; pure and honest," Isabelle said as they stopped at a well hidden fitting room. She handed him a mithril breastplate sculpted to look like the face of a ferocious roaring lion that she'd grabbed on the way. "Take off your tunic please. Let’s see how this looks on you."

She watched as he stripped off his plain white tunic, enjoying the slight reddening of his cheeks. His arousal was obvious to her expert eye even through the conservative undergarment that he wore. For a moment she was tempted to act on her desires right there; she'd chosen the most remote fitting room just in case, but she kept her demeanour professional. With some men this would have been the perfect time to pounce, but she sensed this one was a romantic whose passions were best kindled a little more slowly. For the briefest moment she wished that she had met him when she was young and romantic herself, but she quickly slammed the door on that stray thought.

"Hold this to your chest while I put the straps on. You will be able to devise a glamour to help you put it on yourself fairly easily," She said moving around behind him. "My name is Isabelle, by the way."

"I'm Gavin. Nice to meet you, Isabelle," he said, smiling at her. He savoured the strange silky metallic feeling of the mithril against his skin and the businesslike motions of Isabelle's deft fingers as she adjusted the fittings. He was tempted to use his magic to learn what she thought about him, weaving the simplest of spells, but he was far too principled to actually do so. Besides, you never know when the Grey-Robes are around, he thought, and they would not be happy if he used his magic in such a way.

"This should fit well with some minor adjustments," She turned him toward a mirror as she spoke enjoying the feel of his muscles underneath her hand while she did so. She liked being the aggressor. "What do you think?"

Gavin almost forgot about Isabelle for a moment as he looked in the mirror. The lion looked impressive and regal on his chest, almost life-like as the silver-white mithril caught and magnified the light. The lion was a powerful symbol with a distinguished history; it spoke to him of courage and pride. It looked quite proper as far as he was concerned, and he felt a surge of boyish enthusiasm. The breastplate did not protect his neck or the lower part of his torso and did not cover much of his back, but it offered him about as much protection as arena regulations would allow a Gladiator of middle armour class.

"I like it," he said, smiling.

"You will need some bracers and greaves and I think this short kilt will go well with it," She handed him the items, waiting while he fastened the kilt. Isabelle still took great pride in her job, and she had to admit the mithril lion looked impressive on her young Gladiator. "I will have sky sapphires put in the eye sockets; they should match your eyes nicely..."

Gavin looked at her reflection in the mirror, his gaze following her curves like a flimsy boat caught up in the course of a mighty river. His gaze met hers in the mirror and the message in her glance was easy to read, even for him. After all, she'd remarked upon his eyes...

"You look fantastic Gavin, like a legend of the arena come to life. Did you say your first match was today..?" Isabelle's lips curved into a wicked smile, letting her triumph show. She felt like saying "checkmate" but experience had taught her to be humble in victory.

"Yes, would you like to watch me? I will be fighting in about two hours, if you can make it," he said. A warm feeling settled on him as he replayed the scene in his mind, realizing how Isabelle led him to exactly this moment. Maybe he would enjoy some of the romance of the Campus Martius after all. He held her emerald gaze in the mirror and smiled, a little more confident now. "I know I will fight better with such a beautiful woman looking on..."

"I'd love to! I will be very pleased if you wear a token of mine Honoured Gladiator. If you win this match for me, then we can... celebrate afterwards," she let her head rest on his shoulder a moment to emphasize her meaning. "But do this one thing for me if you can; make sure you don't wear this undergarment with this kilt. They look terrible together."

He laughed. She was surprised at the richness of the sound. The Lion seemed to shake with mirth as he did so.

"Isabelle, I am surprised you don't know," he intoned with perfect seriousness, turning toward her. "A Gladiator always goes regimental, for the ladies, of course."

For a heartbeat she did not realize he was being playful; and then she saw the mirth in his eyes, and she burst out laughing, delighted.

 

-----o

 

A little more than an hour later Gavin arrived at the Arena, feeling less rushed now that he was properly kitted. He made sure to arrive early so he could practise a bit with his new gear. Isabelle had done an excellent job, performing her craft with great skill and magic-aided swiftness. He passed through the inspection station where they checked his gear and watched him attune to the life preserving Keystone. For a brief moment he wondered what he would do if the regulator found fault with his weapons or armour, but the Grey-Robe had just nodded after making a brief inspection. The runes on the Keystone glowed briefly, flashing green, and he felt a thread of attunement connecting him to it as he moved away. The regulators looked bored.  

The arena in which he would soon fight was a circular underground room with fitted stone walls, a high-domed ceiling with a glowing crystal light, and a spectator’s gallery running around the upper reaches of the room. Fresh white sand covered the floor. Wards protected the walls and the gallery from stray spells and angry beasts. Unlike the great arenas in which he had dreamt of fighting while training as a boy, there were no hidden trapdoors or special conveyances in this venue. Nor was it large enough to accommodate bigger creatures or even some of the largest Gladiators he guessed.

Very few Gladiators have a dedicated following of any size early in their careers; thus there are dozens, perhaps hundreds of arenas like this one attached to the Campus Martius. Citizens from all over the Domains come here and watch novices fight, wandering from match to match. The Gladiators, freshly trained and veteran alike, refer to these arenas collectively as "The Pits". Gavin spent a few moments surveying the fighting grounds, the walls and the white sands, assuring himself that everything was as it seemed and then retired to his preparation room.

A fresh-faced attendant, no more than a boy really, was talking to a bored looking, lithe-bodied masseuse. The woman looked at Gavin hopefully, having already listened to the enthusiastic young attendant's story five times today. The Gladiator shook his head; he did not need a massage or want the girl's company before the match.

In the privacy of his arming room Gavin checked the straps on his armour once again, making sure that they were secure and that he had a full range of movement. The breastplate was cunningly crafted, and the fittings, clasps, and layered plates did not impede him significantly. He sensed a few minor catches, and noted them for later; Isabelle had not had enough time to fit the armour perfectly on such short notice

His short sword was next; since he had not had time to examine it, having purchased the blade in haste. He shook his head, reliving the embarrassment he'd felt in the weapons shop with the two girls laughing at him, before turning his focus back to the task in hand. The short sword's blade was a little wider than two of his fingers, two and a half feet long, with a thin blood channel running down the middle of the bright metal. The hilt and balance-weighted pommel were semi-circular, designed to deflect rather than catch enemy blades. It was an old model, the sort of weapon every Gladiator learns to use in training, and somewhat plain to look at, but nonetheless he was well satisfied. He practised with it for several minutes, simple thrusts, lunges, and quick drawing motions, before sheathing it at his left hip with a small smile of relief and satisfaction; it would do.

Next, Gavin picked up his shield. It was round, curved inwards from the boss, made from silver-white mithril like his breastplate, and just a little more than two feet in diameter.  Mithril was lighter than any steel alloy, but the metal shield was still heavy,  and had a nice solid feel to it. Like his breastplate it was decorated with a sculpted lion motif, a great regal beast, roaring defiantly. The edge of the shield was honed to a razor's edge, which made it somewhat less durable but much deadlier. The straps and grip were secure and he kept the shield on his arm, getting used to its weight.

Finally, he hefted his spear. It felt good in his hand: heavy, balanced, and smooth. The dark metal of the jagged, wide-bladed head was of an unfamiliar alloy. It was an exceptional weapon; perfectly made for someone of his height and strength. He found he could use it with one hand or two, slashing with the edges of the broad tip or thrusting with the deadly point. The weapon handled perfectly, almost like an extension of his body. Turning it over in his hand, Gavin marvelled at the superb craftsmanship. He could just discern a small maker's mark underneath one of the barbs; it was familiar but he could not quite place where he had seen it before. He frowned, thinking hard for a moment, and resolved to look into it later, although it was to be much later before he actually did so.

Lastly he fastened Isabelle's favour, a small garter made from red lace, to his breastplate, where it appeared to be dripping from one of the Lion's fangs, like a piece of its last meal. Any other symbolism was unintentional; his mind was on the coming match.

"Always work up a sweat before you fight!" The words of Alrum Southlander, his favourite beast lore teacher, echoed in his head. It was advice that had served him well in countless training matches. He could picture the bearded Grey-Robe now. Sadly the teachers could not leave the Campus Gladius to watch matches; he missed Ser Southlander.

Gavin breathed in deeply, filling his lungs. As he exhaled he tried to rid himself of negative thoughts, nervousness over his first match, desire for Isabelle, and a yearning to escape the restrictions of the campus. He then launched into a series of quick stretching exercises, keeping his weapon and shield in hand to get used to their weight. He followed this with a simple spear kata, letting his body flow through the familiar lunges, thrusts, and sidesteps. It was linear and precise, beautiful in its simplicity, he thought, and he repeated the kata again and again.

By the time the attendant knocked on his door to make sure he was ready, his body was beaded with sweat and his mind was focused on the upcoming fight.

 

-----o

 

The Gladiator's gate was typical of the smaller arenas on the Campus, a portcullis of thick iron bars set back several feet into the mouth of the stone corridor. Although Gavin was hidden from the eyes of the spectators here, he could see the galleries where they gathered, opposite the entrance, quite well. He scanned the small crowd. Isabelle was there, talking amiably with two other women; their well-cut gowns and confident airs made them stand out from the handful of spectators in the same way that well grown, vibrantly coloured roses stand out among lesser flowers.

He smiled, looking down to make sure her favour had not fallen out of place. They'd made a romantic bargain and he intended to keep his side of the deal and win the match. He looked forward to the reward, his imagination buoyed by countless tales of Gladiators and their lovers, romantic and raunchy.

A trumpet sounded, signalling the start of the match. There is little ceremony at simple matches for Gladiators who have not even attained the first rank; the boyish attendant, voice full of youthful enthusiasm, yelled "good luck" to Gavin, as he began to turn a wheel to crank the portcullis open.

The most common fights in the arenas of the Domains are monster-fights; these matches pit the noble Gladiators against the savage magic-tainted animals, unnatural beasts, and strange clockwork golems. Monsters, in the legal-technical jargon of the arena are actually anything that is not another citizen of the Domains, but when a spectator goes to a monster fight they expect to see a fantastic creature or nightmarish beast.

In the monster-fight it is tradition, part of the ritual, that the Gladiator enters from the east, as the representative of the Chosen and the people of the Domains, facing a savage creature that represents the danger that lurks outside the safety of civilized lands. It is a matter of debate if the east is meant to represent the sun, since the Chosen are the light of the world, or the position of the City of Krass, heart of the Domains, which lies on the eastern shores of the continent. The Gladiator usually enters first, allowing the people to admire their Champion before the fight begins. Some monsters are so rare or spectacular that they upstage the fighter and start in the arena for the crowd to wonder over before the match begins. 

Gavin stepped forward into the arena as the sound of the trumpet died away, moving slowly in spite of his pounding heart. The light caught the radiant silver-white mithril of his breastplate and shield. This, in turn, caught the attention of the watching spectators.  Tall and noble, decorated with proud Lions, Gavin looked every inch the story-book hero to many of those gathered in the small gallery. He raised his grim war-spear in salute to them, holding it high in a classical pose, and was greeted with a raucous cheer from Isabelle and her friends. His clear blue eyes met hers and he revelled in her obvious excitement.

A few passersby, on their way to other places in the vast maze of arenas in the pits, found themselves drawn in by the familiar spectacle, slowing to watch the fight.

A second trumpet sounded and Gavin lowered his weapon, his attention now focused on the gate-tunnel from which his opponents would momentarily emerge. He wondered what he would be fighting. His heart beat hard and his gaze narrowed in anticipation. He became less concerned about how he appeared to the audience and more focused on the coming fight. The iron bars of the portcullis withdrew into the roof of the dark tunnel, agonizingly slow in his mind's eye.

He heard a deep, rumbling growl resonate from within the dark confines of the monster's entrance. The distinct clink of heavy restraining chains falling onto stone preceded the sudden emergence of three large, bestial forms covered in dark fur onto the fighting grounds. They moved quickly, but Gavin immediately recognized them: Beastmen.

Everything he had learned about Beastmen in his years of training flashed through his head. They were larger than most men, over seven feet tall on average and ferociously strong. They were humanoid, but each had a variety of beastly features. The lead beastman, with huge slavering jaws, looked as if a wolf and a man had melted into each other, while the others had more feline features. Beastmen suffer from a tainted strain of rabies that drives them to attack anything but others of their kind in a violent, instinctive frenzy. They attack as a pack, and are drawn to the smell of blood. Historians agreed that they had been created for use as soldiers during the Reckoning, but there was little accord beyond that. Some experts felt their rabies was a side-effect of the mystical process used to create them, while others felt it was caused separately by tainted magic. It mattered little to Gavin at the moment.

Beastmen attacks plagued much the Domains, unpredictable and violent; captured members of this hated species were shipped to the arenas for use as fodder for the Great Games. Arena goers of all sorts loved watching these creatures get slaughtered and Arena Masters preferred the creatures for the ease with which they could be altered with magic. A ripple of excitement passed through the crowd as they recognized the Gladiator's foes.

Ten years of training allowed Gavin to keep his composure as the drooling, sharp-mawed beasts bore down upon him, churning through the white sands.

To most of the spectators the beasts moved with incredible speed, but time seemed to pass more slowly in Gavin's focused mind. He let his breath out, dropping into a wide, low stance to steady himself, planting the butt of his spear in the sand, and holding his shield out before him to hide its wicked point.

The pack separated as they moved in on him, one throwing itself straight toward Gavin while the others angled toward his flanks. The bloodlust was plain to see in their mad, rolling eyes as they charged. Their teamwork was uncanny, but the Gladiator was ready for this as well. He could see flecks of foam flying from the lead beastman's jaws as it leapt, powerful legs launching it forward, huge, stained teeth glinting in the light. Gavin tensed, waiting for his moment. The audience tensed as well, anticipating bloodshed.

Just before the first beastman collided with him, the Gladiator dropped into a crouch, swinging his shield out to the side. The middle, wolfish beastman ran straight into his spear. The impact ripped the spear-point clear through the creature, bloody red chunks caught in the spearhead's cruel barbs. Gavin fell back with the impact, rolling and twisting the spear to place the dying, flailing beastman between himself and its comrade coming from the right, while bracing his shield against the other coming at him from the left.

The crowd saw the gore dripping from his spear and cheered. The sight of red blood on white sand is by far the most beloved of the savage sacraments of the Great Games. But Gavin paid little heed to their cries as another of his opponents hit him.

Huge feline fangs, like daggers, snapped inches from his face as the creature tried to tear his shield from his grasp, heedless of the wicked edges that cut its hands. Gavin staggered under the creature's weight and inhuman strength but kept his feet. The other beastman had avoided its impaled brother, and now attacked him from behind. He moved, trying to step away, but felt pain as it slashed long claws into his unarmoured back, leaving long furrows of torn flesh. Snarling, he rolled forward into the sand, tearing his spear free from the dead beast as he did so.

He came to his feet, nimble in spite of his wound and the weight of his armour, and immediately slammed his shield into the nearest foe, sending it staggering back and away.

Gavin braced, turning to face the third beastman. It pounced at him, catlike, swatting his spear aside with surprising deftness while slashing its talons toward his neck. He backpedalled, trying to bring his shield up between them but at that moment the other beastman recovered from his shield-blow and grabbed him from behind, with powerful arms clamping around him like a vice and lifting him off the ground.

His focus sharpened; he could see the fangs of the beasts and the teeth of the crowd flashing, feel his muscles straining, smell the fur, metal and blood.

Many novice warriors would have died there, overpowered and outmanoeuvred; beastmen are inhumanly strong and animal fast. Many in the small crowd gasped, seeing themselves in his place. But Gavin was one of the Gifted, wielders of magic, with more weapons than just his spear and shield at his disposal. Isabelle, who was one of the Gifted as well, could sense him channelling power, even though it took less than a heartbeat. Gavin wove a pattern and sent power through it, shaping the raw magic he channelled into a spell, giving it form and function. Few who watched could sense this, but all the spectators caught what happened next. The Gladiator's gaze caught the beastman's eyes as it came in, jaws wide to bite his throat. Gavin's clear blue eyes flashed and there was a pulse, a distortion in the air that could be seen and heard, as he felt his spell hammer into the mental pattern of his foe. He felt the creature's mind shatter, a curious sensation he would compare to pottery imploding, although it really defied explanation to the Ungifted.

The beast stopped, eyes wide and unfocused, slavering jaws inches from Gavin's face. He could smell its hot, rancid breath as he struggled to free himself from the grasp of the one holding him. He watched as it staggered backwards howling in agony, blood gushing from its nose and ears. It was as if an invisible fist had closed around its brain, squeezing the grey matter to a hemorrhaging pulp without disturbing the skull. The crowd cheered, awed by the display of fearsome magic. A few eyes darted reflexively to the protective wards; many still feared magic, the force that brought about the Reckoning.

Gavin was in the moment again, magic rushing through his mind, grim war-spear in his hand, and the anticipation of victory in his heart.

The final beastman, still holding Gavin from behind managed to bite the Gladiator, tearing a chunk out of the side of his shield arm. Diseased saliva burned into the wound. Gavin dropped his spear, grunting in pain, gritting his teeth. With a sudden motion he dropped forward, twisting out of the creature's grasp, reaching with his free hand to grab the beast. He felt fur in his grasp and leaned forward pulling the creature down and slamming it into the ground head-first with a well executed hip-throw. As it struggled to rise, he drew his short sword with a quick, fluid motion and drove the blade into the back of creature's thick neck. It shook and pitched forward to lie beside its dead brethren, blood leaking from its wounds.

Gavin looked around. The spectators were clapping and cheering, happy with his victory. He had won and entertained the small crowd as well, and he felt a deep feeling of accomplishment. His first professional match was a real victory, more than just a training battle. Isabelle and her friends were chanting his name with girlish gusto. He raised his bloody spear to salute them and the rest of the small crowd in the gallery. The trumpets sounded again. 

Turning to head back to his arming room, he looked down again upon the still forms of the beastmen; their eyes had lost all their rabid lustre after death. They looked almost pathetic now.

Thus ended Gavin's first professional match as a Gladiator: a quick, but bloody victory against three beastmen in a small arena in the Campus Martius with twenty-six spectators attending.

 

-----o

 

By the time he made his way to the arming room, the claw slashes on his back had stopped bleeding and were worming their way closed. All Gladiators are conditioned to use their magic to regenerate, rapidly healing from most wounds automatically. Even disfiguring and mortal injuries, poison, and disease could be overcome by a Gladiator's powerful constitution. Indeed, if a Gifted healer was at hand, a Gladiator could survive just about anything with additional magic. Gavin could even recover from a beheading, if he attuned himself to the life sustaining Keystone before a fight. He knew this because it was something that all Gladiators went through as part of training. 

Yet his arm still throbbed; it had been a sloppy fight. He needed to do better if he wanted to prove himself. At least the crowd had enjoyed the drama.

Isabelle was waiting for him in the arming room, having sent the masseuse away before her Gladiator arrived.

"Hail Victorious Warrior!" She spoke as he entered, using the formal victor's honorific, very much at odds with her intimate tone and inviting smile. "That was a pretty impressive first outing Gavin. Take off your armour and sit down. I will tend to your wounds."

She washed away the blood and touched his wounds gently, using her magic to encourage his body to heal even more quickly. He could sense her channelling power and weaving a spell pattern, but it did not alarm him. Having grown up among the Gifted in the Campus Gladius; he was used to such things. Magic was as much a part of him as his hands, or his sense of touch. The wound on his arm closed under her deft hands and skilled application of her Gift. Her fingers were very warm and soothing, and Gavin could not help but relax as the last adrenaline from the fight left his body.

"Good as new," she said lightly, moving to stand before him. He looked up at her graceful figure, meeting her flashing emerald eyes.

With a graceful motion she unclasped her clothes, letting her expensive dress fall to the floor where the silk and lace mingled with the bloody metal of Gavin's armour.  Desire surged through him, like a bull, driven wild by the primal feeling of brute victory. He could smell blood and metal and her. She moved forward, kissing him roughly as she lifted his kilt and straddled him. He grabbed her roughly. Soon afterwards the little arming chamber echoed with the sounds of their passion.

 

-----o

 

"Where did you learn that, Gifted Healer?" he asked as they got dressed.

She raised a well-sculpted eyebrow. She looked fresh and clean despite their amorous activities; Glamour magic saw to that.

"I mean the healing," he said, blushing.

She laughed. "My first placement as a Vassal was tending to the Gladiators at a small arena in the town of Hillgrave, out west. I developed a genuine fondness for the games while I was there; I just love the ritual and the drama. I am actually older than you might think Gladiator. I earned my freedom years ago, but I still hang out at the Campus because of the games... and the Gladiators..."

She paused, looking at him, eyes bright with lust.

"Now, I promised you a celebration if you won. This is only the beginning. I have a feast ready at my apartment. I will give you a proper massage and bath after we eat... if you still wish to accompany me?"

 

"I would like that very much," he said. "I'd be grateful, in fact."

Arm in arm the Gladiator and the Gifted woman left the small arena, moving out into the Campus Martius, ignoring any other fights they passed.




  

Chapter Two: Luck
 

City of Krass, Campus Martius,1138/10/12 AR

 

"Luck will often come to a man, so long as his courage holds true." Northlands Saying

 

"A Gladiator's body can survive almost any wound if they are sustained by the magic of a Keystone. This does not lessen the mental trauma of the wound however. The body still feels as if it should be injured or dead. This can lead to severe mental disorders..." Mind of the Gladiator: a handbook.

 

Gavin was still hurt over Isabelle more than a month after she had stopped seeing him, which was a longer span of time than their relationship actually lasted. After a few nights of passion she had simply said she did not want to commit to a serious relationship. He had begged her to reconsider, then later felt shame that he had shown such weakness. Soon after he saw her with another man, a newly minted Gladiator much like himself.

He spent most of this time engaged in long, sorrow-fuelled training sessions, decidedly avoiding the company of his peers. Jealous of every happy couple he saw, he could not abide the presence of anyone who did not share his solitary status.

He did not watch any matches, which is as popular a past-time for Gladiators as it is for the rest of the citizens of the Domains. It is also a good way for a fighter to scout potential competition. He did not join the everyday festivities at the sprawling Quirky Quickling tavern, where many young Gladiators learn the pleasures and pains of strong drink. And he most assuredly abstained from going any place that he might see Isabelle, especially the lacy confines of Madame Chloe's tea house, where they had breakfasted after their first night together.

His neighbours in the south residence thought him strange because of his quiet nature and mournful features, but they just assumed he was a practitioner of necromantic magic and that he must prefer the company of ghosts. This was a natural assumption among the Gifted, and so they left Gavin alone.

In truth Gavin acted like any young man, at least one with a truly romantic nature. A person who models his life on the tales of heroic Gladiators like Arius of Sylvanwood or Balvuk Dragonsbane can hardly be expected to take rejection in stride. It is worth noting that Gladiators are not trained in the social arts, excepting performance skills used in the arena; they must acquire these vital skills on their own time.

It was during one of his late night training binges, after a long run followed by three hours of practice reversing his grip on the spear haft, and then three hours of reviewing the proper footwork and technique for spear-lunges, that his mood changed. Beaded with sweat and aching all over, his depression broke, and Gavin was struck by a fierce desire to fight. He felt a sharp surge of guilt for not sticking to his earlier plans for an aggressive match schedule; he should not allow romance, especially a failed one, to get in the way of his career. His rallying resolve burned away much of his lingering angst, leaving him feeling lighter.

Since it would be bad form to stop, he completed his last kata with an energetic flourish, gathered his gear, and marched toward the Office of the Arena Registrar with determined steps, hoping that even at this late hour he could arrange a match.

Gavin had no doubt that Isabelle would regret spurning him when he took his place in the ranks of the immortal Chosen!

 

-----o

 

The crystal-lit streets of the Campus were crowded with Gladiators as Gavin made his way from the south training grounds to the cluster of administration buildings attached to the Pits. Most of his peers were on their way to or from the evening revels, drunk and happy. Drinks and meals were free in the Campus Martius, and the young Gladiators were known to take full advantage of this; some of them would over-indulge and spend years here before finishing their testing match for the first rank. Gavin frowned upon this kind of behaviour. Consequently he moved so quickly through the streets, lost in his own plans, that few of the impressive scenes of this veritable carnival made any impression on him.

He passed two huge ogres, stripped to the waist, muscles bulging with titanic effort as they strained against each other. A band of onlookers cheered them, wagering on the outcome.

He nodded to a pair of stern-faced, Grey-Robed officers of the Deliberative who glanced at him as he passed. The Deliberative policed the Campus Martius and thus were thick on the street at this time of night, ever-ready to defuse any situation that might lead to a brawl among their young, over-enthusiastic charges. Their very presence seemed to calm the frantic atmosphere of the revels around them, like the cool ocean breeze that takes the edge off the hot summer days in Krass. One of them offered Gavin a small smile in return for his nod, the commerce of politeness in action. The other, younger officer, paid the passing Gladiator no notice; he was too busy trying to look imposing.

The young Gladiator slowed when, after turning off of one of the Campus' many sheltered side-streets, his eyes met those of a stunning elf-girl standing a little apart from a group of revellers in the fountain square he was about to pass through. He stood there, pinned by her brilliant, intense eyes, while her crimson painted lips curled slowly into a devastating smile. He felt his heart leap, raging in his chest as if it could break free and seek a place with her.

"Wheeee. Look out long-shanks!" A high pitched voice, shouting in glee, forced him to look away from the elf-girl and stand very still as the small, fast forms of three racing, laughing Quicklings sped past him, weaving through the crowd, leaving cursing and confusion in their wake. When he looked back up the girl had rejoined her friends. He suddenly remembered his resolution and moved on.

 

-----o

 

The Office of the Arena Registrar is a large rectangular building near the entrance to the pits, one of several administration buildings nestled there. It is five stories of pure white Krassian marble and shining bronze, built in the classical pre-Reckoning style. Public buildings in the capital were spared no expense, especially when the needs of the state converged with love of the Great Games.  Formidable columns lined the front of the building, bracing graceful arches, and framing tall, thin windows of translucent amber glass. The centre of the building was dominated by two immense arched doors, made of dark wood framed with polished brass, large enough to accommodate a Minotaur Colossus. Despite their size the doors swung smoothly, noiselessly open, with little effort on Gavin's part.

The last time Gavin had been in the building it had been crowded with newly trained Gladiators arranging matches at the massive registration counter, or checking the large, flat sheets of link-crystal which displayed the times and locations for all the matches scheduled to take place in the Pits. Now, late at night, it was eerily quiet. Two bored looking officers of the Deliberative stood near the doors surveying the room, a smiling clerk chatted with a Dwarven Gladiatrix at one end of the counter, and three other yawning workers sat gathered around a brass and glass clockwork coffee pot in casual conversation. The smell of the potent black brew reached out to him from across the floor.

It seemed to Gavin as if none of the staff noticed him, but as he approached the marbled counter a child-sized head appeared directly in front of him. Her small size and sharp features marked the clerk as a Quickling as surely as her rapid movements. Thick glasses made her already large eyes seem preposterously big on her tiny head.

"Can I help you sir?" Sinti, the clerk, tried to sound as sombre and officious, as she felt her post merited. This was something the young woman practised constantly, for Quicklings are naturally excitable and tend to talk quickly and in a very high pitched voice. She took her duty very seriously and thus tried to talk at a speed and tone that other races would find easy to follow. She smiled as the young man approached the desk. He was quite handsome for a human; his perfectly toned physique marked him as a Gladiator as surely as the weapons he carried.

"Yes, I would like to arrange a match as quickly as possible, tomorrow if you can," said Gavin.

"Hmmm..." Any of the other clerks on duty would have immediately denied Gavin's request; It requires time and effort to set up even the simplest of matches in the pits; consequently fights are usually scheduled weeks, often months in advance. However, this particular young clerk took her job very seriously, and she was full of energy and the desire to be helpful even at this late hour. "I can check and see if any matches registered for tomorrow have been dropped due to Gladiator related issues."

"You mean sickness?" asked Gavin, prompted by his natural curiosity and Sinti's easy and open manner, which seemed to invite questions.

"Yes: sickness, injury, and imprisonment. Reasons of compassion and education are also acceptable. Occasionally the Deliberative will prevent a Gladiator from fighting for reasons of their own; but that is very rare." She smiled while she checked the crystal in which the records were kept, enjoying the chance to show off her knowledge. "What are your particulars?"

"Human, Defender, Medium, Cogimancy... unranked," he answered. "One fight, One win."

"I have to ask because matches often have specific requirements for Gladiators of a certain type." She continued speaking in a cheery, animated fashion, still checking the crystal as she spoke. "We can, as long as it meets with approval, replace a Gladiator who drops a match with anyone who is qualified to take his place. You can actually request special matches for training purposes or to draw a larger crowd. Private sponsors can arrange special matches for unranked Gladiators as well; at the Campus Martius we work closely with the Grand Arena of Krass and the Local Faction arenas to ensure our Gladiators and the public that come to watch them have access to the best fights available." Gavin smiled; the little woman's pride in her work was obvious, a trait he always found endearing.

 

"Interesting," he smiled, not bothered at all by the fountain of information. In fact, it had never occurred to him that he could arrange special matches. He was about to ask for more information when she made a small sound of triumph.

"Got it… Yes!" She smiled brightly, enjoying the feeling of accomplishment. "I have a match tomorrow for someone with your specs. Do you like dogs?"


The Gladiator's brow arched.

 

-----o

 

Spike hounds are not truly dogs, but rather ugly dog-shaped reptilian creatures that can grow to the size of a small pony. A mane of spiky quills bristles around their heavy head and powerful shoulders. Their natural ferocity is exceptional and wild spike hounds will attack the peoples of the Domains of the Chosen without hesitation. Many believe that they are the descendants of domestic hounds tainted by the Reckoning. Perhaps this is because they not only look somewhat like dogs,  but they bark like them as well; scholars continually debate if they are related to true canines.

Spike hounds are a constant threat to the semi-nomadic Minotaur herds of the Plains Domains, who must always guard against sudden attacks from large packs of these creatures. Some of these beasts acquire a taste for the flesh of men, elves, and other sentients.

They are popular in the arena because of their natural ferocity and familiar-but-monstrous appearance. Many of the more bloody-minded fans of the Great Games also enjoy the creatures because when they do manage to get the better of a Gladiator, the results are very, very messy. Nothing like watching a screaming fighter pulled apart by dogs they would say.

So Gavin's second professional match was against not one, but two of these savage creatures. It would be a difficult fight to be sure, but Gavin was driven by a need to prove his worth; once the match was suggested to him, he felt he would look like a coward if he refused it. He also had a strong desire to progress in his career so that he could seek his fortune outside the comforting confines of the Campus Martius, and he needed at least five matches under his belt to attain the first rank so he could leave. Although not yet wise enough to understand the desires that were driving him, Gavin felt the wider world beckoning him.

Standing in the shadows of the Gladiator's entrance, he breathed deeply to calm himself. It was not a Deathmatch, so even if he lost he would survive; but the idea of being mauled and then put back together and spending months recovering after being ripped apart was daunting nonetheless. Some Gladiators were ruined by brutal loses, even if they lived; he did not want to become such a pitiful being, bereft of purpose, subject to mockery, living a half-life. He greatly feared such a fate. 

Although he sought it, calm did not come to him as he waited for the match to begin. The trumpet sounded and the portcullis squealed upwards. The fighting grounds, pure white sand bright in the artificial light, called to him. Gavin walked slowly into the arena and raised his grim war-spear to salute the small crowd of spectators. The audience was noticeably larger than for his first fight, crowding for space along the railing of the gallery. A few of them cheered as he appeared. He thought he might recognize a couple of them, some Gladiators he had trained with. This arena was a little larger than the first he had fought in, perhaps to accommodate the size of the hounds. The trumpets sounded once again. He heard an ominous bark, loud as a thunderclap; the gate opposite him crawled into the ceiling.

The hounds advanced into the light slowly, sniffing the air, their hate-filled eyes fixed on Gavin. The spines on their backs clicked together as they breathed, making a sound like wooden chimes rattling in the wind.  Every movement of their large, lean bodies seemed to exude a deliberate, calculated menace to the Gladiator. They measured him with their pitiless stares and he did not like what he saw reflected there. Icy panic gripped his heart as the two spike-hounds began to lope toward him in an almost casual manner, claws sinking deep into the sand as they moved.

A half remembered passage from one of Chosen Marius's travelogues saved Gavin. Gathering himself he charged the beasts, yelling as loud as he could. The action was meant to confuse them, challenging their conception of who was prey. They paused for a moment; the smaller creature rushing at them played havoc with their sense of predatory hierarchy. The pair halted their advance, opting to circle Gavin instead of charging; growling as they did so.

An unassuming man, passing through the little arena on his way to another engagement, stopped when he saw the young Gladiator charge the hounds. A seasoned warrior, he was drawn in by Gavin's use of a strategy with which he was intimately familiar. A woman paused to look at this man as he joined the small cluster of spectators, her brow furrowing as she briefly wondered where she knew him from. After a brief glance, she wrote off his familiarity to "having one of those faces". In spite of the man's exalted importance in the Domains, he was rarely recognized without his symbols of office, which is exactly as he liked it. He settled into the audience, analyzing the Gladiator's chances; a fight against two spike hounds would be tough going for an inexperienced, unranked fighter.

In the arena Gavin watched the hounds as they circled him. The most surprising thing about Spike Hounds is how cunning they are. In the cataclysmic aftermath of the Reckoning, their bestial intelligence helped them survive and prosper in the twisted landscape. They could outwit larger predators and work together to take down difficult prey. Now, seeing Gavin as a potential threat, they sought to move around him until one of them could attack him from a vulnerable flank.

Gavin did not see the beast behind him pounce, but he heard it move and sidestepped rapidly so that it landed in the sand beside him. The other spike hound was already charging as Gavin made this movement, and it slammed into him, knocking him off his feet and sending him sprawling into the sand. Dazed, he struggled to get up, to get his spear and shield in front of him. He got to his knees before a heavy weight fell onto him, as one of the beasts pinned him to the ground with its body, wicked teeth snapping at his throat. The creature's hot breath, smelling of blood and carrion, washed over him. He struggled to get the heavy creature off him, horrified as the huge jaws inched closer to his face. He felt something wet trickle onto him. The gaping maw stopped moving. The beast’s terrible eyes blinked, as if in shock, and then went dull. Blood ran from its slack mouth, and he realized that it had, through sheer luck, impaled itself on his deadly spear blade. The crowd cheered, seeing the Gladiator's bloody spear-head blossoming from the creature's back. 

Gavin's relief did not last long, for he felt the jaws of the second monstrosity close around his leg. His armoured greaves absorbed most of the pressure, keeping the beast from snapping the bones, but he could feel its jagged teeth sawing into the meat of his leg. It pulled, shaking its head from side to side. He felt his leg dislocate as he was pulled out from under the body of his first foe which had been pinning him to the ground.

He kicked at it and the Spike Hound let go of his leg, darting forward to bite at his vitals. The Gladiator did not have time to stand. He kicked at the beast again, slamming his boot into its snout, then sat up half-way, swinging his shield, razor edge first, into the creature's jaws as it snapped at him again. The beast's teeth dug into his arm, but the bladed edge of his shield began to cut into the back of its mouth. Its eyes rolled, shocked by the taste of its own blood. It tried to back away, but its teeth were caught in the shield and Gavin pushed with all the might his wounded body could muster.

Man and beast, both mad with pain and fury, rolled around the arena while the watching crowd cheered. The Spike Hound raked the Gladiator with its clawed hind legs, trying to push him away from its mouth. Stalwart Gavin's free hand found the hilt of his short-sword and he drew the blade,  hacking and stabbing the creature with frenzied abandon as they turned the white sands red. Finally the beast shuddered and died, giving off a peculiar canine whine before it collapsed. Gavin, too weak to feel triumphant, could not gain his feet. He looked down to see deep claw gashes on the unarmoured parts of his body. Blood from his wounds mingled with that of the spike hounds soaking into the white sand.

He felt giddy and horrified at the same time. The people in the gallery were pushing against the railing, shouting in approval. With a titanic effort of will he pushed himself to his knees. He weakly raised his gore-stained sword to them, kneeling in a pool of blood, and then he passed out from his wounds.

 

-----o

 

The unassuming man watched long enough to see the healers arrive to load Gavin's wounded body onto a stretcher. The Gladiator would survive and make a full recovery; he knew from personal experience the kind of injuries a Gifted could survive. He was impressed with the young fighter; two spike-hounds, strong ones by the look of them, were not an easy fight for someone just out of training. The boy had adopted tactics he had once used himself, as a soldier and then later written about. He wondered if the Gladiator had read his works; perhaps he would ask him if they ever met in person.

As the dark mouth of the Gladiator’s entrance swallowed the stretcher, the man turned to go; he was almost late for an appointment. At just that moment a young arena attendant, a boy on the cusp of manhood, spotted him. The boy eye’s widened and he seemed to be on the verge of bowing or perhaps even prostrating himself. The man smiled, quickly pressing a coin worth a month’s wages into the attendant’s hand and raising a finger to his lips. The boy blinked and then nodded, his expression of surprise becoming the stoic silence of one who possesses important information as the Chosen left the small arena and went about the business of the realm.




  

Chapter Three: Ravius Vergerus
 

1139/01/18 AR, Campus Martius

 

"A true champion has no need of friends." Moltar, to Valaran diVolcanus

 

"The foundation of every truly great team is friendship." Arena Master Druth

 

"I'm telling you Ravius: it was luck."

 

"No, it was instinct Gavin. We've been drilling since we were six years old, little brother. We've fought hundreds of training duels with live weapons; moves like that are second nature to us, little brother." Ravius's voice dripped cheerful self-assurance; an annoying trait in Gavin's view. "Your body and subconscious knew how to position the spear even if your conscious mind did not command it."

"Ravius, I'm pretty certain the Spike Hound impaled itself on my spear accidentally," responded Gavin, trying to show his exasperation.

Ravius Vergerus was one of Gavin's classmates from the Campus Gladius, where young gifted were trained in magic and where they both had decided to become Gladiators. He was slightly shorter than Gavin, with a wide tangle of blond hair, dark blue eyes, and ever-cheerful as far as Gavin could tell. He'd met Ravius in a pairs training duel when he was fourteen and the other had spent the last three years of training taking Gavin "under his wing". Ravius was smart, bold, a little egotistical, and always trying to break the quiet Gavin "out of his shell." Ravius also called anyone he spoke to "little brother" or "little sister", even if they were larger than he was; this too, irritated Gavin... he had a good two inches over Ravius.

Gavin did not seek his company; Ravius was over-fond of talking and did not seem to understand that some people enjoy quiet solitude, are serious by nature, and that introversion is not an aberration that should be cured. Gavin had hoped that Vergerus would forget about him after graduation, but this was apparently not to be. He'd come to Gavin's second match and had gone out of his way to help him make a full recovery afterwards. Now Gavin was having trouble reconciling his distaste for Ravius with the fact that the man was showing himself to be a true friend; he was beginning to wonder if his aversion to the blond Gladiator's friendship was a reflection of his own internal conflicts and not true dislike.

Upon further thought, he resolved to be nicer to Ravius. Perhaps true friendship required that he accept the other person's foibles. Besides, it would be useful to have a training partner.

It was the day of Gavin's third match. After two months of recovery and another month of training he had felt confident enough to arrange a third professional bout. The massive jaws of the spike hounds and their toxic saliva had made recovery slow, even with his Gladiator's healing factor. Ravius had visited him often. 

After recovering, he had sought out the efficient Quickling clerk who had arranged his second match. He had struck up a friendly conversation, learning that her name was Sinti, and she gladly arranged a special match on his request. The match was a survival bout that pitted him against the stitched, cadavers re-animated by necromancy, referred to by the common folk as zombies. A "survival" match meant Gavin had to survive an onslaught of these creatures over a time limit to win; any enemies he killed would be replaced.

Zombie plagues had become a serious threat after the Reckoning. Most ungifted bitten by such a creature would die, and would soon rise again as an undead menace. The Gifted were immune to this and gradually the threat had been brought under control in most Domains. The wild magic that caused the plagues proved more difficult to overcome; cremation was now mandated by law in most Domains, just in case. Those versed in necromantic magic could control most forms of zombie. In many places these creatures became arena fodder, servants, or labourers. A necromancer employing them had to be licensed; his zombies needed be "dried out" or cured, inspected and certified that they could not spread the plague. They often had their jaws removed or stitched shut as well, mostly to reassure the public; hence they were called the stitched in arena slang. 

It had been quite easy to arrange the match, especially with Sinti's energetic assistance, but another month and a half was required to appropriate the resources for his special match this time. Gavin felt it was worth the wait; an unusual battle of this type would draw more spectators, and should help increase his reputation. Even the most skilled Gladiator would have trouble earning an invitation to the Grand Championships if he had no following.

As they wound through the bustling streets of the Campus Martius, dodging the armoured figures of their peers, Ravius took the opportunity to stop and chat with every single man and woman he recognized. Gavin had anticipated this ahead of time and set out early; he nodded politely when Ravius introduced him to someone, but his mind was on the coming battle.

It was going to be a difficult match, but defence was Gavin's speciality, and after the brutal mauling he had received at the hands of the spike hounds, his need to prove himself had only increased. Like many people who have a surfeit of intelligence and a deficit of confidence, Gavin had a tendency to over-analyze, especially his own failures. He secretly hoped that Vergerus was right and it was instinct and not luck that helped him bring down the first hound with his spear. He was not yet confident enough to put the incident behind him, and he replayed it in his mind over and over, trying to think his way through it. Ravius had snapped him out of this state of mind several times in the past months.

As they moved from the streets into the honeycombed passages of the Pits, Ravius turned his attention back to Gavin. "I like the look you chose; the Lion suits you, little brother," he said.

"Really? I was thinking of getting rid of it." Gavin unconsciously made a sour face; he still did not like being reminded of Isabelle. His desire to be rid of the armour, which she had suggested, was spurred by this. "I've been saving my tokens for a new set."

"Tokens are not easy to get; I'd save what you have for more enchantments; you will need the extra edge, little brother. Besides, whoever she is, she did you a favour picking out that armour." Ravius read his friend's discomfort like a book, seeing the truth behind the impulse to change, much to Gavin's discomfort. "Think about it at least."

"You might be right..." Gavin conceded with a shrug of his shoulders. In truth, he liked his lions a great deal, in spite of the fact that the style reminded him of Isabelle; Gladiators become attached to the tools of their profession in the same way that carpenters might love the feel of their best hammer or writers favour a certain quill above all others.

They arrived slightly early and Gavin entered the arming room to prepare himself. Ravius spent his time talking to the masseuse, who after a few well-chosen comments was laughing at the skirmisher's bawdy jokes, deeply engaged in their flirtation. Gavin felt slightly jealous as he moved past them. Ravius was able to talk to women so easily! The pretty masseuse was already biting her lip and leaning very close to the blond haired man, her dark eyes shining.

"Good luck, little brother!" Ravius turned to Gavin as he walked past, smoothly putting his arm around the waist of the slim girl beside him as he did so. The warning trumpet sounded just then, calling the spectators to order, and Gavin hurried to take his place in front of the gate.

For this fight Gavin had requested a modification to the terrain within the arena. There was a raised area, a stone pedestal of sorts, in the centre of the fighting grounds. It was about ten feet across and a foot and a half off the ground. Gavin intended to use the added height to his advantage against his undead opponents. It would also allow the spectators to see him better in the press of bodies that was likely to ensue. He was surprised that this modification was approved, but Sinti had told him that the Deliberative rarely rejected a modification unless it was deemed unfair to another Gladiator or likely to reduce spectator enjoyment. She had remarked that most spectators want to see the Gladiators win in monster fights; it made them feel safer to see the terrible taint-spawned beasts defeated. It made sense to Gavin.

After the portcullis rose, he jogged to the pedestal and leapt onto it, thrusting his spear high into the air in salute to the audience as he took his place. The sixty or so people crowding the Gallery of the tiny arena, the smallest he had fought in so far, cheered as he appeared. Many of these had come to see this young Gladiator try his hand at a difficult match. Others came because a special match like this is a relative rarity, a treat even for veteran fans of the Great Games.

Gavin raised an eyebrow and nearly grinned as he realized some of the audience were wearing zombie costumes. Anyone who pays attention to these matters comes to realize that the walking dead have their own fans. It was an interesting sub-culture he thought; it would be less amusing, however, if the zombie fans cheered while he was having his innards torn out by the undead.

Sinti had suggested this particular arena because it was the smallest she could book that had enough entrances for the Stitched to shamble into, en-mass. The size would make it feel more crowded and claustrophobic, the zombie "horde" would look larger. The more intimate venue would also allow the crowd to get a better look at the action. It would not impede Gavin since he intended to stay on the pedestal, and of course the Stitched, like most zombies, were not exactly known for their desire to manoeuvre beyond running and shambling toward their prey.

The trumpet sounded again and three gates opened, allowing the first group of Stitched into the arena, two from each gate. Their mouths were wired shut but they managed to make a horrible sound, a ghastly grinding groan, nonetheless. A quiver of delighted fear ran through the audience as the horrible rasping sound reached them.

Gavin had a moment to survey the hideous creatures as they moved into the arena. Their flesh was dried and cured, tougher but less septic than that of true zombies. These Stitched were piecemeal creatures, veterans of several matches, sewn together from whatever scraps had remained after their last fight. Their hands had been replaced with a variety of hooks, blades, and simple weapons that they could use to cut, bludgeon, dismember, and disembowel an armoured Gladiator.

After a moment they fixated on him, sensing his life-force he guessed, then turned in eerie symmetry to look at him with eyeless sockets before charging. They ran with a shuffling, ungainly stride that did not really seem to slow them down.

The first Stitched to make it to the pedestal met with a hard overhand slash from his spear. The blade hit it in the head, squarely, with enough power to cave in the creature's tough skull. The surest way to kill a Stitched, like any zombie, was to destroy the brain of course. It jerked stiffly and fell backwards off the pedestal, as two hammered at him with their weapon hands.  Their blows were clumsy, but powerful and unrelenting. Three more immediately filled the gap, one began grappling with Gavin's shield.

The Stitched are strong enough to rend a normal man apart with their bare hands, but their might was no match for magically enhanced strength of a Gifted Gladiator. He shoved forward, putting his shoulder behind his shield, slamming it into the zombie grappling with him, sending it flying back off the raised platform; it landed with a sickening crunch, breaking its lower leg, but started to rise almost immediately. Pain means nothing to such creatures.

Stalwart Gavin moved slightly so that a clumsy, but powerful, blow from the weapon-arm of one of his foes hit the thickest part of his shoulder armour. He then dispatched his Zombie attacker with a swift lunge, ramming his spear blade through its skull. A horrible odour assaulted him as the majority of the zombie's rotten brains flowed out of the wound.  Someone in the crowd squealed in morbid delight.

At this interval three more of the creatures were released into the arena. Gavin barely noticed; he was too busy with the four that were assaulting him already. The spectators watched with morbid excitement, cheering as the Gladiator fended off his relentless undead assailants.

They were all around him now, mouthing their horrible groans and throwing themselves at him. In numbers their strength could overcome even his, but his training as a defender had taught him to position himself well, and he moved in such a way that multiple opponents could not easily concentrate their attacks on him. He dodged and pivoted, shoving them back with his shield and grim spear as he did so. From the galleries it seemed as if the silver lions of his shield and armour wove through the undead, bright and snarling. He drove one to the ground with a swift, measured spear slash and stomped on it; the creature's head burst like some obscene fruit.

The stitched came on, tireless and hungry. More of them shambled into the Arena to join the attack. Gavin lost track of time and felt a rising sense of Panic. A jagged blade gouged into his back. He staggered under the blow, but righted himself quickly. He heard a few cheers from the crowd and realized that some people were actually cheering for his undead opponents. Angry now, he yelled in fury, and pivoted, swinging his razor edged shield in a bright arc, nearly decapitating his undead attacker. This move elicited an even louder cheer from the rest of the audience. Fans of the Great Games always love to see heads roll.

But the effort of keeping the Stitched away from him was starting to take its toll. Gavin was slick with sweat. His broad-bladed war-spear felt a little heavier in his hands, unwieldy with all his foes pressing in on him. He decided to switch weapons...

He wove a simple spell pattern, channelling energy through it, shouting out loud as he did so. The pure, simple joy of magic flowed through him. A bright blue beam of energy surged from his head to that of the nearest Stitched, linking them momentarily; its brain liquefied under this magical assault, steam rising from its skull. The zombies seemed to have little resistance to his Cogimancy. The spell he had used would normally not need a shout or produce the vivid blue flame; he had added these effects to the spell to make it flashier, a little pyrotechnic flourish that Ravius had shown him.

Ravius, being a skirmisher by training, was fond of reminding Gavin that Gladiators were performers as well as fighters.

Gavin used his mind blast twice more as the zombies crowded round, to lethal effect each time, but they continued to mob him on the pedestal. He pushed one off. He impaled two of them with a single spear lunge, but he could not jerk his spear free. Then a spiked iron ball mounted in the place of a hand smashed into the back of his head, driving him to his knees. For a moment everything was a blur. They fell upon him, their blows raining on his shield and pushing him to the ground. He felt their blades and hooks slice into him where he could not protect himself. He heard their wretched moaning, barely constrained by sewn up mouths, and it filled him with primal dread.

Ripping his short sword from its sheath, Gavin began to hack at them swinging his blade in tight desperate arcs. He still could not regain his feet under the weight of their numbers. He started cutting at their legs, and some fell; this served to protect him from the attacks of the others as he gathered his strength. He surged upwards, throwing them off. He shouted, he hacked, he sent them flying by bashing them with his shield, and melted their brains with his magic. He went down again, but empowered by a desperate animal fury he struggled to his feet. The crowd cheered, enthralled by the grim spectacle.

Finally the trumpet sounded. His remaining attackers all sank slowly to the ground as their controlling Necromancers suddenly restrained them.

Gavin saluted the crowd, drinking the praise they showered on him. His chest was heaving and he was covered in sweat and gore, but he felt a great sense of triumph. It was a small audience but they were all chanting his name, even those who were dressed as Zombies. He exulted in the feel of a hard won victory; he'd endured a brutal assault and this accomplishment felt good.

He showered and bathed for a long time after the match, to rid himself of the clinging stench. Ravius met him as he left the arena, an hour later. Gavin was surprised that his jovial friend had waited, and then felt shame at this. His reaction reminded him again that Ravius had shown him nothing but friendship. He resolved to make an effort to treat his friend better.

"I do not think I could have done half as well in that match, little brother," Ravius said, smiling broadly, happy that Gavin had made use of the technique he had shown him. Gavin for his part found he enjoyed the praise of his friend as much as that of the arena spectators, "I think we should celebrate your victory with a drink, preferably in some place full of wanton women who have a taste for brave Gladiators. What do you say, my friend?" Much to the surprise of Ravius Vergerus, Gavin smiled broadly in agreement and they both joined the revels that rock the Campus Martius every night.




  

Chapter Four: The Execution
 

1139/02/12 AR, Campus Martius

 

"Success is attainable only by those who believe in themselves. A positive will overcomes all obstacles." From a popular philosophy of the time.

 

"Failure is not, in itself, a character flaw." Chosen Brighthoof

 

Ravius entered the Enduring Bulwark Dojo just as Master Ironwall fired another volley at Gavin. The finely tempered springs of the spike gun sang as they let slip the lethal swarm. A dozen four inch steel spikes flew out of the cluster of steel barrels and sped unerringly across the room toward their target. Ravius could just barely follow their course even with his Gladiator's finely tuned senses and lightning swift reflexes.

Gavin had entered the heightened state of defensive awareness that Master Ironwall had begun teaching him as part of his training at the Enduring Bulwark School. Time seemed to move slowly, and his senses sharpened. He could read the course of each spike as it sped toward him. He heard the intake of Ravius's breath. He smelled the sweet scent of flowers from Master Ironwall's garden.  He concentrated.

Gavin stepped forward, positioning his body to minimize his profile and maximize his armour while moving his lion-headed shield to meet the streaking projectiles. The shield felt alive, an extension of his body. The clang of the missiles as they slammed into his shield was echoed by the thud of those he evaded as they buried themselves in the wall behind him. He grunted in pain and surprise; two of the shots had found their mark, embedding themselves deep in the muscles of his upper leg.

"Bloody, BLOODY, Reckoning!" Gavin swore, grimacing. He felt like hitting something, unleashing his frustration in a childish tantrum; his failure embarrassed him.

Ravius winced from the doorway. He did not rush to Gavin's side; it would be poor form to enter the Dojo without an invitation and the wound his friend now sported was hardly a danger to a Gladiator.

Gavin's disappointment in his own performance was worse than the pain; he had been so sure he was going to get them all this time. Such wounds, while crippling to an ungifted man were trivial to any Gladiator; they would close and heal long before his match this afternoon. His deficiency was what really hurt. He took each of his failures to heart, which led him to constantly strive to do better, but also meant that he burdened himself unnecessarily.

"Not too bad Gavin," Master Ironwall's deep, calm voice intoned. "I am pleased with your progress; few of my students are as advanced as yourself after only a few months of training. Please go with your friend after Mishka has tended your wounds. Remember what you have learned in your fight this evening." The flint-eyed dwarf nodded to Ravius, who jogged over to Gavin as the healer Mishka, a pale dwarven woman appeared from behind a nearby screen.

Master Ironwall moved around the sand floor of the Dojo, picking up the sharp steel bolts. He did not show any outward emotion as he did so, whistling an old worker's song. He let Mishka the healer help Gavin without offering additional comment. The latter was fussing against the healing and his friend's concerns.

Inwardly Master Ironwall was proud of his new student, but somewhat worried; he felt Gavin was too hard on himself, a sure sign of internal conflict, perhaps low self-worth. Any person from the Domains would know Gavin was an orphan from the boy's surname, Orphanus. The wise master also knew that his student was the product of a union between two Gladiators. Active Gladiators would not be allowed to keep their child, even an ungifted child. It was easy for him to see from long experience that never knowing his parents had driven Gavin to over-compensate; trying to become an ideal Gladiator and fill the void left by his parents with the cheers of the crowd. The old master knew that inner turmoil could be a fighter's worst enemy, but he could not think of a good way to discuss the problem with his proud young charge. Some knowledge was hard to pass on with words, and this particular matter was too close to the heart for him, as well. Perhaps one day he could discuss it with Gavin, but not now.

Gavin's wounds felt better within minutes as Mishka massaged and mended them using powerful magics. He murmured thanks to the quiet healer as he stood up, testing his leg. She smiled at him, but said nothing. She was not a talkative person, he had learned in his time training here, a trait they both shared.

"Good as new," he said, smiling back. Mishka was not thoroughly convinced, knowing that the stoic nature of many Gladiators kept them from admitting their pain, and kept him still as she examined the wound as he moved his leg. After a few moments she nodded to him and glided away, disappearing again behind the wooden screen. He wondered what she did back there.

"Well Ravius, are you ready to go?" Gavin looked to his friend.

Ravius nodded. "Yes, I'd be happy to get going, little brother. I want to introduce you to a friend of mine before your fight." He did not mention the injury having learned better than to voice his concern to the prickly Gavin.

"Let's be off then," responded Gavin. After the praise he had received for his last fight, his eagerness to prove himself had only increased. It was like the thrill of victory fed him, filling some void deep within, but leaving him ever hungry for more. He needed to win, to prove himself worthy. He put aside all thoughts about his failure to block the bolts, promising himself to do better next time, and moved to the entrance to the Dojo.

As he reached the edge of the framed sand fighting ground, he turned gracefully and bowed low to Master Ironwall; the inscrutable dwarf was already facing him and mirrored Gavin's bow exactly. Ravius bowed a moment after, showing his respect as the two Gladiators gathered their belongings and left the Dojo.

"Master, I shall see you tomorrow," called Gavin as he left, bowing again.

"I hope so boy." His deeply hooded eyes met Gavin's. "Do not take this match lightly; a Death-match is always a serious affair... If you need to skip training for a few days afterwards I will not hold this against you, my student"

 

-----o

 

"A full Deathmatch… Impressive!" said Omodo, voice booming. Ravius's friend was an Armodon, a rhino-man, and he towered above Gavin. His large snout and thick horn made him look even bigger and more strange. Gavin had rarely seen an Armodon up close before, even in training, and found it hard to conceal his fascination. "It’s not against another Gladiator is it?"

"No. The match is against a traitor, a Heretic actually... a man who tried to hide his Gift." Ravius broke in excitedly. 

Gavin was inwardly pleased that others could be excited on his behalf.... was this a taste of the life of a great Gladiator? "He chose trial by combat. I chose to make it a full Deathmatch. It seems unfair for him to risk everything without me risking something as well. I did not think the Deliberative would sanction the change. Deathmatches have fallen out of favour, but they approved it without comment."

In the Domains all those who possess the Gift must become either Vassals or Gladiators, it having been decided after the Reckoning that the powers of the Gift were far too dangerous to allow anyone but the Chosen to practise them freely. The traitor in question had manifested his powers early in life, but his tribe had helped him avoid the tests until he was an adult. Officers of the Deliberative apparently discovered him as he was trying to escape the Domains into the wilds, defending himself against marauders with wild, illegal magic. Heretic was the word used to describe those who used magic without restraint, violating the Covenant, the most important laws of the Domains.

Gavin's friend at the office of the registrar, the enthusiastic and efficient Quickling Sinti, had helped him set up this match; and it was approved due to his excellent performance in his last fight; his career was off to a good start.

The traitor had chosen Trial by Combat, hoping that he could beat Gavin and thus keep his magic and his life. It was a foolish, desperate move, but Gavin could sympathize; he would not want to live if he could not keep his magic. That was why he had chosen to become a Gladiator.

"I like your sense of fairness, friend Gavin," said the Armodon. "I look forward to getting to know you better after the match. Ravius has quite the celebration planned, if you are still up for it afterwards."

"Way to be reassuring, little brother," said Ravius to Omodo, shaking his head. "Of course Gavin will make short work of this foolish Heretic. The traitor may have magic like us, but I doubt he knows how to hold a sword properly, much less fight like we can!"

Omodo's relaxed attitude and familiar manner with Ravius soon disarmed Gavin and the three Gladiators exchanged rumours about Heretics, a favourite subject among all denizens of the Domains. Omodo insisted on watching the match so he could cheer for Gavin. Ravius was somewhat drunk when the three of them left the Quirky Quickling, no mean feat for a Gladiator whose regenerative powers would quickly neutralize any toxins. They had to guide him as they headed to the Pits for Gavin's match; with the talkative skirmisher stopping to pay his compliments to every woman he passed. It was a wonder he did not offend some proud Gladiatrix.

"I'm just trying to get them to come cheer for you, little brother," said Ravius as they hurried him along.

"Any support is good support," Omodo intoned, invoking an ancient fighter's maxim, with relish and reverence. The Gladiator friends of arena novices are often their most ardent supporters and loudest fans.

Gavin felt more than ready to take on the heretic. This match would bring him great glory. He was sure it would be an important stepping stone on his path to becoming a champion. He would prove himself worthy.

 

-----o

 

Before the fight began the Heretic was led into the small arena in chains by a half dozen grey-robed Officers of the Deliberative. One of their grim number stepped into the centre of the fighting grounds, reading out the charges against the traitor from a long classical scroll. It was a lengthy address, formulaic and full of adjective-laden ceremonial condemnations. Gavin was not interested in the speech, but it did give him some extra time to prepare. Omodo and Ravius had already left to take their places in the stands, leaving him alone in the arming room.

As he began to check the straps on his lion-headed breastplate, he noticed a slip of paper, a letter of some sort, sitting on one of the smooth stone benches in the far corner of the room. He frowned; the attendants were usually quite diligent about cleaning up after each fight. Curious as always, he moved to examine the letter. The seal looked official. His name was on the envelope.

He set his spear down and picked up the letter, almost dropping it when he realized the seal was adorned with the scales of justice, heraldic device of the Deliberative. He checked the name on the envelope again, not wanting to be caught reading private material meant for the eyes of another, especially if the Deliberative was involved. As he did so, his finger brushed the seal and the red wax disintegrated in a burst of power. Apparently the seal was keyed to his mystical pattern; he read quickly, devouring the contents.

 

Honoured Gladiator Gavin Orphanus

 

The Deliberative thanks you for your service in this matter.

The Heretic you are about to face must be defeated at all costs, but we would prefer the traditional appeal to the crowd if possible. The people must be allowed to show their will freely in dealing with this dangerous and wrong-headed man if possible. Their thumbs thrust downwards in condemnation will send a strong message to others of his kind, prompting them to seek the mercy of the Deliberative.

This particular Heretic uses an aberrant, but powerful form of magic. His spells will be nothing like you have ever seen in your training. You will need to be on guard against his invocations early on, but do not fear; his powers may be strong, but they are also unpredictable and they tire him quickly. Endure his initial onslaught and you will surely beat him. He does not have any real combat training, so once you get past his magic, he will be at your mercy.

Do your duty and you will be justly rewarded, Ordo Grevex, HOD.

              

The attendant knocked as he finished, signalling Gavin. He read the letter once more and then walked quickly toward the Gladiator's entrance. He was intent on the fight now, and did not even notice the letter disintegrating once it left his hands. The trumpet sounded and he broke unto a jog, ducking under the half-raised portcullis as he entered the arena.

His opponent stood to one side of the arena, head held high despite his gauntness and tired appearance. The man's dark, defiant eyes never left the Grey-Robes, not even flickering toward Gavin. A neatly trimmed beard shot with grey covered the man's angular jaw. His thick black iron chains seemed to be far too large for his frail looking body. Gavin smirked, thinking that this supposedly dangerous heretic looked more than a little harmless as he turned raising his weapon to salute the audience. The man made Gavin look like a brute, towering and muscular, in comparison; If not for the letter's warning he'd have a hard time taking this skinny captive seriously.

Gavin's brow furrowed as he realized that the stranger was covered in faded tattoos winding their way around his arms, his hairless head, and his spindly legs; northern tribal designs Gavin thought. Tattoos were temporary decorations to most of the Gifted; the regenerative powers of a Gladiator would reject the ink within a few days. The heretic's tattoos set Gavin on edge; were they a sign that the man had never trained his body to draw on his magic to regenerate or was this something else?

"Do you accept that death may claim you, Gladiator?" The Officer of the Deliberative presiding over the fight addressed him from the gallery above, following the familiar formalities required for any Deathmatch.

"I fear not death, only dishonour," Gavin responded. This was a traditional answer, his favourite during training, and it fell from his lips automatically. His voice rang out loud and confidant, augmented so that all could hear his reply.

"The Heretic has chosen his path as well. If he survives, he will be allowed to live and will keep his magic. All is in order and will be displayed for public review," intoned the Officer, stepping back. "This Deathmatch is sanctioned!"

The trumpet sounded again. As the sound died away, the runed restraints fell from the traitor. The man turned his eyes toward the Gladiator. Gavin met the stranger's gaze. He noticed that the heretic made no move to draw his own weapon. The traitor paused, utterly still, and yet somehow still in motion. A chill went down Gavin's spine as he realized that the man's tattoos were writhing, moving of their own accord. This was a form of magic he had never encountered. A small smile, half-snarl, appeared on the Heretic's face and his eyes seemed to glow as he channelled power.

Gavin raised his shield and moved forward quickly, yet warily. He suddenly wished he had purchased a warding enchantment for his armour, something to better protect him against hostile spells. He had petulantly put it off, mostly because Ravius kept lecturing him about how to spend his victory coins. How foolish his behaviour seemed now.

The traitor's body remained still, while his tattoos began to move faster, becoming more distinct against his pale skin. Gavin could feel the man channelling power but could not make out any pattern being woven for a spell. Perhaps the tattoos are the pattern, he thought. The point of the sword they had given the traitor remained stuck in the sand. The man opened his mouth, inky patterns descending from his head, waving back and forth in the air beside his mouth like midnight black snakes. Gavin tensed.

"YOU SEND THIS PUP AGAINST ME?" The traitor's voice was impossibly loud. Gavin’s ears popped; he felt his bones vibrate. Even the audience winced a little in shock despite the barrier enchantments protecting them from its full force. "YOU SEND A CHILD TO DO YOUR UGLY DEEDS?"

The traitor raised his hands and Gavin could feel the immense power of his magic, the very air seeming pregnant with the power at the gaunt man's command.

"AAAAAAAAAAAAAAHHHHHHHHHHHH!" This shocking boom of the traitor's wordless scream was accompanied by flailing black tattoo tentacles erupting from the man's arms and spiralling through the air toward Gavin. He blocked most of them with his lion-headed shield, hoping the Mithril would foil the unknown magic he faced.

One of these whirling tentacles, a barbed scourge of inky blackness, brushed against the Gladiator's side. His skin flayed instantly and explosively under its caress, flesh twisting as if trying to escape from the rest of his body. Gavin sank to his knees with a grunt, only his extensive training keeping the pain and nausea from overwhelming him. The crowd gasped. The traitor shook his head disdainfully.

"A DOG LIKE THIS CAN NEVER DEFEAT A FREE MAN!" the Heretic shouted at the crowd voice thundering. They jeered him, in return, calling him traitor and worse.

"I am no dog, traitor!" growled Gavin in return, gritting his teeth as he willed himself to stand.

"And yet here you are, performing for your master's approval!" The heretic, gestured theatrically to the audience and the Grey-Robes. In his other hand tattoos coalesced into an inky black ball which he tossed at Gavin. The Gladiator reacted by diving to one side.

The projectile fragmented as it struck the sand, sending shards of darkness spraying in all directions. Several of these struck Gavin, causing the Gladiator's skin to twist and muscles to rupture with even the lightest touch. He cursed, rolling away from the next lethal projectile.

"I am sorry that I have to kill you to win my freedom, Gladiator," said the Heretic, drawing power for a fresh assault as Gavin rolled to his feet. "I just want to be free. You were foolish to risk your life unnecessarily. I hope the crowd shows you mercy."

 

"I'm not done yet," snarled Gavin. He was suffering from several horrific-looking wounds where the Heretic's strange spells had touched him. The pain was abominable, but his training had taught him to cope with such things; he could still move freely and he was not losing a great deal of blood. Perhaps the Heretic did not understand just how tough Gladiators were, having not benefited from the same mystical training that Gavin took for granted. His wounds were slowly closing of their own accord; he limped toward his foe, exaggerating his weakness.

The man's eyes measured him. The crowd jeered and cheered. The Heretic raised his hands again, channelling power into a single tattoo which elongated and grew into a nightmarish appendage, a monstrous barbed whip of ink and magic. The Heretic swung this at the Gladiator, controlling yards of pulsing inky darkness with a flick of his wrist. Gavin ducked behind his shield, felt the impact, found himself knocked sprawling across the white sands by the brutal force of the blow. He rolled instinctively to the side after impact as the appendage smashed into the ground where he had come to rest.

Gavin staggered to his feet, expecting another savage assault. He tensed, but the man did not attack. A true fighter would have taken advantage of Gavin's momentary weakness. Then he noticed a little drop of blood fall from the man's nose. Was the Heretic harming himself with the energies he used? The letter in Gavin's arming room did mention that the man would weaken quickly. The Heretic channelled again, glowing as he gathered immense power for his next attack. His writhing tattoos were forming into a more complex arcane pattern now.

Gavin did not think he could withstand this next spell. He was close enough to charge now, and the traitor had committed to a big spell. Bad mistake, he thought. He grit his teeth against the pain in his side and surged forward channelling power into his own spells.

His mental attacks glanced off the traitor's mystical defences, like arrows off a stout shield, but they distracted the man long enough for Gavin to get close. The Heretic was shocked at the Gladiator's speed and he realized he had misjudged.

The Heretic bent every ounce of his defiant will into finishing his spell. Gavin pushed himself forward with the unyielding discipline of a trained athlete. The air seemed to ripple, as if it was ready to burst from the sheer amount of power flowing around the Heretic. Gavin felt the sand shift beneath his boots as he launched himself forward, heard the sounds of his own shouts mingle with those of his opponent, saw the man's eyes widen as he pounced.

Gavin rammed into his opponent at full speed; the traitor, much thinner than the muscular Gladiator, fell back. His complex spell unravelled. Gavin bulled forward relentlessly, bellowing a war-cry and slamming the Heretic into the hard stone wall with a second shove from his thick metallic shield.

Gavin kept up the pressure after the impact, pinning the man against the wall with his shield. He could feel the man's bones grinding and snapping as he put all of his weight and strength into it. For all the Heretic's mystical power he lacked Gavin's physical conditioning and magic-enhanced strength; he was unable to free himself from this kind of close quarter assault.

But before the Gladiator could fully triumph, black tattoo-tentacles felt their way around the edges of Gavin's shield. He felt the sickening touch of one of them on his leg, flaying the flesh of his calf to bloody ribbons. Shouting in pain and fury, Gavin thrust his spear over his shield plunging it into the struggling man's shoulder. The Heretic grunted, but did not scream, as the brutal barbed blade of the grim war-spear ripped through his flesh, rending muscle and breaking bone.

The man's struggles grew feeble as blood fountained from the wound. His magic tattoos ceased writhing and faded. His fists battered uselessly against the Gladiator. Gavin could see the weariness in the traitor's desperate eyes, and yet the man refused to yield. The bladed edge of Gavin's shield was just underneath his opponent's chin; he doubted the Heretic even realized how close the lethal edge was to his neck.

Gavin considered ending the man's life right then; despite the man's irritating bluster he'd shown great courage for someone who was obviously not trained to fight. Perhaps he deserved a quick and merciful end. He doubted the Heretic would appreciate the honour of being executed like a Gladiator. Yet the letter from the Deliberative had asked Gavin to seek the people's thumbs, the vaunted appeal to the crowd, if possible. The Gladiator had no desire to displease the Deliberative. They could make life very hard for him. He also had his own fame to consider; he did not want to risk disappointing his audience. He decided to seek the judgement of the spectators, who would never show mercy to a Heretic, and then execute the man.

The Gladiator kneed the Heretic in the groin, driving the wind from him. A short slashing motion of his spear robbed the man of the use of his right leg, spilling blood on the sand. Gavin pushed the traitor to the ground, tossing him roughly toward the centre of the white sand, letting his shield drop off his arm as he did so. He walked forward while his opponent struggled to rise. He grabbed the man by the top of his bald head; the Heretic resisted, pushing upwards in spite of his wounded leg, but Gavin kicked him in the back of his knee, forcing him to kneel before the crowd. Many in the audience shouted, mocking the traitor. With a chill, Gavin hoped the man did not have family watching.

"I won't die like this. I can't let you win," the traitor growled as he fought uselessly against the Gladiator's vice-like grip. "This isn't right. I never hurt anyone."

The heat of battle was fading. For the first time Gavin became aware of the full frenzy of the cheers and jeers of the gathered crowd.

The Heretic’s magic was apparently exhausted; the fight was over, despite the man's feeble struggles. Gavin planted his spear in the sand, out of the Heretic's reach. The man stiffened, defiant even now; but his thrashing could not overcome a Gladiator's supernatural strength.

Gavin raised his hand to ask for the people's judgement, trying to empty his mind as he did so. He used the simplest of the ancient appeals, his palm cupped and open to receive the wisdom of the crowd, a neutral gesture he had been taught in training. He did not ask for mercy nor demand death for the traitor. He'd come to the arena expecting a vile criminal, but the man did not behave as such. This supposed traitor had shown great courage. What would Gavin have done in his place? Should not a man who developed the Gift be free to do with it as he pleased?

The audience shouted and jeered, turning their thumbs to the ground. A cold spot settled on Gavin's heart.

"Kill the Heretic! Death to the traitor!" Had it been a favoured Gladiator, the crowd would likely have demanded mercy; but any Heretic was a dangerous lawbreaker in the people's eyes. Few things were more horrible to the Ungifted than the idea of uncontrolled magic, like that which brought about the Reckoning.

"I just wanted to be free!" The Heretic's voice was hoarse but strong and it did not waver in the least, as Gavin unsheathed his short sword. "I don't blame you for this Gladiator. You are just doing what they trained you to do I suppose."

Time seemed to stand still. Gavin pulled back the traitor's head and settled his sword under the Heretic's chin. The man felt the cold metal against his throat as if the sword were death's own finger; his struggles finally faded under the blade's unyielding assertion. The Heretic lifted his chin and squared his shoulders, choosing to face the inevitable as bravely as he could.

A grey robed figure, face lost in a hood, stood to pass the final judgement. It was all going according to ritual now, but it felt somehow wrong to Gavin. The judge moved with deliberate slowness, people all around him showing their down-thrust thumbs and shouting angrily, the mantle of his office cloaking him in authority. To both fighters his short walk seemed to take forever. The Grey-Robe's thumb turned slowly to the ground with a finality that was thunderous despite the simplicity of the gesture. Quiet settled over the arena.

"My name is Olek Agvarson." Only Gavin could hear the traitor's whispered voice. The words were clear and proud, even with a blade against his throat and judgement passed against him. The Gladiator hesitated, caught in the moment. He did not want to kill this man. "I will die here, but I lived my life a free man! Will you be able to say the same when..."

Gavin could not bear to hear another word; the sharp blade jerked along Olek's throat and the man’s last words were drowned in the rush of blood. His final breath was lost in the roar of the crowd. He slumped and fell away from Gavin, darkness closing in all around. He rolled onto his back. His eyes met the Gladiator's briefly, holding them for a moment before they turned upwards, seeking the light. He was deaf to the cruel jeers of the crowd now. The sand felt warm against the growing cold in his body. His life flashed before him as he died; he saw clearly how the choices that he made led him inexorably to his death, but he did not regret them now.

Olek Agvarson's last thought was that he wished he could have died outside, amidst the tall, straight pine trees that grew on his father's old farm, with the bright warm sun shining down on all around.

Gavin watched the Heretic die. The man's eyes grew dim, losing focus as he lost the struggle with death, and then all life faded from them and he was still. His tattoos faded and disappeared as well. The Gladiator's expression was neutral, but he was horrified by the act. The man had seemed altogether too brave for someone who was supposed to be a vile traitor. Gavin could understand his desires for freedom; it was one they shared. He wondered if he had made the wrong choices would it have been him in Olek’s place. Was the Heretic really such a dangerous criminal, or was he just a blood-sacrifice to a fearful crowd that hated the thought of a free man with the power of the Gift? The thoughts came unbidden to him, like a curse, and he could not shake them.

Should he have granted the man a quicker death and spared him the ugly judgement of the crowd? Olek had fought well. Yet Gavin had not seen the audience show a single thumb in the man's favour. A chill settled in his gut. Now, the Gift seemed to be more of a curse, having forced them both to make choices that led them into the arena, one as a victim, the other as an instrument of murder. Gavin stood on the fighting grounds staring at the lifeless body, lost in thought, until Ravius made his way down from the spectator's gallery, calling to him from the Gladiator's gate. He left the arena as quickly as he could, forgoing the usual luxury of the baths and a massage, going with Ravius and Omodo to celebrate his victory, putting on a smile in spite of his growing uncertainty, drowning himself in drink and trying to appear cheerful. It did not feel like he had won anything at all.

Gavin kept his promise to Master Ironwall and returned to train the next day. Outwardly he was calm, but he found it hard to forget Olek Agvarson, the noble Heretic.




  

Chapter Five: Enter the Scorpion
 

1138/09/23 AR, Campus Martius, Test match for the First Rank

 

"Romance is a pointless encumbrance for a would be Champion. How many Gladiators have been lured off the path to greatness by a kiss?" Chosen Giselle

 

Gavin's fifth match, the first ranking match of his professional career, was against the girl of his dreams. Her name was Sadira.

Deeply troubled after his bloody execution of the pitiable heretic Olek Agvarson, questions of freedom for the Gifted and the role of Gladiators in the Domains weighed heavily on Gavin's mind. His resolve to leave the Campus Martius faded. He spent half a year reading books on law and tomes of philosophy, seeking answers. He had little desire to face the crowd again, which worried Ravius and Omodo,  but motivation presented itself sooner than he thought.

Ravius, who made it his business to know everybody, had acquired invitations to the type of exclusive party that young, society-hungry Gladiators fantasized about. The Campus Martius is famed for its energetic revels, and this particular event was shaping up to be one of the best in recent memory. It would have been an unbearable wound for a sociable fellow like Ravius not to be there. Getting Gavin to agree to go was actually much harder than securing invitations to the event, but in the end the smiling skirmisher prevailed.

"You can always continue to mope when we get there, little brother," said Ravius, amused as always. "Besides, I have often heard that relaxing one's mind is good for dealing with complex problems. Perhaps the answers to your woes will come to you if you have a little fun and think about something else for a while."

The party was held in an ancient ivy-veiled stone building that had once been a mill, built before the Reckoning. It had been serving as a hotel and events centre, having been swallowed by the constantly expanding Campus Martius some centuries ago. Known simply as the Old Mill, it was beautiful and ageless, built in a simple rustic fashion with touches of elegance and grandeur added over the years. A lazy river wound its way through the expansive and expertly manicured grounds, turning an intricately carved wooden water-wheel, creating a pleasant trickling sound that could be heard by those fortunate enough to dine within. The Old Mill was famous for its grand hospitality; it was mostly reserved for special events and was occasionally rented by important people who had business in the Campus. More than a few of the Chosen had graced its halls. To young men like Gavin and Ravius, its exclusivity spoke of prestige and power, the sort of life they might one day enjoy as Arena Champions with all the pleasures such an exalted position would bring.

Shortly after they arrived, Ravius became enmeshed in conversation. Like most people who build up such an impressive web of connections, he could hardly move without encountering someone who desired his attention. The smiling skirmisher did not even make it into the mill itself before a smiling Gladiatrix drew him aside to make introductions.

Gavin, true to his nature, was not really interested in banter. Instead, after catching the scent of food, his thoughts turned to stalking the various servers and their trays laden with interesting and aromatic delicacies. With this in mind he excused himself from the conversational circle as quickly as he could, following the scent of food into the main hall of the building. He looked about him, searching for his tasty quarry. Preoccupied with food, with his subconscious still wrestling with his role in the death of a Heretic, Gavin was caught unawares by the drama that was about to envelop him.

Sadira Lacivia, a young Gladiatrix of some note, stood on a second floor balcony opposite the entrance to the mill with her two friends, Karmal and Vintia. She enjoyed the commanding view of the busy room below. It was also the perfect place for everyone who entered the room to get a good look at her, and she revelled in the attention. She was a Shadow Elf; her skin was like white marble under moonlight, and her coral-coloured lips were expressive and voluptuous. Sadira wore a gown of finely woven blood red silk embroidered with bright gold thread. She had chosen the dress because it accentuated her body, emphasizing her generous breasts and curved hips. Slits on either side allowed her to show off her long legs whenever she pleased. She was disappointed when Gavin did not look up at her as he entered. 

Sadira's game this evening was to entice men to look at her, to enjoy the sight of naked lust growing on their faces as they drank in her display until their eyes inevitably made contact with hers. They found nothing soft or yielding in her hawk-like gaze, and no man or woman who had tried had been able to answer her challenging stare, thus far. This suited Sadira, for she was a deadly Gladiatrix, and she loved nothing more than the thrill of conquering any opponent, in any way she could. Her sensual, clinging dress was just another weapon for a different arena. In the back of her mind she had formed the idea to challenge any man or woman who was able to hold her gaze, hoping to find a worthy opponent for her first ranking match.

For no reason she could fathom she was insulted that Gavin did not look up at her. He was moderately handsome, for a human, but not nearly as impressive as many of the sculpted men and athletic women around him. And yet her gaze was drawn to him, and her eyes followed his progress as he roamed the room, gathering food from the servers. She posed, trying to get his attention, but she could not. Then she willed him to look at her, but he did not. Finally, she grew angry, and threw daggers at him with her eyes, but they bounced off the shield of his obliviousness.

"Chosen's balls girl, you look angry," drawled tall, flame-haired Karmal, trying to divine the source of her friend's irritation, keen for the drama that usually followed when Sadira lost her temper. "Has some little tart dared to piss you off?"

"No Karmal," answered small, bright eyed Vintia, pointing at Gavin "She's trying to get the attention of that guy."

"Who? Him?" said Karmal, trying to divine why Sadira, her friend and rival was interested in the figure below them. "He's Gladiator, but he doesn’t look like your type, babe; he's not even an elf."

"I think he's cute Karmal, but Sadira's just angry that she can't get his attention," responded Vintia, snatching a small piece of honey-dipped, pickled ginger from a passing tray "He seems more interested in food than anything else. Maybe you could use that to your..."

"Good idea," interrupted Sadira, snatching a sticky piece of ginger from the same tray and hurling it at Gavin's head with a deft flick of her wrist. For a woman of her skills it was an easy shot and she hit her moving target perfectly, the honeyed ginger sticking to his cheek with a wet smack. Vintia's mouth hung open in shock, while Karmal let out a delighted laugh that could be heard over the background chatter. Sadira waited for the man to turn, a thrill of anticipation quickening her pulse.

Gavin felt something splatter just below his eye, sticking to his face. A strong smell of ginger and a distinctive smacking sound accompanied this odd sensation. He heard Karmal’s laugh then, which sounded very malicious to him. He raised his hand to his cheek, which remained sticky even after he removed the offending hors-d'oeuvre. He looked around, colour rising to his cheeks, deeply humiliated at being the sudden centre of attention. Some idiot's trying to have fun at my expense, he thought. A lithe girl next to him raised her hand to cover her laughter. He snarled, looking around, and his eyes were drawn inexorably to Sadira. When their eyes met, Gavin, full of anger, ignored her beauty and did not look away. He squared his shoulders cloaking himself with all the dignity he could muster. A long moment passed as the two stared at each other across the crowded room. A shiver ran down Sadira's spine. She felt suddenly childish, embarrassed by her rash and mean-spirited behaviour. It was a rare sensation for her. A rose-glow started to rise to her pale cheeks. She looked down, unable to hold Gavin's accusing gaze. When she looked up, she saw him moving toward a door, his anger apparent in every movement. The impulse to follow him proved irresistible. Leaving her two friends to their respective confusion and amusement, she quickly made her way through the crowd of guests, which parted easily for her, and followed her quarry into the night.

When he got outside, Gavin took a deep breath as if inhaling the cool air might soothe the heat of his anger. He did not like being mocked. He found himself on a garden pathway winding around the water-wheel pond and the lazy river that fed it. The trickling sounds of the running water worked to sooth him, and after a few minutes, he sat down on an ornate stone bench overlooking a well-tended rosebush, gloriously in bloom. He was unaware that he was being shadowed.

Sadira had followed the young man into the night. She kept up with him, nimbly avoiding errant party-goers and silencing any propositions with a glance. Once outside she gathered the shadows to her, a trick known to all Shadow Elves, and slowly crept up on Gavin. She had to get close to him without giving him the chance to get away from her. She needed to apologize. She could not say why she felt it was so overwhelmingly important that she do this, but she always trusted her instincts.

Gavin became aware of her only when she was nearly close enough to touch him. The warmth of her presence alerted him as she moved close and knelt before him, holding up a rose she had picked as an offering. Her scent washed over him as her dark, dramatic eyes with irises of deep purple gazed into his. Those eyes held him captive for a timeless moment despite his ire.

"I am truly sorry," she said with simple sincerity, showing a humility that was unusual for her. Her tone was contrite, yet compelling, and he found himself believing her in spite of his earlier outrage. His anger dissolved as she smiled and gently invaded his space. His hand closed around the rose she offered, and he bent down toward her ever so slightly as he did so. Sadira, so adept at reading an opponent’s movements in the arena, saw this as an opening. She took the opportunity to kiss him, following some deep desire that blossomed within her, brushing her lips to his quickly, but expertly. It was a short kiss, a test of sorts, but it was sweet with passion and it left her trembling and hungry for more.

Gavin was quite clearly out of his depth. His hands shook a little as their lips parted, his eyes round with surprise. He stared at the strange, beautiful girl-elf, with wonder, half-thinking it was all some strange trick or hallucination.

"I am Sadira Lacivia," she said, sitting down beside him, body close to his. Her voice was silken and self-assured, leaving Gavin eager for her words. "I was trying to get your attention."

"You succeeded," he said, smiling. Her shocking manner of introduction had overcome his usual reticence. "I don't think anyone has made this kind of impression on me in a long time. My name is Gavin, Gavin Orphanus."

"I am very pleased to meet you, Gavin Orphanus," she responded, smiling brightly as his name rolled off her tongue. Gavin was pleased to see that she did not react badly to his surname. "I hope you won't hold my childish behaviour against me. I find myself very attracted to you and I just wanted your attention. I'll make it up to you, I swear."

The ramifications of this statement left him speechless. He had only known her for a few minutes and yet she beguiled him. She laughed at his bewildered expression, understanding his confusion. She too was captivated; the whole situation would have been unthinkable to her just moments ago. Her world had been turned on its head by her sudden feelings for Gavin. In any other man she would have found his shy awkwardness a deplorable sign of weakness, perhaps even something for her to exploit; but with him she found it sweet and charming. She realized with a surge of happiness that she was in love.

Sadira was a young woman who trusted her primal instincts; she immediately accepted her profound attraction to Gavin, revelling in the sheer joy she felt at finding him. She trusted her own heart with the confidence of one who has never lost. She could tell by his posture, the look in his eyes, and his rising temperature that he felt the same. She kissed him again, deeply this time, pressing her body close to his. She was elated when he responded with passion.

"I want you Gavin," she said as they pulled apart, not wanting to leave any room for him to misinterpret. The language of her body echoed her words. "I could take you right here in this bed of roses and make you mine, but I believe I will opt for a Gladiator's courtship."

"You're a Gladiatrix?" he said, his words sounded foolish to him as soon as they left his mouth; of course she was a fighter. He had been so busy staring into her eyes and drinking in the curves of her body to notice the tell-tale breadth of shoulder, lithe strength, and feline grace that marked her as a Gifted and a fighter.

Sadira laughed, a bright and lively sound. From anyone else his words would have been a mortal insult to her warlike dignity, a challenge to be answered, but she truly enjoyed the fact that this man was drunk on her womanly charms. She would thrill him with her martial skills soon enough. "I am. Let me prove it to you, in the arena, like the romances of old."

He knew the tales of which she spoke; old legends about two Gladiators meeting in the ring and realizing that they were in love. The stories were sometimes tragic, sometimes mythic, but always very romantic. He had always thought those old tales were silly. how strange that he suddenly seemed to find himself living one. It was like someone had written him into a strange romance, hopefully not a tragedy. He wondered if he were dreaming.

"You want me to fight you?" he said.

"I want you to fight me with everything you've got," she said. "I am very good, and I take pride in my skills; I will know if you hold back Gavin Orphanus."

"You are so very strange, Sadira Lacivia," he said, shaking his head and smiling as her eyes glinted a little. He wondered if this was some kind of ruse; it seemed too good to be true. And yet he felt a deep attraction to her, something primal; what did he have to lose? After a moment’s thought, he laughed and put his arm around her, thinking that he would remember this moment for a long time. "I will do this for you, if it is what you want. I guess it is convenient as well; I need to fight another Gladiator for my ranking match."

"Good: I will give you the fight of your life Gavin Orphanus!" she said, kissing him again. "I mean what I say as well; don't disappoint me by playing the gallant and letting me win. I am a Gladiatrix above all things, and I will not abide an insult to my honour."

"I'll do my best Sadira Lacivia, I swear this to you." He meant it; Gavin was protective by nature and his trainers had spent a great deal of effort when he was young pushing him to overcome his innate resistance to the idea of hitting women. In the end it had taken a long, humiliating lecture by a teacher, Mistress Firetongue, in front of all his female peers on how it was disrespectful to a Gladiatrix to treat her "gently" in the ring. It had been a harsh lesson for young Gavin. His reverie was broken by another kiss, which lingered.

"In truth this is strange for me as well, Gavin; I have never felt this way about anyone," Sadira said after their lips parted, almost panting with the effort of will that she needed to pull away from him. "Nor did I ever expect to… I want to make this special; we will see how it plays out in the arena; I don't expect you to win Gavin, but I do expect you to be impressive. Don't disappoint me."

 

-----o

 

The long awaited match took place a month after the Gladiator and Gladiatrix first met.

In that time Sadira made sure Gavin encountered her frequently, but they never exchanged more than a few words or a quick kiss; for her part the Gladiatrix enjoyed her theatrical flirtation with youthful playfulness. She was so perfectly confident that her growing bond with her young paramour could not be broken that she did not worry about other women, or that her love would find her too cruel. Sadira was already greatly feared among her feminine peers, for her deadly skill and relentless determination more than matched her peerless charms, and she was always hungry to show her superiority over her competitors, both in and out of the arena. She never once considered that her little affair might turn sour; she was simply too confident for such thoughts. Her eagerness and anticipation for the upcoming fight grew with each passing day.

Gavin, on the other hand, was wracked by worrisome thoughts. He could not divine the reasons for Sadira's behaviour. There were days when he was sure that she was cruelly setting him up for some form of epic humiliation, but each time he saw her his fear turned to fire as he read the promise in her luscious eyes. He constantly bombarded Ravius and Omodo with questions about his situation, until even the smiling, woman-wise, skirmisher was at a loss for words. He all but forgot his execution of the noble Heretic, Olek Agvarson, which had troubled him so greatly for the last few months.

Each passing day seemed like a pain filled eternity to him. His neighbours in the south residence building, noting the dark circles under his eyes and sad expression, gossiped about him. His only solace was in his relentless training schedule, and he pushed himself to the limit at every opportunity, using physical exhaustion to salve his mental anguish.

Ravius and Omodo found Gavin's company somewhat difficult to bear during this period, but like any good friends they put up with his sighs and sadness, usually with the help of as much liquor and humour as they could muster. Ravius also made sure that Gavin spent his Victory Coins to buy some runic enhancements for his shield and armour. From what he had been able to learn about his mysterious Gladiatrix over the month, he was sure that Gavin would need every edge he could get. She had an impressive following for someone so early in her career.

Master Ironwall was confused and worried by Gavin's sudden depression, at least until his perceptive wife Mishka suggested that Gavin must be in love. After that the old dwarf trained his prized student even harder than before; seeing it as a good way to help the lad take his mind of his troubles. Gavin's skills improved.

One of the few events that Gavin did attend was Omodo's ranking match; he enjoyed watching the heavy-armoured Armodon battle a fierce, axe wielding Orc Gladiatrix. Gavin was surprised that the fight did not attract a large crowd, only fifty people. Which was a rather small crowd for any fight that pit two Gladiators against each other, even unranked fighters. He knew that the more bestial Gladiators, Armodons among them, often have trouble attracting an audience early in their careers, and he was sad to see it was true, even in cosmopolitan Krass. Omodo did not seem to mind the small crowd, however and Gavin and Ravius made sure to fire up the audience in support of their friend. They celebrated long into the night afterwards; Gavin was happy to have his mind off the beguiling Sadira Lacivia for even a little while.

 

-----o

 

On the day of the match Sadira Lacivia went forth, flanked by her two trusted companions Karmal and Vintia, weapons in hand, to see to her final preparations. She was not subtle; she wanted to be seen as she made her way to the arena. In her mind this was a prelude to a great triumph; she had come to see the upcoming match as the consummation of something sacred, almost like another person might see a marriage. She had ordered a special black veil and gems to decorate her scanty black and gold armour, using money saved from her stipend and tips from her fans; standard coin could not be spent on anything that she could use in the arena and so she felt no guilt in spending a small fortune on these things. Her beauty, ferocity, and skill had attracted many ardent supporters already, and thus she had more to spend than most of her peers.

Gavin wrestled with his emotions all day.

Sadira was already adept at using magical charms and glamour to enhance her appearance; something that most Gifted women take an interest in long before the majority of their male counterparts. She spent an hour a day after she first met Gavin working on the perfect combination of Glamours to enchant herself with for this occasion. Style was second nature to her; she took her secondary role as a performer quite seriously. Her thick dark hair was set into a dozen long war-braids, each a tempting lure for an opponent to grab. The braids worked quite well with the black veil, she thought, glad that she could use Glamour to erect the complicated hairstyle in mere moments.

Sadira was a light armoured Gladiatrix, a class that sacrifices all but a little protection for mobility and style. Arena regulations prohibit fighters of this armour class from covering more than a third of their body with armour, which also cannot weigh more than a sixth of their body weight. Light Gladiators are crowd favourites, seen as more mobile and dynamic than heavier armour classes. 

Sadira's armour was made of overlapping plates of shining black metal, with gilded gold edging. It was an unusual design, one she had researched herself as a young Gladiatrix and had made for her own use as soon as it was allowed. Small etchings of scorpions, gold like the edging, could be found on the bracers and shoulder pads. Sadira loved scorpions, having fond memories of keeping them as pets when she lived with her family as a young girl. The armour left her torso and upper legs bare, tempting targets for anyone she faced. Her skimpy red cloth thong and bra offered no protection whatsoever aside from the small gold ring holding each together. These were designed both to tease the crowd and ensure that her enemies aimed at her temptingly unarmoured vitals. Most of her opponents simply assumed that she did this to show off her voluptuous body for the arena crowds, but they quickly learned that this was at least partially incorrect.

The plates of her armour covered the front of her legs below her thighs, ending in heavy boots with spiked toes that could turn her powerful kicks into a brutal weapon; long bracers provided some elbow protection and a thicker metal ridge along the centre so that she could attempt to parry with them. Impressive shoulder plates with stylized scorpions embossed into the metal, flowed into a choker-styled gorget that protected her throat.

Aside from the obvious sex-appeal, Sadira felt that armour on the trunk of her body would be wasted; a light Gladiator is allowed too little protection there to be of reliable use against an attack that hits a vital area with the kind of force a Gladiator hits with. Thus she concentrated on protecting her arms, legs, neck, and shoulders with much heavier plates than she would normally be allowed. Her strategy was to protect her outer body and limbs from easy crippling attacks and random glancing hits, and to offer her torso as a tempting target to attackers. Her main defence as a light armour-class fighter was ensuring they never hit her. In addition, by pivoting, she could ensure that her more armoured areas were always facing the direction of a likely attack, offering a greater degree of protection than most light armour as long as she was quicker and smarter than her opponent and able to anticipate the direction of attack. Her strategy was not without its weaknesses, of course, and the style often sparked debate among many fans of the Great Games who came to watch her.

Her weapons were elegant twin sabres, made in the "s" curved style of the pre-Reckoning Elves of the Eastern Isles, forged from the same obsidian coloured metal as her armour. Their slim curved blades were weighted slightly toward the end and tapered to a lethal point making them suitable for both rapid thrusts and deadly slashes. Elegant half basket hilts provided her hands with a little added protection.

When the appointed time came for her to appear at the arena she was fevered with anticipation and ripe with desire for battle and also for what would come afterwards if Gavin did not fail her.

Gavin, on the other hand, still confused by this very strange series of events, which coincided with his promotion match to the first rank, an event which makes most young Gladiators nervous, was feeling decidedly ill as Ravius and Omodo escorted him to the arena.

 

-----o

 

Gladiator versus Gladiator matches are much rarer than battles against monsters and convicts, and consequently likely to draw larger audiences. The arena masters carefully measure the popularity of each combatant and make sure the most exciting Gladiator enters last, to the greatest effect. Gavin stood in the centre of the arena; it was much bigger than most of the other arenas in the Pits, one of three above ground arenas used by the unranked Gladiators of the Campus Martius; he was a little awed by the size of the crowd. More than five hundred men and women were packed onto the stone benches. He could not see into the opulent private boxes, but he could sense that they were fully occupied as well. He smirked, thinking to himself that they must be here to see Sadira. He'd researched her previous battles, each one ambitious and spectacular, and found himself even more impressed. He couldn't blame the crowd; he would gladly give up precious time just to watch her walk or listen to her voice, let alone enjoy the great honour of meeting her in the arena.

In Gladiator versus Gladiator matches, the least popular fighter enters first or starts on the fighting grounds. He raised his fell-headed war-spear to salute the crowd as his name was announced, garnering some polite applause in spite of the lack of flourish. He squared his shoulders, trying to seem more impressive; he needed to show he was worthy.

Sadira watched Gavin as he walked in, shielded from his sight by the deep shadows of her own entrance-way. She felt a slight thrill of nervousness as her lover-to-be stepped into the sun, which made her smile. He looked magnificent as the light shone on the silver-white lion on his breastplate and shield, like a storybook hero come to life. The sapphire eyes were a nice touch, and she idly wondered if she could get gems that matched his and find some place for them in her own ensemble. His austere, chiseled features seemed more beautiful to her than those of any other man. She looked forward to teaching him how to use his looks to good effect. While she did feel a slight pang of guilt in her heart as she read in his face how deeply he was hurting; at the same time she felt a thrill of cruel joy, for that was also a part of her nature. She would more than make it up to him after she beat him, the anticipation of which coursed through her like fire.

If, at that point, anyone had suggested to the deadly Gladiatrix Sadira Lacivia that Gavin might beat her she would have laughed dismissively. In truth she did not think she would mind losing to him; it would certainly prove his worth to her, but she truly doubted if any of her peers could match her in battle.

The trumpet sounded as Sadira's entrance gate opened. At the announcement of her name the audience exploded into loud, raucous cheers. She purposefully did not look at Gavin as she slowly crossed the fighting grounds, swinging her hips coquettishly as she walked past him. She loved the way his eyes feasted on her, hungrier even than the lusty arena spectators. She let out a wordless war-scream, like a hawk's piercing cry crossed with a banshee's dread wail, as she came to the arena's centre, raising her slim and elegant obsidian swords, their curved blades shining in the sun, to salute her fans. They answered her with cheers.

Gavin's heart skipped a beat as Sadira turned to face him. Her face was partially hidden by a veil, but he could see her crimson lips set in a half-mocking smile. Forgetting himself for a moment, he let his spear droop low to the ground as his eyes drank her beauty, He found himself aroused by her shapely body, so brazenly displayed, and entranced by the challenging look she gave him. She seemed even more intoxicating than last time he had seen her, like a bright and terrible goddess of bloodlust and love made manifest and sent forth to test him. Confused thoughts collided with rampaging passions in his mind. Did she always wear a veil when she fought? Why were they fighting? How could he get out of this...? It was beyond his understanding. He stood there, struck stupid by the strangeness of it all.

"Better keep that spear erect if you hope to come through this intact, my love!" She laughed as his eyes widened at her jest. She had often used her beauty to tease and dazzle male opponents, showing them to be foolish and weak, easy prey for a Gladiatrix of her calibre. Yet in Gavin she found the same reaction somehow endearing, and she felt thrilled to the very core of her being.

The trumpet rang out again, calling them to fight.

They stared at each other, reliving their intense connection as their eyes met across the white sand of the fighting grounds. Normally Gladiators taunted each other, or engaged in signs of respect as they waited, but rarely did they simply stand there staring at each other, smiling. The audience could almost sense what was happening with the two young Gladiators, and a hush fell over them. They too became caught up in this theatrical affair, a Gladiator's romance sprung from the old tales they had grown up on.

Cheerful Ravius, hulking Omodo, and Sadira's confidants, flame haired Karmal and bright eyed Vintia, sitting in the stands, were the only ones not taken in by the drama. They already knew this match was infused with an element of courtship, and they laughed to themselves at the drama unfolding in front of them.

In the most luxurious of the private boxes, a woman's sly red lips curled into a smile. The Chosen Giselle, called The Silken Scorpion in her days as a fighter, read the scene as if it were a familiar act in a well-loved play. It was not what she'd expected; she was here to watch Sadira, partly because she still loved the Great Games, but also because she hoped to gain influence by supporting the best fighters she could find. The shadow-elf Gladiatrix was already showing great potential and Giselle wanted to see her perform. Nestled amidst rich tapestries and soft cushions, a hook-toothed net and life-eating trident lying within arm’s reach, she shook her head at the youthful antics of her Gladiatrix; at least she would be entertained today.

Neither Sadira nor Gavin moved until a heartbeat after the trumpet's roar died, Time seemed to flow lazily for them as they looked on each other.

Sadira; lightly armoured and viciously aggressive, was the first to act. As she moved forward she channelled power, weaving a spell with her Druidic magic that sent a powerful, primal surge of vital energy into her limbs. She felt her muscles strengthen as she bounded toward her opponent, faster than a horse could gallop.

Gavin, impressed by her speed, raised his shield and planted his spear to receive her charge, trying to measure her speed and anticipate her attack. His mind was in the fight now; he would meet her on his own terms.

The Gladiatrix leapt, shouting in joy, bringing her black blades down toward her soon to be lover's head. Gavin braced himself for impact, his grip on his spear tightening. As he thrust his shield upwards to meet her swords, Sadira nimbly contorted to avoid his spear's jagged tip. Her twin blades slammed into Gavin's shield with the force of a runaway stallion, sending sparks into the air as metal screeched off metal, driving him to his knees in front of her.

"Just where I want you!" she taunted him, exulting in the fight, while unleashing a flurry of swift attacks that rained on Gavin's bright, lion-headed shield like pounding sledgehammers. Such was the ferocity of her attack that he was nearly undone before he could regain his feet. His shield met her blades as he gave ground. His barbed spear darted out from underneath the shield in answer to her assault, sudden and deadly, and Sadira was forced to dance backwards out of reach.

"Come on, you can do better than that. What use is a man's spear if he can't..." She was forced to roll backwards before she could finish her taunt, as Gavin surged forward unexpectedly, swinging his broad-bladed spear in a wide slashing arc that passed within a finger's width of hitting her.

Gavin smiled as his swift-footed opponent came nimbly to her feet; she answered his smile with a fiendish grin, crimson lips shining through her black veil, and then charged toward him again, her feet kicking up sand as her magically enhanced body pushed her forward well beyond the speeds attainable by the ungifted.

She attacked at a more measured pace this time, her twin swords testing his defences, seeking to find a way past his shield and armour to taste her love's flesh. He matched her movements with his own, bright shield and barbed spear dancing with her blood-hungry blades. They whirled and clashed, probing and testing each other, looking for weakness.

Thrust. Clang. Slam. Slash. Duck. Duck again. Grunt. Slash, Whirl, Cleave.

After a long moment locked in combat, they parted, both breathing hard and bathed in sweat. The crowd gathered in the stands roared their approval; such a display of skill and energy was rare at any rank. 

She's too fast, thought Gavin; I need to slow her down before she cuts me to ribbons.

It was Gavin who drew first blood; up until then, he had not used his Cogimantic magic directly, relying only on the magics that all Gladiators used automatically. He had kept it as a surprise, his last card to play, something that the normally astute Sadira had overlooked in her reckless passion. Before she could close with him again he channelled power into a mental blast. Sadira was caught off guard. Her vision blurred as her brain began to overheat and hemorrhage; she staggered back, blood dripping from her nose. Cunning Gavin followed up with a quick spear thrust, and she was forced to give ground, parrying desperately. She channelled life magic into a pattern of healing, letting it course through her body, helping her recover even faster than her gifted constitution normally would.

"Cogimancy!" she said as she recovered, dancing around him. "Somehow I did not expect someone like you to be into mind games, my love."

"You asked for a fight Sadira," he smirked. "You told me to give you my best. Don't complain if you get hurt!"

"Oh, don't worry, Gladiator," she snarled, voice growing into an inhuman shout as she darted forward. "I CAN TAKE ANYTHING YOU'VE GOT!"

Swift-footed Sadira closed eagerly, swinging her twin blades in a storm of terrible blows that Gavin barely managed to weather. She did not cut him with these, but this time she anticipated his counter attack, and as he thrust his broad bladed spear from underneath his shield, agile Sadira leapt up into the air stepping onto the shield, pushing off, flipping and twisting to land on the sand behind him, swords whirling as she did so. Both blades clawed into his back, leaving deep red gashes. She turned to face him, triumph in her eyes.

Stoic Gavin still stood, blood dripping down his back, pain etched upon his face; the crowd cheered his endurance. She had expected him to falter from such brutal wounds, but he did not. His eyes met hers defiantly; she grinned in response. She knew now that she has chosen well.

She kept her eyes on his, watching his expression change from defiance to shock as she lifted one of her bloodied swords toward her crimson lips and, pushing aside the veil, ran her dexterous tongue along the blade, tasting the metal and her champion's blood. She licked her lips slowly and suggestively, grinning at him when she'd finished. The audience surged, cheering, from their seats at this, revelling along with her.

Gavin just stood there, staring. She's insane, he thought; these things don't happen in real life.

In the stands Karmal rolled her eyes, "Sadira is such a sucker for the dramatic. A Shadow-Elf babe licking blood off her blade is so overdone!"

"There's no such thing as cliché in the arena, Karmal" replied bright-eyed Vintia beside her, quoting an oft- used maxim. "And I feel obliged to point out that the audience loved it."

The roar of the crowd kindled Sadira's bloodlust to greater heights and she darted forward again, agile and deadly. Sword-blows rained down on Gavin from all sides as his swift-footed opponent made use of her superior mobility to dance around him and attack from multiple angles. As she did so, the shadows seemed to weave around her, making it harder for Gavin to anticipate her movements. Her twin obsidian blades, slender and curved, were never at rest; twice more they kissed him, leaving with him with deep, bloody cuts. Each wound was accompanied by frantic cheers from the spectators. Yet try as she might, deadly Sadira could not fool Gavin into making a major mistake again, and as the rock endures the storm, he stoically weathered the pain caused by her attacks. Meanwhile his mental attacks continued to hurt her, while his hungry spear sought to answer her in kind, often forcing her to dance away from him.

At last the trumpets sounded, signalling the end of the allotted time. Sadira let her blood drenched swords drop to the ground, her chest heaving from the efforts of the match. Gavin slowly lowered his shield. He too was breathing hard, body glistening with sweat and blood.

"BOTH WARRIORS STILL STAND," rumbled the voice of the announcer. "THE PEOPLE WILL DECIDE THE WINNER!"

"SHOW YOUR SUPPORT FOR GAVIN ORPHANUS, THE MAN WHITH THE SHIELD," the announcer boomed. Gavin raised his spear to salute the crowd, trying not to wince as he straightened his back and disturbed the half-healed cuts. The crowd cheered and many of them thrust their thumbs into the air. Gavin's heart pounded.

"AND FOR SADIRA LACIVIA, THE LOVELY SHADOW ELF WITH TWO SWORDS." Cutting the air with an elaborate flourish, Sadira raised her deadly swords in salute. The crowd's response was deafening; she drank in their praise as they showered it upon her. Gavin could not see a single member of the audience, other than Ravius and Omodo who did not show their thumbs for her, even those who had also voted for him. Sadira was elated, flush with victory. She had expected to win, and she was right. They had chosen her; they always did.

Gavin felt a twinge of disappointment. This was his first recorded loss, on his first ranking match no less, a fact which stung him more than Sadira's blades. Very few arena champions had more than a handful of losses on their records, and he had hoped to avoid one this early in his career. He wondered what would happen now; would he have to repeat the ranking test? And what about Sadira: was she just using him?

"SADIRA WINS!" the announcer thundered. The crowd cheered and chanted her name.

"Nicely done," Gavin said, quiet and distant, trying to muster his dignity while bowing to Sadira; It was a traditional bow, low and dignified, signifying respect to an honoured opponent.

Sadira recognized the hurt in Gavin's eyes as he bowed to her; she felt a sharp tug upon her heart and realized that her cruel drama had played out poorly in this respect. It dawned on her that perhaps he had his own secret hurts and pains, and that she needed to be graceful in her victory if she wanted to make him hers. She considered her feelings for a heartbeat. He had fought well. He had shown her true respect in their battle. He was more than worthy. She still felt that deep connection to him she had noticed at the time of their first encounter. She loved him; this could not be denied.

And so, instead of returning his bow in the traditional fashion, she walked toward him, dropping her swords into the sand and mustering her most beguiling smile. His clear blue eyes met hers through the veil and softened. She held his gaze, eyes bright, as she glided to him. When she came within reach she whispered a little magic word and the black veil fell from her face, followed shortly by all of her armour. Gavin eyes widened.

She let Gavin look at her for a moment, and then, naked except for the blood, sweat, and sand of the fight, she put her arms around his neck and kissed him as passionately as she could. She felt the metal of his breastplate dig into her flesh as she pulled herself hard against him. After a moment his arms closed around her waist. The crowd roared its lusty approval.

"So Honoured Gladiator, your arming room or mine?" she whispered to him as they parted for breath, artfully raising an eyebrow.

Gavin laughed, shaking his head in wonder, and all his worries and pains were drowned in the heady throb of mad passion and the irresistible rush of love.

The tale of this brilliant match followed the crowd as they left the arena, taking on a life of its own, growing with each re-telling. It was the beginning of their legend.




  

Chapter Six: Dreadwood
 

1140/05/28 AR, Dreadwood Junction, a crossroads town in the Dreadwood with a small, private arena

 

"Some say the Great Games predate the end of the Reckoning. The ancient amphitheatre at Dreadwood Junction provides ample evidence of this; it is a gruesome testament however, This arena has the air of ritual sacrifice with little pretence of valour." Chosen Mazurin

 

"It is well known that independently owned arenas are prone to numerous abuses. Collusion, favouritism, nepotism, and all other forms of corruption can be found in these private arenas. However, it would be a very unpopular move to close them down without providing an alternative. Think of the crowding and wait times in the Campus arenas if lower ranked Gladiators were forced to stay there until they were recruited by a Faction team. Think also of the many citizens of the Domains who do not have easy access to public arenas who would thus be cut off from the Great Games. We cannot recommend that these arenas be shut down; instead we must work harder to regulate them." Conclusion to a report prepared to the Arena Reform committee, Deliberative branch 459 AR

 

Their first months together were sweet and tempestuous, a whirlwind of love, lust, and mutual discovery. They quickly became inseparable, training and living together. Their small group of friends mingled and Gavin became friends with flame-haired Karmal and bright-eyed Vintia while Sadira adopted smiling Ravius and giant Omodo into her circle. When the time came for them to strike out from the Campus Martius, they did so as a group. This is not unusual for low ranking Gladiators, and small groups like these often form the seed for great teams later on.

Sadira came from a large clan of proud, rakish Shadow Elves, with whom she still kept in contact as much as her restricted freedom would allow. They were proud of the talented Sadira and adopted Gavin unhesitatingly. This was a new experience for Gavin, who had never known his family and had kept to himself in training.  He felt his life expanding, greatly enriched by new faces in his social circles, even though getting used to life with the energetic, driven Sadira was certainly an adjustment for the quiet young man. 

 

-----o

 

"Where were you, Gavin?" Sadira picked herself up off the sand of the training ground, her eyes ablaze with anger. Omodo, standing over her, tried to apologize for knocking her over but she quieted him with a raised finger, her gaze never leaving Gavin. It was the third time in a row that the Giant Armodon had gotten to her this training session.

Gavin smiled. Sadira was in a bad mood; she had taken an intense dislike to Dreadwood Junction, the swampy crossroads town where they had come. He found dealing with her passionate, competitive nature difficult at times, but accepted this as simply a trial in their budding relationship.

"Well...?" Gavin's smile infuriated sharp-tongued Sadira who thought he might be mocking her. "You just let him knock me down! How in the bloody Reckoning am I supposed to survive fighting a giant tomorrow if you stand still like a statue?"

Omodo and Vintia walked away, talking about their strategy for the next bout. They joined Ravius who was eating his lunch nearby, watching other Gladiators going about their training and conditioning.

"We've been over this before..." Gavin spoke as evenly as possible, trying to get his lover to calm down. It would not help if he became angry as well. "You are very fast Sadira, and Vintia was screening for him. If you want me to block for you, you have to stay closer or lure him to me."

"You're right," sighed Sadira, trying to moderate her desire to argue and prove her dominance. She was simply not used to working as a team, she decided. It was also unworthy to take out her frustrations on others. In truth, Gavin was turning out to be an excellent partner, on and off the field. The anger in her eyes faded. "What can we do to improve?"

"Vintia hit me with that freeze spell she uses," Gavin shrugged. "It slows me down. We need to take our opponent's magic into account, and adapt to their actions. I will signal you if I get tied up from now on, so you know to keep close. Teamwork takes time Sadira; I know we will do fine against the Giant."

"I agree on the signals," Sadira's tone was more thoughtful now.  "But I can't always stop to check what you are doing or hear what you say. Can you use your magic to link our minds?"

"Yes," he responded, "I know several spells that can do that. But you will have to learn bits of the spell pattern as well; otherwise any Cogimancer will be able to 'listen' to our communications."

"We should have discussed this before. I wish we had more time to prepare," she said, watching him think. "I can't believe we fight tomorrow; we aren't even moved in!"

"Well this is the only match the Arena Master offered to us; we can't change that."

"How did we end up with a rotten worm like Meady Mox as an Arena Master?" Sadira's expressive face twisted in anger again. "We are a blessing to this inconsequential town and its tiny arena, and he has the gall to tell me that I either have to wait six months or fight two days after I get here."

"I'm sure once he sees us fight, he will be confident that we can entertain the locals," Gavin said evenly. He did not like what he was hearing about this Mox character. Karmal, Sadira's fiery red-headed friend, had filed a complaint about the man with the Deliberative after their first meeting.

"I'd like to gut that little runt!" Sadira made vicious motions with her swords. "No joke. Ravius found out that Mox gives matches to women who do him... favours... disgusting little man; I hope the Deliberative sentences him to fight me in the Arena. If that greasy, smelly turd lays a hand on any of my friends..."

"He wouldn't dare." Gavin smiled, kissing his energetic partner on the forehead. "I doubt he would live through trying to grope a Gladiatrix. Just imagine what you or Karmal would do to him in self-defence. Now let's forget about him for today and focus on getting ready for our fight. I have a different strategy we can try this time around. I'll stick with you, instead of screening you from afar; you try to keep Vintia between you and Omodo so I can respond to both of them. Use your magic to speed me up a bit so I can keep up to you."

"Interesting idea." Sadira smiled. "We should be able to do that if we put our superior mobility to work against their heavy armour."

 

-----o

 

Dreadwood Junction is a small, but busy town situated where two major roads cross the expansive Dreadwood Forest, a wild place which still bears the taint of the unfettered magic used during the Reckoning. Its trees are often strangely, almost maliciously twisted, and the dark depths at the heart of the wood are home to very dangerous creatures. Arena Masters from all over the Domains hire teams of mercenaries to venture into the Dreadwood and capture these beasts for use in their games; some of the more eccentric Chosen also like to hunt amid the scarred trees.

Dreadwood is situated west of the City of Krass, requiring a journey of seven days travel by horse.  Gladiators usually travel by foot or steam-wagon, faster methods being generally forbidden to them; they were escorted by grim-faced officers of the Deliberative who often detoured on other errands.  It had taken almost a month for Gavin and Sadira to make the journey. The lands around Dreadwood Forest are civilized farmlands reconquered early in the days after the Chosen made the Covenant with the people of Krass. The farmlands make use of the outer woods, the tainted trees producing excellent wood and regenerating with great speed. The forest is a shared resource for several Domains and also independent foresters who ship to Krass and the Northlands. The town, Dreadwood Junction, is thus not only an attraction to travellers who wish to pass through the wood but also home to several large logging enterprises, as well as the many satellite industries that they fuel. Dreadwood furniture was also becoming quite popular among the upper class in Krass.

Sadira and Gavin along with their friends Ravius, Vintia, Omodo, and Karmal had chosen to come to Dreadwood Junction because the town had close ties to the working class Red Faction. The recruiters for the Faction teams supposedly passed through the town frequently. They had decided Dreadwood Junction Arena provided their best opportunity to gain the attention of the Reds quickly, which would allow them to get positions on a Faction team early.

It was a good plan, at least based on the information they possessed when they first started searching for a suitable arena following their stay at the Campus. It did not, however, take into account Arena Master Meady Mox.

The Arena Master of Dreadwood Junction was every bit as vile as Sadira described him. Meady was not his actual name but rather an appellation given to him because his clothing and breath always smelled of his favourite beverage, Dreadwood mead made from blightbee honey. Mox was one of those corrupt, hierarchical individuals whose nature leads them to believe that people in power are better than everyone else below them. As Arena Master, Mox felt he could use his position however he wished as long as he did not draw the ire of his superiors. If he did not like certain Gladiators, they would often languish for many months waiting for a single match, or be offered a fight that would likely go against them. 

Mox's real business was to use his position to collect favours from most of the Gladiators who passed through his arena, helping their careers if they showed a willingness to bow to his interests. The money from these "donations" had made him wealthy, but his favourite "gifts" came in other forms. He particularly savoured the thought of young Gladiatrices on their knees before him; it made him feel powerful and virile. For this reason he had taken an instant dislike to Sadira, for although she was quite beautiful, her ferocity and determination were both galling and frightening to someone like Meady Mox. He told himself that she simply did not understand that he held power over her career, but in truth she simply terrified him. Perhaps deep down he understood the power that she might one day wield.

Mox was quite adept at hiding his proclivities from those above him. He used paperwork like a shield; well-tended records and iron-clad statistics justified every action that occurred in his arena. He was very comfortable in his position as Arena Master.

Mox had many friends among the Factions and independent arena owners. He used these contacts to ensure than the Gladiators who gained his favour were quickly promoted and to ensure that Dreadwood Arena was promoted abroad as a good place for up and coming fighters to build their reputations. One of these contacts had made sure to mention the arena to Sadira when the ambitious Gladiatrix was researching her next move.

Although the Deliberative had fielded several complaints against him in recent years, Mox had fended them off with a series of carefully prepared studies showing the Gladiators in question just did not appeal to the arena patrons of Dreadwood Junction. He was quite skilled at twisting the law to his advantage. He also produced a series of testimonials from the Gladiators he had helped; after all he had advanced their careers and any charges against him could reflect poorly on them. Mox felt certain that he had outsmarted the Deliberative, so instead of becoming more cautious about his corruption, he became more brazen.

The Deliberative had other options open to it: thus Ravius and Karmal were not in the stands for Gavin and Sadira's impressive first match in the Dreadwood Arena.

 

-----o

 

The ancient arena in Dreadwood was built around a natural amphitheatre situated in the middle of the town. Hard grey stone had been carved into large "steps" that served as seating for the spectators; the stonework was so regular and smooth that most people assumed it had been shaped with magic. The fighting space in the arena was about twenty yards across, semi-circular like the seats and also made out of hard grey stone. A kind of pale blue-green moss lined the bottom of the arena instead of the traditional white sand; Mox felt this moss was nearly as effective at absorbing the blood spilled in the games, and it saved a great deal of money, despite complaints from the fans and Gladiators. In some places the grey stone had been stained with blood or charred by magic giving the whole arena the air of an ancient ruin which speaks of blood sacrifices to old Gods and dark, blasphemous rites held in the mad light of the full moon. Local patrons claim this is part of its charm.

Unlike The Pits, the arenas attached to the Campus Martius in the city of Krass; which are run by the Deliberative and the Assembly of the People, the Dreadwood Arena is privately owned and operated. Matches in such arenas have to meet guidelines set forth by the Deliberative, but a creative Arena Master has a great amount of freedom in setting them up. He sets the rules, determines the victory conditions, and provides the monsters for the Gladiators to fight.

The Gladiators themselves often have little say in the fights they are offered in private arenas. This is a marked difference from the Campus Martius where Gladiators can sign up for a variety of matches or even ask the office of the Arena Registrar to set up a match according to their own specifications. Young Gladiators often chafe at the sudden lack of freedom in private arenas. They are especially unhappy when they see their careers in the hands of a person like Meady Mox who cares nothing for them. Reforms are often made to address these concerns, but they seem to have little effect; perhaps because those who have the power to change the system cannot agree on how to do so.

Arena Masters in these arenas are more interested in the health of their business than Gladiators who will move on to a bigger and better arena as quickly as possible. They often see young fighters as overly idealistic and too energetic for their own good. The owners argue that small arenas have to go with the most popular match types to maximize profits and that any regulation by the Deliberative limits the viability of their business. If the local patrons prefer to see scantily clad, attractive light Gladiators bathing in the blood of furious beastmen, then that is what the Arena Master must provide to keep the money flowing. After all, they say, who wants to see a traditional re-enactment of the epic-tragic arena duel between Chosen Vandurion and Chosen Moltar? It just wouldn't bring in the same crowds.

Both sides have reasonable arguments and are quite entrenched, so change comes very slowly. This allows men like Meady Mox, who abuse the rules, to thrive, at least until they get caught out in the open.

 

-----o

 

Meady Mox enjoyed punishing Gladiators who did not bow to his superior position, especially uppity bitches like Sadira. Giants were expensive fodder, but this particular beast was tough and very aggressive. Mox had invested in some strong leg armour and a heavy giant sized club for special occasions like this. He was going to enjoy watching Turg squash that arrogant Shadow-Elf slut! Hopefully it would teach her some respect and she would be more accommodating to his desires when arranging their next match. His own brilliance made him smile. Since he was not technically forcing her to fight, the match counted as voluntary and the Deliberative could not blame any unfairness in it against him. She had known exactly what she was signing up for. Sadira and her partner would have to fight several beastmen alongside the giant. They would be quickly worn down defending against the fast, aggressive beastmen and the massive, powerful giant. He was sure they would lose. The best part was that the Arena would also save money on not having to buy a replacement for the expensive giant, Turg, money that Mox could then use for his own aggrandizement.

Mox felt a tingle in his loins when he fantasized about making it a Deathmatch so he could watch Sadira's pretty face as the crowd gave the thumbs down. Sadly he lacked that capacity; the Deliberative took a much more direct hand in any match where a Gladiator's potential death was sanctioned. He was also quite excited to be watching the match with the luscious Gladiatrix Karmal, a red-haired beauty who had come around after initially resisting his offers.  He was blinded by lust and arrogance and did not realize Karmal was Sadira's friend or that she had already complained of him to the Deliberative. Mox felt Karmal was just much more agreeable toward people who held sway over her career, a smart move on her part. He had no idea how wrong he was.

 

-----o

 

Sadira surveyed the audience from the stone archway that served as the Gladiator's entrance. She smiled at the thought of descending through the crowd and springing into the arena, weapons in hand, like some invincible heroine from the old legends of the games.

Most of the people in this arena were well dressed and well mannered; Ravius had told her only the town's upper class could afford regular seats. The front row of spectators, sitting level with the fighting ground with a barely visible ward wall between them and the combatants, were the most prominent citizens of the town. For many of them it was just another day at the arena; they were mostly there to show off their wealth and social station, and to network with their peers. Sometimes they seemed more excited by the nude acrobats that took to the field between fights or in conducting business with their peers.

The back row benches were more rowdy, closely packed with brawny young men who worked in the lumber mills, some curious travellers, and anyone else who could not afford regular seats. Sadira could read their anticipation in the animated way they talked with their neighbours, faces flush with excitement. To them this was a special occasion, a rare indulgence that cost months of pay, and they enjoyed every minute of it. She watched them carefully for a moment, drinking in their nervous vitality. These were her kind of fans; she would not disappoint them.

Sadira smiled. She looked forward to the Challenging match ahead.  All of her earlier irritation had evaporated, even her anger at Meady Mox was lost, as the desire to fight took hold of her. She would make sure that even the most jaded of the Dreadwood Arena regulars would remember this fight; the true fans in the back rows who'd scraped and saved would get more than their money's worth. She wanted them all to remember seeing her here, perhaps looking back to this day when she took her place among the Chosen.

Gavin, for his part, was quite nervous. He had taken a good look at the Giant earlier in the day; the other Gladiators in town had warned him that it was a mean beast, having survived a half dozen fights so far. Gavin had been stunned by the size of the shaggy creature; it would be a difficult enough fight for two Gladiators of their calibre on its own, but the addition of a half-dozen beastmen would be too much for the two of them to handle. He certainly did not like the idea of a giant's club the size of a small tree trunk swinging at Sadira.

"I'll keep the giant busy while you dispose of the beastmen," he said.

"That sounds like a good plan, my love." She turned, her flashing purple eyes meeting his full force. She was thinking of the audience, and not worried about the giant. "I'll cut them to bloody ribbons; the crowd will love it. Don't kill the giant without me, alright?" She seemed so full of confidence, making his worries seem foolish.

The arena announcer, an ancient man with a deep, drink-scarred voice, called out their names before Gavin could respond to Sadira's query. As their entrance gate swung open, Sadira planted a quick kiss on her lover's lips before walking into the arena where her scanty costume immediately provoked a loud cheer from the back rows. She smiled at this then leapt forward, cartwheeling, jumping up, flipping forward in the air, and then drawing her elegant obsidian blades in salute to the crowd as she landed; even the jaded front rows cheered her dazzling display this time. Her lips curled wickedly as she gazed over her audience, trying to look them all in the eye. Gavin, trotting in behind her, timed his salute to match hers.

"And now," the announcer waited for a moment while the cheers died down, "facing our two brave Gladiators..."

A massive trap door began to open in the middle of the arena. A huge shaggy head appeared out of the yawning void, eyes casting about.

"YOU KNOW HIM, YOU LOVE HIM, TURG THE GIANT!" The crowd gasped as Turg stepped up off the slowly rising platform. The giant roared and walked toward the audience, casting his shadow over the front rows. Turg pushed at the nearly invisible ward wall that separated him from the awed masses, crackles of blue-white mystic energy cascading down his arms. The spectators jeered the giant as he moved away, turning back to the Gladiators.

"And patrons of Dreadwood Arena, for your entertainment, Turg will be fighting alongside some beastly allies today!" A gate opposite from where the two Gladiators had made their entrance opened admitting a half-dozen hulking beastmen. Gavin wondered for a moment if the Giant would attack them, but Turg ignored the beastmen and stepped forward, swinging his tree trunk sized spiked club over his head and sending it crashing toward Sadira's lithe form.

Swift-footed Sadira danced aside, and the ground shook as the monstrous club thundered into the stone and moss. She let out a shrill war-scream in response, vaulting over Gavin and leaping into the midst of the beastmen. Her twin blades flashed bright in the fading afternoon sun, splashing blood as they connected with the first enemy that leapt at her. The beast's howls mingled with the crowd's cheers as bright blood splashed against the arena wall.

Gavin darted forward as Turg moved toward the melee, stabbing the giant in the back of the leg. Turg grunted and turned on Gavin, bestial face twisted into an ugly snarl. The giant raised a hairy, clawed foot and slammed it down at Gavin, trying to stomp him into bloody paste, but Gavin read the movement and sidestepped easily. The foot slammed into the ground beside him, shaking the ground. He responded by swinging the razor edge of his shield, which glanced ineffectively off the giant's thick leg armour.

"DOWN HERE UGLY!" Gavin shouted, making sure he kept the giant's attention while Sadira fought the beastmen. Turg ignored Sadira and the Beastmen now, intent on smashing the puny Gladiator challenging him. Gavin slowly led him away from where Sadira fought, avoiding the giant's powerful swings.

Nimble Sadira danced with the beastmen, her wicked blades kissing their flesh, leaving bloody cuts. The scent of blood drove the creatures to frenzy, and they leapt at her from all sides. She jumped, planting her heel spikes in the shoulder of a seven foot tall grey furred, ram-horned monstrosity, and pushed off, whirling in mid-air, cutting deeply into its back and severing its spine. The beast fell to the ground heavily.

The others were on her quickly, driving her backwards. She was forced to call on her magic as she backpedalled,  channelling power into a quickly woven spell pattern. Two of her foes stopped moving as grasping green vines, rapidly erupting from the ground beneath them, entangled their legs.

She dodged out of the way of two sets of snapping jaws but could not fully avoid the claws of her third attacker which raked her flesh, leaving bloody red lines across her bare thigh. Spurred by pain, Sadira rounded on it, eyes wide with fury, weapons seeking vengeance. She attacked it recklessly, hacking off the offending claw, and then rapidly stabbing the beast in the groin and throat. Her other opponents leaped at her again and she screamed her defiance as the crowd cheered.

Cunning Gavin could just block Turg's massive club with a deft, perfectly timed movement of his lion-headed shield. It was a matter of angle and timing, an interesting challenge for the thoughtful defender. Yet, strong as he was, Gavin could not hope to put his shield in the way of an attack from a giant three times his height and absorb the force head on; he had to make sure most of the force was directed away from him. Even so he was knocked off his feet a few times. A ungifted man would have lost his arm at the very least. Meanwhile the Gladiator used his magic to keep up a steady assault stream of mind-rending mental blasts. Turg was now suffering a blinding migraine and bleeding from his nose as well. It did not seem to be slowing the Giant much, but it did make him more angry and less accurate. It also kept his attention on Gavin, which was the Gladiator's main goal.

Sadira kicked a beastman away from her, drawing blood with her boot-spike, and buried one of her elegant swords in the skull of another. The three remaining beasts fearlessly attacked the deadly Gladiatrix, trying to grab her, bite her, and rend her soft flesh. She rolled away and let them run at her, slashing at them as they closed. They danced: claws ripping, teeth snapping, black blades whirling, snarling and growling. One of them fell and did not rise, life leaking away from a half dozen cuts.

Cruel Sadira took her time with the last two, bringing the fight close to the patrons in the front row. She savoured the beastmen's rage and frustration as she wove her blades, cutting them a dozen times while the crowd roared in approval. One fell over, too weak to continue, and she ended her dance with a slash across the throat of her last rabid opponent. It struggled, still trying to reach her with its final breath. She kept just out of reach, teasingly so, then turned toward where Gavin was fighting the giant.

Turg was aiming more carefully now and Gavin was having trouble avoiding his attacks. An armoured toe the size of a man's head caught his shoulder and sent him flying. He landed on his back and felt a stabbing pain in his shoulder as he rolled out of the way of the Giant's next attack.

Although Sadira was raised to be ruthless, love filled her with alarm as she realized the distress Gavin was in. She wondered if she had toyed with the Beastmen too long. She read the pain on his face and channelled a powerful burst of healing energy to him.

Gavin could feel the spell fill him with comforting warmth as he jerked down under a sweeping blow of the giant's huge club. The pain ebbed a little and he smiled in thanks as Sadira ran in to join him. She dove between the giant's legs and thrust her swords toward the shaggy monster's groin. The audience gasped in anticipation, but her blades only glanced off the beast's armour, and she was forced to quickly throw herself backwards to avoid being crushed under Turg's huge, hairy iron-clad foot.

The Giant roared his displeasure at this impetuous newcomer, and Sadira howled her war-scream back at him in answer. Gavin used the distraction to move forward and slip his spear into an unarmoured part of the giant’s leg. The beast howled and rounded on him with surprising speed, swinging his club low to the ground. Gavin was forced to jump over the club, but a spike caught his boot and sent him sprawling to the ground, his bones crunching as he bounced off the moss covered stone.

Turg moved in, raising his foot to crush Gavin, but he had forgotten about Sadira and her hungry blades once again. She launched herself at the unsuspecting Giant, raking both of her swords across the back of his unarmoured knee. The swords bit into the beast's thick skin, drawing blood and causing Turg's attack to falter, so that Gavin could roll out of the way. The crowd cheered as Sadira ducked under the backhand from a barrel-sized fist and then sprang out of reach as the giant's massive club swung down, shaking the closest spectators with its impact on the stones.

Stalwart Gavin regained his feet, glad of the protection his armour had afforded him when he hit the ground. As he ran forward he could see Sadira was in trouble. The Giant was herding her toward the back wall of the arena, cutting off her escape with broad sweeps of his huge weapon. She would soon run out of space to dodge. He blasted the giant with his mind magic, but the beast paid him little heed this time.

Sadira was frustrated, kept back by the giant's long reach and brutal swings. Finally she flung herself prone in order to duck under the massive club which scraped across the Arena wall behind her, showering her with dislodged moss and dust from the crushed stone. The giant's foot came down too quickly for her to get to her feet, and so she rolled aside. Closing in, Gavin stabbed the giant in the backside, causing it to howl in fury, giving Sadira time to get up and away from the wall. She ran toward her partner, picking up speed.

"Make him swing at you!" she yelled, running behind Gavin. "I need his club on the ground!"

The Giant obliged without any effort from Gavin, swinging his club over his head and sending it crashing down toward the Gladiator. Gavin moved aside while Sadira leapt in, her elegant black blades cutting the giant's unarmoured hands and wrists while Gavin stabbed his feet. The giant howled in rage as his hands bled from deep cuts.

Turg backed away, pulling his vulnerable arms out of reach. He watched the Gladiators warily now, snarling. He sensed danger from these two little things, hating them for the pain they caused him. He moved in carefully, waiting for his chance to smash one to a pulp.

Gavin realized that the only way for them to defeat the giant was to get him to swing again so Sadira could get close and strike him before he could ready his massive club for another attack. He moved forward, hoping to lure the brute into a wild swing. The giant tensed but did not move. Gavin edged forward again. Tension filled the arena. Turg's lip curled, exposing his sharp yellow teeth.

And then, with shocking suddenness,, the giant lunged, thrusting his massive club forward at the Gladiator like a spear, low to the ground. The Giant's long reach and surprisingly swift movement caught the Gladiator in a poor position, and he was forced to meet the attack directly with his shield, with no chance of a proper deflection. The force of the blow sent Gavin flying backwards. He fell heavily, skidding against the moss and stone. Coming to rest awkwardly, Gavin tasted blood. His shield arm was broken, along with most of his ribs. He looked up, hearing Sadira's war-scream split the air.

 

Sadira nimbly leapt onto the huge club, running up the thick spike-covered shaft before the giant could raise the heavy weapon. The audience held their breath as she ran lightly up the length of wood and iron as the giant began to lift it again. Her swift feet did not falter and halfway up the trunk she sprang upwards with all her strength. She soared into the air like a sword-winged bird of prey; a second, louder war-scream breaking from her lips as she took flight. Time seemed frozen for Gavin and the watching audience; Reacting slowly, Turg's expression was one of dumb horror as he began to flinch away from Sadira. She saw the reflection of her blades in the giant's eyes. She smelled his rank breath as it exhaled and then she struck, driving her curved obsidian swords into the soft orbs. The crowd gasped as she buried her swords to the hilt, blood and gore bursting forth as the sharp blade-tips broke through to the back of the beast's skull.

Turg staggered and toppled, dead before he could even react. Sadira fell with him, riding his skull into the ground, jumping off and landing lightly on her feet as the impact of his massive body shook the arena. She left her swords in the giant's eyes and started to run toward the fallen Gavin. The last thing Gavin heard before losing consciousness was the crowd, chanting her name.




  

Chapter Seven: Venom
 

1140/06/04 AR, Dreadwood Junction

 

"Few choices are as simple as they seem. You may be a truly talented fighter, but standing between you and the Championships are a whole lot of vested interests. These agents, recruiters, Arena-Masters, faction promoters, and patrons are all looking for the opportunity to use someone like you for their own ends. Sure, you can scoff and refuse to play the game; just keep in mind that these would-be-patrons can be more of an obstacle if you make enemies of them. And even if you take all of this into account, there are still the Chosen." Master Korum

 

"Next time you get flattened by a giant, I am going to carry you out of the arena cradled in my arms, like a child, right in front of everyone," Sadira teased, smiling brightly.

Gavin rolled his eyes, but was unable to keep the ghost of a smile off his face. "Well next time, kill it faster, girl; I was getting bored and tired waiting for you to finish him off."

Ravius and Karmal, waiting with them at the Arena Master's office, both laughed, more at Gavin's uncharacteristic burst of humour than the wit of his comment.

"Mox really takes his time." Sadira's expressive face quickly darkened as she thought about the Arena Master. Her friends had told her she could not even say the man's name without wrinkling her nose in disgust; she had to admit it was true. She had worn the least flattering outfit she could buy for this meeting, hoping to keep the Mox's mind on business; part of her chaffed at having to do this. "He only meets with Gladiators to arrange matches once a week; I would think that he would have the good grace to show up on time after the great performance we gave him last time!"

"I don't know little sister. I think he was too busy trying to get his hands up under Karmal's skirt to notice what was going on!" Ravius smile disappeared as Karmal punched his arm. She glared at him. She had watched the match with the arena master as the Arena Master's special guest, and found the man even more repulsive in private.

"Let’s not talk about that." Karmal's tone was even, but her piercing green eyes flashed like lightning on the horizon, warning of a coming storm. Ravius swallowed his desire to taunt her further, and instead made a show of bowing in mock gentlemanly acquiescence. The topic of conversation steered quickly toward gossip that the smiling skirmisher had picked up about the other Gladiators in Dreadwood. There were plenty of interesting rumours, especially about the two local favourites, a pair of rank two Gladiatrices who had won three Deathmatches in a row.

Sadira knew that her childhood friend would not trade her body to someone like Mox, even if it meant that she would have an easier time in the arena. She knew firsthand that Karmal rarely sought out the company of men. Something else was going on. She'd overseen Karmal talking to a particularly stern looking woman wearing Grey-Robes twice in the last month. Was the Deliberative using Karmal to bait Mox into doing something foolish? She wanted to ask, but it was a taboo subject among Gladiators; if one of your peers had business with the Deliberative, it was not polite to take notice. The thought of Karmal luring Dreadwood Junction's corrupt arena master into incriminating himself made her smile again. But she also knew her friend was ambitious and might try to play Mox's game for personal gain.

Gavin was just enjoying the day, thankful to be alive and well. It had taken some time for him to fully recover from the injuries he had sustained last match; most of his ribs had been shattered and some of his organs ruptured by the giant Turg's brutal attack. An ungifted man, even a massive ogre or stout dwarf would not likely have survived the hit at all, and certainly would have been crippled. As a Gladiator, Gavin's body had been through years of conditioning; his magic helped his body repair itself without conscious effort. He was profoundly thankful for this. Still, it had taken an expert healer to ensure that no lasting damage was done, and he had been weak for some time afterwards.  Ugly dreams had haunted him afterwards, but Sadira's loving embrace now chased them away. He was happy to have her.

Meady Mox arrived at his office some time later, surveying the Gladiators lined up with ill-concealed disdain. Sadira hated him even more for the way he looked down his nose at the Gladiators; she could crush him like a bug! Mox puffed his chest out and tilted his chin as he climbed the ornate ironwood stairs to his office.

The Arena Master was accompanied by a timid, pretty young woman carrying most of his files. Gavin frowned at the half-hidden bruises on her arm. Sadira snarled; she was suddenly glad they did not let her carry her swords in this part of town. She could not abide a man like Meady Mox taking liberties with his position; the thought that he might be also abusive in other ways made her blood boil.

Several Gladiators were in line ahead of Gavin and Sadira. None of them were allowed to wait inside the office. In spite of the spacious waiting room, they were forced to stand outside. Ravius joked that he should have brought a ball. For Gladiators, used to spending their lives in constant physical training, waiting in line, inactive, is especially odious. Sadira already bristled with impatience by the time Ravius was called in. She wanted to be on the training grounds or running through the forest at the edge of town, not waiting for some pompous ass.

"Two months!" Ravius sighed, shaking his head, as he emerged fifteen minutes later. "The only other match he offered me was later today. And on top of that he lectured me about needing to play more to the crowd. Me! What a bastard!"

"You barely have time to fight between taunts as it is..." murmured Vintia, which made thick skinned Ravius grin and ruffle the smaller Gladiatrix's blond hair, as a man might do to his son. She made a face at him as the others laughed.

Karmal went in and came out much more quickly. She seemed pensive as she left, but signalled wordlessly to Sadira that she did not want to talk. Gavin noted the exchange; Karmal, Vintia, and Sadira often seemed able to communicate with the smallest of gestures, a technique that served them well on and off the fighting grounds.

After what seemed like an eternity, Mox's mousy-looking clerk motioned to Gavin and Sadira to enter. They both smiled at the woman, but she did not meet their eyes, keeping her head lowered submissively. Gavin wondered if she was afraid of them; many of the ungifted were terrified of those who could wield magic, especially Gladiators. Not everyone loved the Great Games.

Sadira took a moment to rope in her anger. She needed Mox for now and she could not afford the luxury of losing her temper. She mustered her sweetest smile as his beady little eyes flicked up from his desk. She could not wait to get out of this town and away from small-time Arena Masters like Meady Mox.

Gavin was impressed at Sadira's composure. He followed suit, letting her do the talking. He was not much for small talk anyways, preferring deeper conversation in less hostile places.

"Sadira, please come in." Meady Mox was slightly disappointed that Sadira had chosen to wear trousers and a short tunic instead of her revealing armour. Still, he had to admit she looked delicious regardless of her attire. To a man like Mox, beauty only consists of the size and shape of a woman’s lips, breasts, hips, and buttocks; he did not even notice her eyes flaring as his gaze roamed her body. He was so busy violating her visually that he barely noticed Gavin's rising colour. "Please take a seat, both of you."

"Thank you." Sadira sat gracefully, her eyes never leaving the Arena Master's face. She noticed immediately how his greedy stare, in turn, never left her breasts after his initial examination. This, despite her modest outfit. In the arena any man with so little self-control would be entirely too easy to defeat. Her contempt for him was absolute. The fact that he barely heeded Gavin's presence made her even angrier. She held her ire down with an effort of will, smiling sweetly while she listened.

"I was impressed with your last match. You looked good out there." Mox allowed a hint of admiration to show in his tone, but then furrowed his brow. Sadira felt as if the man was still speaking entirely to her, ignoring Gavin which only added fuel to the furnace of her anger. "On the other hand, Giants are quite expensive... It would have been much better for Dreadwood Arena if you had left Turg with enough life in him that I could use him again."

"But surely the spectacular ending we gave you was more than worth it?" Sadira said, thinking I will not let this man get to me! She smiled, keeping her tone pleasant as if they were discussing the weather instead of the arena. "Given the additional Victory Coins and Patron Gifts we received, your part of the profits must have been quite large..."

Damn her! Mox was surprised by Sadira's insight. He covered up with a thoughtful pause, pursing his lips. "Hmmm..." He pretended to glance over a random piece of paper on his desk. "My data shows that we made enough to cover the costs of a new giant. However, I have to consider the extraneous factors here. How can I be sure that it was the giant's death that people liked about your match? Maybe they liked the fact that your boyfriend here got smashed up. I just don't have reliable metrics here. Additionally I have to calculate the hidden costs of killing the giant; he was becoming a reliable and popular asset in his own right. Who knows what kind of money he could have brought in if you hadn't killed him? I have to think long term here... I would not expect a Gladiator to understand."

Gavin raised his brow. The flaws in the man's reasoning were so obvious to him. The Arena Master lacked any sense of the big picture, and was more interested in bean counting than taking the risks needed to build a real following for his little arena. Mox obfuscated his failures by taking on the mantle of a world-weary expert talking down to those who cannot understand his troubles.

Sadira could not believe that Mox was making this argument. She took a keen interest in all aspects of her career. She was sure that the extra money and reputation that a spectacular fight brought to a small arena like this was worth far more than any giant. If it wasn't so, why would he even invest in a giant in the first place? She waited for him to continue, seething inwardly.

"Now you two have potential, and your match did make me a profit in spite of your recklessness... so I won't hold it against you, this time." He smiled; it was a serpent's smile, lacking in warmth. "I am prepared to offer you a couple of options. I have a great match against two trolls. You can cut them up all you want and they should live through it. I think this is your best option; you can really showcase your talents and the cost is low, but it is four months from now...."

Sadira felt trapped, like a cornered animal. She just wanted to get out of Dreadwood Junction, but Mox could ruin her reputation with his extensive connections too easily. They were not yet famous enough to attract the notice of Faction recruiters; they needed to get a few more good matches under their belts. Although she had hoped that their amazing performance would win the greedy little Arena Master over, apparently he valued his control more than his pocketbook. She said nothing, cursing him inwardly.  

"What is the other option?" Gavin broke in. Mox's eyes reluctantly left Sadira's ripe body and darted toward her male companion; he wondered if the boy was lucky enough to have enjoyed the feel of Sadira magnificent tits in his hands. He looked like such a loser. Envy, followed by hatred for Gavin, awoke in the Arena Master. He would show them both who was in charge here!

"Well... I don't really think this is the best option..." He sighed dramatically. Both Sadira and Gavin saw the glee he was trying to hide appear in his eyes. "But I have two really great girls who are quite popular with the locals who happen to be looking for a pairs Deathmatch. Cat and Bella, maybe you've heard of them? They're pretty hot right now. I don't know if you can beat them, but if you can put up a good fight I'm sure the audience will show mercy. That match we can arrange at any time, as long as the Deliberative approves."

Gavin and Sadira had heard of Cat and Bella. The duo was notorious with the other Gladiators of Dreadwood because of the favours they bestowed on the Arena Master in exchange for getting the best matches. They had also won two pairs Deathmatches, gaining considerable fame for themselves. The audience had not shown their opponents mercy. Ravius said that many of the higher ranking Gladiators who fought in the Dreadwood arena grumbled at playing second fiddle to these two.

Sadira's eyes blazed at the idea of such a match. Trying to lure them into a life and death battle with his favourite sex-toys was just disgusting. She felt sure that she could thrash any woman who traded favours with Mox, but the idea of risking Gavin's life made her strangely uncomfortable and so she kept her silence. This was an unusual feeling for the strong-willed Gladiatrix; she never feared for her own safety.

"My friend Ravius mentioned a match later today that you were having trouble filling," Gavin said evenly, savouring the venomous look the Arena Master shot him. "What about that?"

"Well I don't think it is a good match for you." Mox sighed again, trying to draw the weight of the world onto his shoulders like a mantle of dignity. "You have not recovered fully yet, young man; I'm sure I will find someone else for it."

"I appreciate your concern sir." Gavin smiled innocently, filling his voice with sincerity. "But, I have a letter from the Deliberative certifying that I am fit to fight right here. Sadira and I are more than up to it. We cost you your giant; let us make it up to you by fighting today. I feel it would be the right thing to do considering all the kindness you have shown us. Also, we will be a bigger draw with our last match fresh in people's minds."

Mox cursed inwardly. The young man had outmanoeuvred him by keeping the letter to himself until now. He could not give a different reason to deny them the match at this point; it would give them a real complaint to bring before the Deliberative. He would survive for sure; the Grey-Robes were stupid compared to a ruthless businessman like himself, but too many complaints against him would be embarrassing. It wasn't worth it for him to put up any more resistance. He would let them take the match.

"I am glad to hear it my young friend." His smile was wide, but it did not touch his eyes. "In that case I will be happy to let you fight today. The battle is against two scorpions. I'll have to make a couple of changes so the match suits you, but I'll run them by the Grey-Robes this afternoon."

"Thank you, sir!" Gavin ignored the implied threat. He knew there was little Meady Mox could get away with once a match was signed. That level of interference was beyond even the Chosen... at least in theory. Sadira and Gavin looked over the particulars of the match, signed, and left the office without another word.

Mox watched Sadira as she left, paying close attention to her shapely hips and luscious posterior. Then he called his assistant into the office and ordered her to write a note to Gladiatrix Bella, and to make some last minute changes to this afternoon's Scorpion Match. He had left a clause for terrain adjustments in; this gave him a little room to manoeuvre, and he would make this afternoon's encounter as unpleasant as possible for hot-bodied Sadira and her boy-toy.

 

-----o

 

The scorpions in question are one of the many varieties found deep in the tainted wastes of the deserts south of Krass, their bodies around eight feet long with intimidating pincers that could easily sever an arm or a leg, with barbed tail stings that could impale a man, lifting him off his feet, as the great gout of poison injected turned his insides to mush. Thick armoured plates of brownish chitin make getting at the creature's soft spots difficult. Termed southern brown-claws in arena jargon, these Scorpions are considered a serious challenge for rank one Gladiators, such as Sadira and Gavin.

Monstrous insects are popular arena fodder in the Domains. They are tough, fearless, and dangerous looking. If wounded they will bleed enough to satisfy all but the most bloodthirsty fight-goer. A smart Arena Master or pro-active beast handler will make sure that the insect's "blood" and innards are treated to appear bright red or perhaps neon green when spilled, further enhancing the audience experience. (Most alchemists sell these treatments for a reasonable sum) They are relatively easy to capture and care for, and very cheap to replace when they get killed. In addition, fewer spectators feel any level of empathy for insects, and so no one seriously protests killing them. Even some of the bleeding-heart, animal-loving elves of the Sylvanwood Domain have been known to relish a good insect fight. Of course, a certain type of arena-goer also relishes the fact that when a scorpion manages to get hold of an unlucky Gladiator, the results are always gruesome and spectacular. A Gladiator, unlike a normal man, is rarely lucky enough to die before the poison takes its toll.

 

-----o

 

"I've always wanted one of these as a pet," Sadira said softly, as she and Gavin stood looking out of the Gladiator's entrance, arms around each other. "You can paint them all kinds of interesting colours if you're careful. My sister has a small one, only the size of a dog, back home; I'd paint mine bright red. I'd get a scorpion tattoo too, if it would take."

"Mmmm. I'd like to see that." Gavin kissed the back of her neck. He was well aware of her fondness for scorpions. He wondered what her family would think of him..."Make sure to be careful out there; there was a terrain clause I could not make sense of in the contract."

"I don't see any terrain changes," she replied, "but I'll keep an eye out; Mox was rather upset that you cornered him into giving us the match."

"Imagine how mad he would be if he realized I did not actually have those forms!" he answered.

"It was a good bluff, my love." She smiled, eyeing him appreciatively. "I'm glad you were there with me today. You helped me keep my temper in check."

The crowd broke into cheers as the announcer shouted their names.

"They remember us! Mox is a fool to stand in our way." Sadira smiled happily as the wooden gate of the Dreadwood Arena Gladiator's entrance swung open. She disengaged herself reluctantly from her lover and stepped into the open.  "Let’s win some hearts and open a few purses, show our Arena Master the error of his ways."

Gavin followed Sadira in, watching her skillful acrobatic display, the sapphire eyes on his silver-white lion-headed breastplate gleaming in the sunlight. Sadira finished off by saluting the crowd, and they cheered her enthusiastically. Gavin raised his weapon, first, in salute to her,  then to the crowd, eliciting laughter from a few of the more astute patrons of the Dreadwood Arena.

The scorpions were raised to the fighting grounds through the same trap-door mechanism that had brought the giant in for their last match. The announcer did not bother to name them; one giant scorpion was the same as another as far as most people were concerned. They scuttled toward Gavin and Sadira without any prompting, crushing pincer-claws snapping in anticipation.

Gavin moved forward to meet them, planting his feet firmly and raising his shield to receive their attacks. Sadira moved behind Gavin, admiring his broad back as she did so, screening herself from the scorpions' view. She felt free for the first time in weeks, the difficulties with Meady Mox evaporating under the exhilaration of the fight and the joy of the crowd.

The first scorpion to reach Gavin backpedalled as he thrust his spear at its eyes. Its partner's claws glanced off his shield as the second scorpion tried to grab him. He ducked as a venomous tail-barb the size of his head lanced forward.

Swift-footed Sadira chose this moment to spring forward, her curved black swords rending the air. One of the scorpion's legs fell off, leaking dull yellowish fluid into the moss. It rounded on her, but she rolled to the side and swung again, cleaving another leg off. The deadly insect backed away defensively, shielding itself with its heavily armoured pincers, its movements hampered now.

Meanwhile Gavin was busy fending off the other scuttling beast, reading the creatures movements looking for the best opportunity to attack. The scorpion was strangely resistant to his magic, but Omodo had reminded him about this possibility before the match.

Sadira could not get close enough to the wounded scorpion to finish it. Her next two sword strokes bounced off its thick brown carapace plates. She moved to get a better angle of attack, but it scuttled to face her with remarkable speed. Sadira suddenly wished she had put some time into learning how to fire venomous spines like some Gladiators versed in Druidic magic could. She whirled, nimbly stepping between two grasping claws and landing a resounding blow on its head, twisting to avoid the thrusting tail and with a back-flip, rolling out over its pincers. The disappointed groan from the crowd as she sprang back told her that her attack had failed to draw much blood even before she could assess the damage with her eyes.

Gavin knocked a pincer upwards and thrust forward, his spear sinking into a soft joint and causing the insect to jump-scuttle backwards. He followed with a vigorous lunge, taking advantage of his spear's long reach, the sharp point of his weapon cracking through the carapace. He then rolled away as its massive tail sought him out again.

Sadira leapt toward her foe, dodging between its pincers and slamming her sharp twin swords through its back. The blades did not glance off the thick carapace this time, but rather cut through the insect's chitinous shell, sinking deeply into its innards. She jerked her weapons out, trying to flip backwards and avoid its death throes, but as the nimble Gladiatrix touched the ground her boots lodged, caught in a hidden patch of adhesive snare-grass. The brief resistance allowed the scorpion's barb to hit her in her abdomen, the barbed sting ripping through her muscles and penetrating into her stomach, pumping deadly venom into her body. The pain and shock instantly overwhelmed her. With the last of her strength she pulled herself off the deadly barb, collapsing to the ground. Beside her the eviscerated scorpion shuddered and pulled itself toward her, its tail ejaculating venom into the moss.

Gavin heard the crowd gasp and risked a look at Sadira. His heart sank. She lay in a bloody heap on the ground. Her foe, not quite dead, reached toward her with a vicious pincer seeking to dismember spitefully before death claimed it. Ignoring his own opponent,  he turned and ran forward throwing his barbed spear like a javelin while channelling every ounce of his power into a mental blast spell. His grim war-spear flew through the air like a ballista bolt, arcing true and slammed into the "head" of the wounded scorpion. The impaling spear was followed closely by the ripple of power brought into being by his magic. The spear sank deep as the scorpion's eight eyes burst from the sheer power of his spell. His target died, but before he could turn to face his original foe, its massive pincer closed around his waist.

Sadira fought against the irresistible undertow of pain carrying her into deeper darkness. Venom ate at her insides, battling against and overcoming her Gladiator's powers of regeneration. She reached out with her mind and spirit, desperately trying to channel the primal forces of her verdant magic in order to weave the pattern of a healing spell. Part of her just wanted to sink into blessed, pain-free unconsciousness; it would be so easy. She would not die, the Keystone would preserve her life. She thought of Gavin. She heard voices from the audience, shouting her name, calling her to awaken. Her apathy burned away and she found the will to weave the pattern and channel her magic through it. Healing magic flooded her body. Her hands twitched, unconsciously seeking the comfortable, familiar hilts of her twin obsidian blades.

Gavin twisted, gritting his teeth as the massive claw began to sheer painfully through his thick leather battle kilt. He got his arm up just in time; the scorpion's barbed tail, pregnant with venom, skipped off his shield and then darted at him again.  He tried to attack its mind, but he had exhausted his magic. His free hand groped for his sword while he kicked against the scorpion's other claw, preventing it from getting a hold of his legs and then pulling him apart.

The audience was breathless, save for a few stalwart fans shouting encouragement, caught up in the horror of Gavin's desperate struggle. Meady Mox smiled to himself from his seat in the front row; he'd wager that confidant young Gavin was going to regret making this match. The snare-grass had been a nice touch, robbing Sadira of her mobility at just the right time. These two would regret getting uppity with him.

"Look!” A young girl caught sight of Sadira as she tried to rise; she pointed toward the wounded Gladiatrix. "She's getting up! She's going to make it. Get up. GET UP!"

Gavin felt a bone in his pelvis snap under the relentless pressure of the pincer that held him. His hand found his sword and, drawing it, he began to stab it at the beast. The attacks skidded off the creature’s thick chitinous carapace, and it continued to crush him and try to get at him with its tail and free claw.

The crowd began to shout encouragement, chanting Sadira's name. Many spectators lust for the sight of blood. Other patrons enjoy grand displays of superhuman skill or incredible magic. But, almost all of those who watch the Great Games unite in their support of a courageous Gladiatrix who has overcome pain to stand up and fight again. It is a sign of the quiet, hidden hope that binds a people together. Sadira could feel their energy; her channelling became stronger and her wounds began to close. Her hands found her swords among the moss. She pushed herself to her knees, screaming her defiance. The pain was overwhelming, but she mastered it. The crowd joined their voices to hers.

Gavin heard Sadira's war-scream and felt a surge of relief. The scorpion's tail skipped off his steadily wielded shield again and again. He held on, hacking with his sword, chipping away at the thick carapace of the claw that held him. He tried to make sure that the beast did not realize his partner was moving.

The first thing Sadira saw as her vision cleared was the bulk of the dead scorpion that had wounded her, Gavin's grim war-spear sticking out of the ruins of its head. She turned, feeling strength flow into her limbs, fighting away the pain. Gavin came into focus as she stood; she could see his red blood flowing from where the pincer was digging into his waist, slowly cutting him in half. She staggered forward, gaining strength with each step. Anger and adrenaline began to pump through her. Her strides lengthened.

Gavin struggled. His thrashing held the scorpion's attention.

Will gave Sadira strength; fury gave her purpose. She broke into a run, a primal surge of verdant magic powering her muscles allowing her to run at inhuman speed. She charged, colliding with the beast, driving the sharp points of her blood-hungry obsidian swords forward into a powerful lunge. Runes flashed as the tips of the curved twin blades met hard unyielding carapace; but this time Sadira was not to be denied, and her sabres plunged through the scorpion's armour just below the claw that held Gavin. Sadira screamed triumphantly as the claw fell off, spraying gore.

Passersby, outside of the Dreadwood Arena, stopped when they heard her cry of triumph, and the answering cheers of the audience that followed. Many wondered at what drama must be unfolding within to elicit such a powerful response.

Gavin hit the ground, prying the awful claw from his waist.

Deadly Sadira and the one armed scorpion circled each other, both mad with pain and fury. Swords rose and fell. Tail and claw tried to crush and impale the Gladiatrix who had taken its arm.

Gavin got to his feet and joined the melee. An orgy of violence ensued. Swords plunged, thrust, and cut. Claws snapped. Deadly tail met unyielding shield. Sadira whirled. Blood flew. People shouted and cheered.

At last the Scorpion collapsed; a bloody ruin. The Gladiators were too frenzied to plan a death blow. The vital fluids of both Gladiator and scorpion ran together on the ground. At the end of it all Sadira and Gavin collapsed against each other, barely able to stand as they saluted the crowd, basking in the frenzied cheers. Before they turned to leave, Sadira raised her blades to salute her fallen foes; the scorpions had put up a great fight and she loved them for that.

 

-----o

 

"It was not our best fight from a technical standpoint, but the crowd loved it." Sadira paused to take a drink of sweet Bloodgrape Wine. She and Gavin still felt sore after the fight, but they felt the need to celebrate despite their aches and pains. They were both happy and relaxed, sitting with their friends in a local tavern that catered to Arena fans and Gladiators. "Bloody Reckoning, we both nearly went down that time; those scorpions were tough!  I think I'll have to grab a backup weapon that works better against heavy armour... I had my eye on a wicked greatsword back at the Campus Martius, perhaps I'll grab it when I go back for my next training session."

"A backup weapon would be great, little sister. Have you noticed how Gavin doesn't start winning until he brings out the short sword?" Smiling Ravius jested, and the others laughed. "I often wonder why he bothers with his spear."

"Oh shush, I love Gavin's spear." Sadira grinned, draining her wine-cup as the laughter erupted again. "It’s just the right length and girth in my eyes..."

Gavin rolled his eyes. Few Gladiators could resist that kind of joke. He leaned over Sadira, breathing her in, kissed her and took her wine-glass. "Refill my love?" She nodded.

"Wow Sadira, where can I find a man like that?" laughed Vintia. "He'll take a hit for you in the arena, he's pretty cute, and he even refills your wine without prompting.

"Those are the least of his talents," Sadira responded, smiling wickedly. "But on a more serious note the rest of you need to watch out for Mox's tricks in your matches. He sneaked that snare-grass into the contract brilliantly."

"If our Arena Master applied even half the talent to bettering his arena that he did to drinking, carousing, and protecting his position it would be the best venue in the region," said Ravius seriously. "It disgusts me the way men like him constantly call for less Deliberative interference in their business and then hide behind the regulations when it serves them. They give honest Arena Masters a bad name."

"Maybe the honest Arena Masters should help get rid of them then," mused Sadira.

Gavin lost track of their conversation as he neared the large wooden bar counter. He moved slowly, his body still aching from the fight. He shook a few hands, happy patrons congratulating him on his latest victory. It felt good to be among people who enjoyed his success.

Before he could put in his drink order, he felt a questing hand slide down his backside. He turned slowly, smiling, expecting to see Sadira. He was startled as he came face to face with a pretty golden-haired woman looking up at him with bright blue eyes and an amused expression. It was the Gladiatrix Bella, he realized with a sinking feeling. Ravius had pointed the female Gladiator out to him earlier; she and her partner Cat were local favourites after winning several pairs Death-matches against other Gladiators. Her eyes stared into his, glistening lips inches away from his. Cat, her near twin, except for hazel eyes, came up behind him.

"Hi Gavin; you were great today." Bella leaned in as she said this, her hand coming up between his legs, cupping his tingling scrotum and starting to stroke him. He started to get hard in spite of himself. Cat put her arms around his waist from behind, gently biting the back of his neck. He started to shake them off, flustered and a little ashamed at his body's traitorous response. "Feel like a little threesome to celebrate?"

This did not escape Sadira's attention. It was not meant to.

"WHORE!" Sadira's fist came crashing in, but Bella side-stepped, having anticipated and planned for this. Cat leapt on Gavin's back with a cheerful whoop while Bella brought an armoured knee hard into Sadira's face. The later felt a tooth come loose and threw her arms up to protect her head as Bella drove her face into the wooden bar counter.

"STOP!" The voice crackled with authority. A trio of Grey-Robed officers of the Deliberative stood near them. They appeared so suddenly that Vintia and Karmal, following Sadira, were not even halfway to the brawl. Bella let go of Sadira's hair and backed away quickly. Cat planted another kiss on Gavin and slid off him. Sadira, trembling with rage, got to her feet, tasting blood and feeling more humiliated than ever before in her entire life. Bella had groped Gavin and then made a fool out of her. It was obvious to Sadira that the pair of them had planned this. She wanted to hurt them, to rescue her shredded dignity. But the authority of the Grey-Robes is strong and she did not even consider giving in to rage and attacking Bella while they were there.

"What is the meaning of this, Gladiators?" The Grey-Robe speaking was a young, severe Dwarven woman, her voice precise and commanding.

Bella, looking serious and contrite, spoke up quickly. "We were just congratulating Honoured Gladiator Gavin on his win. Cat and I thought he might like to join our team. We were about to open negotiations when Sadira charged in out of nowhere and tried to hit me. I guess after her poor performance in the arena today she felt threatened. So sad."

Sadira's eyes widened. Her face became scarlet.

"That... gutter slut... was groping... MY... boyfriend!" she spat, measuring each word, gazing daggers at Bella. Blood dribbled down her chin and her eyes blazed.

"Enough! I see exactly what is going on here. Bella Sanguia and Sadira Lacivia your conduct is dangerous and unbecoming of a Gladiatrix outside the arena. You are both confined to quarters until further notice. You will go immediately and will not leave without sanction. This incident will be entered onto your permanent records."

"Officers, I request a Deathmatch against Bella!" Sadira's eyes did not leave Bella's face.

"Child, do not...." One of the other Grey-Robes spoke up, trying to calm her.

"I accept. Cat and I are always ready to gut a bitch like you." Bella smiled, turning away from Sadira and batting her lashes at Gavin "Don't worry Gavin, we'll let you live..."

"SHUT UP!" The stout Dwarven Grey-Robe silenced Bella with a voice like a peal of thunder, shocking the rowdy bar into absolute stillness. "If either of you open your mouths again, before you get back to your respective quarters, I will have you severely reprimanded. Leave now without a word or suffer our further displeasure.




  

Chapter Eight: Death of a Gladiatrix
 


1140/09/17 AR, Dreadwood Junction

 

"Never let a stronger Gladiator get his hands on you. The law of strength is difficult to overcome in the arena, impossible in some situations. If you want to win against a stronger fighter, you must not let them get a hold of you." Mistress Firetongue in a lecture to her first year class.

 

"I love seeing a Gladiator get what's coming to him." Anonymous fan.

 

Sadira could hardly contain her fervour as the day of their match against Bella and Cat dawned. The chance to prove herself in a Death-match against a hated adversary kindled her inner fire to new heights. She felt that this was the only suitable way of reclaiming her honour from Bella after their humiliating encounter in the bar. The fear of her own death did not enter her mind.

Sadira was aggressively playful with Gavin when they woke in the morning, partly from her own excitement but also to extract any lingering desires from her lover's body; she did not want Cat or Bella to distract him. Gavin enjoyed the extra attention; aside from the sheer joy of love-play, it kept his mind off the fight. He was very much aware that this might be the last time he held Sadira in his arms.

Afterwards they went together to the local rune-smith, buying some fresh malted bread and sour apples from a street stand to sate their hunger as they walked. Sadira's house arrest had ended a few days previously; she was still enjoying the simple pleasures of freedom regained. The worn cobble-stone, moss and mud covered streets of Dreadwood Junction had never seemed more pleasing to her. Of course she was so busy fantasizing about her coming victory over hated Bella, that she was insensible of anything that might otherwise have irritated her.

Gavin was in a much more thoughtful mood. Unlike Sadira who never contemplated failure, except as an abstract notion, Gavin was often haunted by the prospect that they might lose. The months since the bar-brawl that brought about this fight had crept by with agonizing slowness for him. He was beset by worries that Bella might take advantage of Sadira's reckless temper and get the better of her, as she did in the bar. Skirmishers fought that way, forcing their opponents to make mistakes that they could exploit, and Bella had shown her advantage over Sadira with a savage knee to the face already. The thought of Sadira being killed made him deeply uneasy, and he shivered inwardly as if he'd been plunged into ice water.

The rune-smith occupied a two story house with walls of fitted stone, covered in a grey-green moss and the leafy thorn creepers that flourished on Dreadwood Junction's older buildings. It was conspicuous among the rest of the houses in that section of town; the hand-painted sign was less ostentatious than that of the other shops, but it was the only one to be decorated by the seal of the Deliberative, bright and clear. This seal signified that the shop was one of the few where Gladiators could spend their Victory Coins on goods that were approved for use within the arena.

Olga, the stern faced rune-smith, looked a great deal older than most of her ageless Gifted peers. She would have said it was because she no longer felt young. She had earned her freedom through long years of public service as a vassal in Krass and the northern border cities. She still worked commissions for money and for love of the craft; in truth her skills were much sought after and Gavin and Sadira were quite pleased that they could secure her services. Master Ironwall had sent them a recommendation, ensuring that the retired, but busier-than-ever, Olga would help them. Ironwall had introduced Olga to many master rune-smiths of the Dwarven people, increasing her mastery of the craft, and she went out of her way to help the old Gladiator.

"Hello again," she nodded in greeting to the two young Gladiators as they entered her shop. Their eyes and expressions had yet to take on the nuances that showed on older Gifted, subtly marking their age. She did not envy their youth.

"Sorry I called you in so early, but I wanted to make sure I would have time to make corrections before your match tonight."

"We're just glad you could help us, rune-smith Olga," responded Sadira. "I admire dedication to your work."

"It is no trouble at all, dear," said Olga, smiling. "Now. I've set up the training dummies again and would like you both to take a few practise swings after you attune yourselves, just like last time."

Their gear was neatly laid out before them, polished and immaculate, and she had set up some sturdy training dummies for them to practise on while she checked over the runes once more. In truth Olga had finished their weapons and armour weeks ago, but being a perfectionist she had wanted to make several small adjustments to her work, refining it each time. Getting it as perfect as possible was part of her enjoyment. 

As has been noted by many observers of the Great Games, Gladiators love their weapons and armour with obsessive intensity. To touch a Gladiator's gear borders on intimacy (It is, in fact, a common method of flirtation for older fighters; a slow, admiring finger running lazily up the haft of an axe is an obvious signal to all but a Freshie). Thus Olga was not surprised when Sadira bestowed a bone-cracking hug upon her after testing her sleek obsidian blades against the scarred iron training dummy. She understood the young Gladiatrix; after all, does not a master craftswoman love her tools like her own children?

Sadira was so thrilled she did not even bother to go to the dressing room to put on her armour. Shame, like fear, was not part of her emotional landscape. Both Olga and Gavin rolled their eyes at this, but said nothing; you would have an easier time telling the sun not to shine. They exchanged smiles while Sadira slipped out of her dress and put on her armour.

"I have reworked and replaced all your older runes. I feel they attune better if they are all from the same smith." She smiled as they gave her their youthful gratitude. "For the best results I suggest you return to me when you need more runes or enchantments added to your weapons; I will be glad to take you both for future work."

"You are too kind, Rune-Mistress," said Sadira. The white haired woman could not help being charmed by the young Gladiatrix. Sadira's presence seemed to fill the room with a pure vibrant energy; it made her feel more vivacious than she had in some time.

"That is an interesting armour design Honoured Gladiatrix," Olga said seriously. "Quite a bold take on light armour."

"Thank you. I designed it myself with help from my sisters when I was in training." said Sadira, beaming joyfully at the compliment. "I wasn’t really comfortable in any of the standard types in use today, so I searched through the archives of the Campus Gladius for inspiration. It combines elements of Chosen Giselle's armour and the ceremonial armour worn by the priestesses of my people, from before the Reckoning."

Gavin took more time in his testing, listening to the two women talk while he attacked the dummy. Olga's work was more than satisfactory; her runes were beautiful, alive and vibrant to his magical senses. He attuned to them easily, a most pleasurable sensation compared to some of the earlier runes he had used. His armour felt more comfortable and sturdier than ever; he almost expected the lion that adorned it to roar to life. He could feel the runic patterns working their magic on his weapon, making the point of his spear sharper and harder as the power trickled from him through the complex form of the rune, and into the perfectly wrought metal of the spear. He stopped to admire his trusty weapon.

"That spear is a rare find young man." The rune-smith walked over to him and showed him the well hidden makers mark. "The smith who made it is an old acquaintance of mine, Liam Valcoeur. He was once a Gladiator and he knows weapons better than almost anyone; it was a pleasure to work with one of his again."

"Interesting; It is all the better for your expert work Honoured Crafts-mistress," Gavin said with a deep bow. Olga paused for a moment, then smiled and went back to her conversation with Sadira, who seemed very excited to discuss the merits of light armour with her. Gavin looked again at his spear several times during his testing, grateful for the information; he was curious about the maker of his weapon.

"It might take him a few more hours of testing, but I'm sure he'll be satisfied" Sadira teased playfully.

"Well, perhaps I can gain your favour as well Gladiatrix..." Olga smiled as Sadira raised an eyebrow. She pointed to an object on a nearby table, its form hidden by a cloth. "A new sword arrived by courier a few days ago, courtesy of a certain thoughtful young gentleman. I have made it battle ready. You could even use it today if you wish. It has the same basic rune patterns as your smaller swords but adjusted..."

Her words were drowned out by Sadira's uncharacteristically girlish squeal of delight. The Gladiatrix tore the cloth away to reveal the naked blade underneath. It was an elegant greatsword she'd been thinking of buying from the Campus Martius in Krass. The blade was made for a Gladiator, heavy enough that an ungifted man much larger than Sadira would have found it somewhat unwieldy. It was also far too long for a normal person to heft comfortably, requiring a master swordswoman's deft touch and the supernatural strength of a Gladiatrix. Sadira lifted it with one hand, cradling it lovingly in front of her, eyes drinking in all the details while she channelled a tiny flow of power to attune to the runes. This is turning out to be a great day for me, she thought, Gavin is so thoughtful.

Sadira's new sword had a five and half foot blade, as wide as Gavin's hand. It was elegantly curved and made of the same obsidian coloured metal as her slender twin sabres and gold embossed armour. The pommel at the end of the foot-long grip was set with a large sky sapphire the colour of her lover's eyes, edged with gold enamel. She simply adored it. Arena rules stated that she would have to pay for the blade herself, but much of the expensive cosmetic detailing was done at Gavin's expense; it was so thoughtful. 

"I can enchant that gem when you earn enough Victory Coins, Sadira," Olga said, grinning at the Gladiatrix's rapture. This was the best part of her work now, watching people's wonder at things she helped create. "Sapphires have an affinity for frost and liquids. I'd love to do it for you now; I don't like that Bella, but you know the rules..."

"I love you both so much." Sadira's eyes watered; she was so overwhelmed with happiness. "This is such a great gift."

After Sadira recovered her composure, she tested the blade until Olga was satisfied with the enchantments (as satisfied as she would ever be at any rate). The two fighters showered the rune-smith with thanks and much praise until they left, leaving the stern-faced Rune-Mistress flush with joy. They were such a cute couple. She almost wanted to go watch them at the arena, but she'd lost the stomach for Death-matches long ago.

Out on the street Sadira embraced Gavin again, planting kisses all over his face.

"I love you so much." She held herself tightly against his body. Hot desire coursed through Gavin as her breasts and hips pushed against him. "I wish we had just a bit more time before the fight... but I swear this to you. I will use this wonderful gift you have given me to end that back-alley harlot, Bella... and then I will thank you in ways that will make what we did this morning seem tame."

"You don't need to, Sadira," he replied. "The look on your face is thanks enough. You only cry when you are happy, strange woman."

She kissed him again and started toward the arena, whooping with joy and skipping ahead of him as she did so. A pair of Grey-Robes followed after her, dutifully. The townsfolk steered away from the mad beautiful creature running through their streets, while Gavin followed with a happy grin on his face, overjoyed at his lover's response to his gift.

But, he was not all joy... for very soon they would risk death in the Arena.

 

-----o

 

Meady Mox started off the day a happy man. Even his timid, ill-used assistant had benefited from his good humour so far, enjoying the respite from her boss's rough hands and vicious temper. Deathmatches always drew better crowds; for this fight, seats were sold out even at ten times his normal price, including the additional seats on the wooden bleachers he had constructed to handle the extra capacity.  He stood to make an immense profit today. The best part was, since the main fight involved only Gladiators, he would not have to pay for any replacement beasts no matter who was killed. If only the Great Games were more like the old days, when Deathmatches were more common; it would make each fight almost pure profit and rid the world of more troublesome bitches like the soon-to-be-headless Sadira.

The thought of proud, luscious Sadira meeting her end, begging for her life in front of the crowd made Mox ecstatic. And even if she and her boyfriend managed to beat Bella and Cat it was not really that bad for him; He would miss the fleshy romps that he had enjoyed with the two girls, but it was easy enough for him to find others like them. His arrangement with them couldn't last forever. After all, hadn't he seen lithe Bella talking to a visiting recruiter for the Red Faction recently? He frowned at the thought. Gladiatrices are all harlots and bitches, he thought, no loyalty to the men who make them what they are.

He was also looking forward to the lusty Karmal, who had consented to watch the match with him. At first the flame-haired Gladiatrix had been cold and formal in her dealings with him; but over the past months he had arranged to have several discussions with her. She now knew what he could do for her career, arranging better matches and introducing her to influential patrons. She had warmed considerably lately, but she was still maddeningly oblivious to his subtle, in his mind at least, hints that sexual favours were what he required from her. It looked like he was going to have to be blunt with her. The thought of getting his hands into that curly red hair while fucking her from behind was almost too much for him. There was something about her that excited him on a primal level.

Mox had built several private boxes for the match and rented most of them for an outrageous price. He had reserved one for his own use during the Deathmatch. He was sure that the power demonstrated by even having such an opulent enclosure, combined with the excitement of the match, would warm Karmal to him. If not, he had some mead and a little magic trinket that would help open the slut's legs for him.

The thought of watching arrogant Sadira dying with Karmal's succulent lips wrapped around his cock made Mox so hard he ached. He was so vile that he considered such thoughts normal, something that all men shared. He considered masturbating to relieve himself, but he had an assistant did he not? He called the poor woman into his office. It was a very good start to the day for Meady Mox. Very good indeed.

 

-----o

 

"Don't worry Gavin, we won't kill you!" Bella said cheerfully as they waited for the match to begin. Fights between Gladiators, especially Deathmatches, often have time allotted specifically for banter. The audience loves it, and Skirmishers like Bella and Ravius like to use this time to get under their opponent's skin. The Gladiatrix's armour consisted of a plated brazier, skirt, greaves and bracers. Her light armour was the same golden colour as her hair, edged with emerald green enamel. She carried a trident, a barbed metal filament net, and a long, saw-toothed dagger. She had started talking in a low, clear voice even before the announcer finished the long ceremonial speech that preceded every Death-match. "Like I said, you, me, and Cat would make quite a threesome. I like your armour by the way. Can't wait to see what you've got for me under that kilt, babe..."

Cat said nothing. She wore middle-weighted armour, like Gavin, with large metal gauntlets sprouting curved ten-inch claws for weapons. Her armour was the same gold and green colour as her partner's. When she noticed Gavin looking at her, she licked her lips slowly. She was wearing a tiger-mask faceplate complete with whiskers. He almost laughed.

Sadira kept quiet. She knew Bella was trying to make her angry. Gavin had spent the last few months trying to show her that her anger often led to recklessness and poorly executed moves, and she had to admit he had a point. Bella, trained as a skirmisher like Ravius, was at her deadliest when taking advantage of her opponent's mistakes. She wondered what other moves her opponent had in her repertoire.

The bantering also gave the crowd time to settle, talk, and place wagers while getting a good look at the Gladiators. Betting at Deathmatches that pit Gladiators against each other was much more prevalent than in regular fights, partly because the efforts the Deliberative put into ensuring fairness in such a fight made for a comfortable wagering environment.

"Once I've killed this fat milk-cow, Gavin, you can spend the rest of the match eating my dripping wet snatch. Human pussy tastes so much better." Bella emphasized this by pointing to her crotch and lifting her skirt, "... trust me."

Cat laughed, making a meowing sound as she did so. Gavin quickly turned his head, rolling his eyes.

Sadira lost the battle with her temper and her hands flew to her swords. Bella grinned. Whispers rose among the audience and there was a sudden increase in bets placed favouring Bella.

"Look how eager the bitch is to die, Cat." Bella smiled broadly, her perfect teeth gleaming in the sun, confident she could handle Sadira. Cat made a purring sound, eager for the fight. "Shadow-Elf women are so angry... must be because they are so pale and ugly..."

"Calm down!" Gavin whispered in Sadira's ear. "She's vile and disgusting; just let it go."

Sadira took a deep breath and stopped pushing forward, trying to let go of her anger. She boiled and seethed inwardly, but stepped back nonetheless.


The allotted time for betting and banter ended. A Grey-Robed figure stepped forward, displacing the announcer.

"GLADIATORS" A woman's voice rang out over the arena, loud as thunder. "DO YOU ACCEPT THAT DEATH MAY CLAIM YOU?"

"I fear not death, only dishonour!" Gavin and Sadira said in unison.

They turned and faced Bella and Cat. Gavin squeezed Sadira's shoulder one last time as she locked eyes with Bella.

"THIS DEATHMATCH IS...

Bella smiled, Sadira snarled. Gavin suddenly felt weak in the knees.

...SANCTIONED!"

Sadira's war-scream rent the air as the last syllable of the Grey-Robe's voice faded. She launched herself at Bella, kicking up pieces of moss as her powerful legs propelled her forward, channelling the verdant magic of nature into a spell that lent her speed and strength.

Cat moved to flank Sadira as she closed on golden-haired Bella, but Gavin anticipated this move and placed himself in her path, intercepting the clawed Gladiator before she could interfere with Sadira. Her claws rang off his lion-headed shield, sending up sparks. He responded with a quick shoulder check, pushing her away from him.

Cunning Bella thrust her trident out to meet Sadira's charge. Nimble Sadira flowed around the trident's triple points slashing one of her gleaming obsidian sabres at Bella's neck. The golden-haired skirmisher ducked, using her folded net to slash at her opponent's legs, catching Sadira's ankle and sending her tumbling backwards. The crowd cheered. 

Gavin watched in horror over Cat's shoulder as she dodged a thrust from his spear. Bella's brutal trident sped toward the ground where Sadira lay. His heart wrenched for a beat. Cat moved suddenly, taking advantage of his distraction, slashed her claws upwards under his shield leaving cuts on his stomach and legs, whooping in delight. He pushed her back with his shield, snarling.

Sadira spun on the ground, her foot catching the back of Bella's knee, forcing her to stagger and miss. Surging nimbly to her feet she thrust her twin swords toward her lithe opponent, forcing Bella to back away.

Bella smirked, channelling her power, binding the elements to her will. She had tricks Sadira had not thought of. The air bent around her, forming a dozen small shimmering translucent blades. With a wordless shout she sent them flying to lash Sadira.

Sadira dove backwards, but the razor-wind caught her, cutting her with jagged edges of compressed air. Blood flowed from a half-dozen wounds as she staggered to her feet. The crowd gasped and cheered. Bella smiled, feeling triumph.

"I learned that just for you, bitch!" Bella stalked toward the bloody Shadow-Elf woman, her swagger turning into a quick lunge with her sharp pointed trident. "I am going to take you apart, bit by bit, bitch. You will beg me for death today."

Sadira's curved swords snaked out as her opponent moved in, one of them knocking the trident aside, the other sweeping toward golden-haired Bella's legs. Bella jumped to avoid the slashing sword. Verdant energy flooded Sadira as she moved, slowing the bleeding and closing her wounds. Bella was pushed backwards by the sheer ferocity of her next two strokes, desperately fending off Sadira's hungry blades with her trident and net.

"Cute trick Bella," snarled Sadira, her violet eyes flashing. "Maybe you should have learned some magic that actually kills people!"

Sadira moved on her opponent with the strength and fury of an enraged bull, but lithe Bella summoned her power again, this time tossing a fist sized ball of fire at her opponent. The ball burst into a searing gout of flame, charring Sadira's skin where it hit; this caused her pain but also disrupted her magic, slowing her healing.

"Oh Sadira, poor girl, did you really think I'd never fought someone who knows life magic before?" Bella attacked Sadira with a flurry of tridents thrusts as she reeled from the burn. "I'm smarter than you, I'm more skilled than you, I'm even hotter than you. I'm going to kill you here; in front of all these people, and after I'm through with you, I'll take your man as well!"

Gavin had recovered from Cat's latest attack and sent her reeling with a mind blast spell. They circled each other. The energetic Gladiatrix flew at him again, claws ringing off his shield and armour, one of them slipping under his guard and leaving a bloody gash on his arm. She ducked his answering spear thrust, but he caught her under the chin with a swipe of the razor edge of his shield, nearly slitting her throat. She rolled back from him, surprisingly nimble for a fighter in medium armour, blood dripping from her jaw and neck. She did not seem to be deterred at all by the wound.

Gavin summoned his magic, his power clamping down on her mind like a vice. Cat grit her teeth against this new onslaught and charged at him. Like Sadira, she channelled her power into a healing spell, helping her wounds heal even faster as she fought.

Clever Bella was taking advantage of Sadira's temper, leading her on like a bullfighter, keeping her far away from Gavin's sheltering shield. Sadira's mistakes were starting to add up in spite of her regenerative magics; and she was struggling against her own frustration.

Redoubling her efforts Sadira slashed her blades at hated Bella, carving bright arcs in the air as she surged forward. Bella retreated from her with feigned awkwardness, pretending to stumble against her own trident as she backpedalled, her steady stream of insults and mocking noises faltering for effect. Sadira, reckless with uncontrolled anger, was taken in by this deception. She lunged at the skirmisher, quickly and forcefully, but with uncharacteristically poor balance due to her haste. Bella twisted slightly to avoid the sharp points of the twin obsidian blades, bringing her spiked knee up hard into Sadira's belly while sweeping the Shadow-Elf's legs with a swift flourish of her trident. The crowd gasped as raven-haired Sadira crashed into the stone and moss floor of the fighting grounds. Bella whirled her barbed net and tossed it.

Gavin pushed forward, shouting, trying to get past his opponent or at least throw his spear. Try as he might Cat shadowed him, slowing him down, her deadly claws impossible to ignore. Desperately, he sent a blast of mental energy rippling toward triumphant Bella, staggering her, but the net was already cast.

Sadira felt the heavy, weighted net envelop her, covering her prone form. She rolled, trying to escape and the hooks and barbs of the net ripped into her as she moved. The more she struggled, the tighter the vicious mesh became, the metal strands digging into her. Fear touched her as she saw Bella closing in slowly, strutting, smiling, and whirling her trident. The net flayed her as she rolled back and forth in a blind rage.

"It's over you stupid slut; struggle all you want, you can't power your way out of this!" Bella moved forward, intending to take the fight out of Sadira with a few well-placed jabs of her trident. Her intention was to render the Shadow-Elf helpless so she could execute her for the crowd. "It’s almost over now..."

Gavin pushed forward with a surge of pure adrenaline birthed by desperation, using his lion-headed shield as a battering ram. He caught Cat squarely, shoving her to the side. He ran forward two short steps, throwing his spear at Bella as Cat recovered and jumped back on him from behind, claws slicing bloody furrows into his back. The spear sped through the air only to be knocked to the ground with a flourish from Bella's trident. Gavin and Cat fell sprawling to the moss covered ground, wrestling and clawing.

I will not die like this, Sadira thought; I will not be beaten by the likes of her. She fought to control herself.

Bella turned to her once more, sneering. Sadira slowed her down with a hastily woven grasping-roots spell. She struggled to her knees; a towering white hot rage burned through her as the vicious hooks and barbs ripped her. This time she focused her anger, using it to give her strength to ignore her pain and overcome the hated net. Even her magic responded, her healing spells strengthening as she took control of her rage. She pushed her swords outwards, peeling the net from her arms, feeling the hooks rip their way out of her flesh one by one. Impressed by this display of courage, the crowd began to shout encouragement, which further fuelled her efforts. Shocked by Sadira's bloody determination, Bella moved forward to finish her off; but in her haste, she made a mistake of her own. Sadira completed her terrible, bloody effort and stood up, freeing herself enough to move just as Bella thrust the trident at her. The hastily thrust tip nicked her side as she pivoted away and threw herself on Bella. The crowd roared as the two fighters collided and went down.

Gavin gained his feet, throwing Cat over his shoulder to slam into the moss covered rock. He risked a glance at Sadira and felt relief and hope flood through him as he saw her bear Bella to the ground. Cat made him pay for this by kicking him from the ground sending him staggering back. He drew his short sword from his hip while she nimbly regained her feet.

Bella's eyes met Sadira's, seeing cold purpose behind the other woman's rage. They were both caught in the net now, grappling on the ground. Both of them suffered as the tiny hooks and barbs of the razor edged net cut them. Sadira screamed triumphantly, ignoring the pain of the barbs as she pummelled the other woman. Verdant magic filled her limbs with vitality and she quickly took control on the ground. Bella struggled desperately, hammering Sadira with fire-snap and razor-wind spells, but it was not a fight she could win now. The law of strength took its toll and Sadira's hands closed around Bella's neck as they both struggled in the vicious net.

Bella thrashed desperately, groping for her dagger, but her struggles faltered as Sadira got a solid grip on her throat and then drew back one arm to slam a fist into Bella's face. She felt bone shatter and howled in victory as she did it again. Blood dripped from her fist. Across the arena, Cat's eyes widened in horror, and she tried to slip past Gavin as her partner stopped struggling. Gavin's foot caught her ankle, sending her crashing to the ground. His sword caught her hip as she regained her feet, a brutal thrust that left her spurting blood. Gavin followed up by slamming his shield into her face, knocking her off her feet. The crowd hushed, waiting, as he pinned her to the ground.

Sadira slammed Bella's head on the rock, twice for good measure, and then peeled the net off them both. The pain was exquisite for her, even taking the time to do it properly. Bella's eyes fluttered open, but she only got to her knees before she felt the ice cold touch of Sadira's blade against her throat. She froze, eyes wide, the realization of her doom robbing her of any strength.

Cat regained consciousness to find Gavin sitting on her back, holding her head up by the hair, blade pressed against her throat. She did not struggle. Her eyes filled with tears as she saw cruel Sadira, bloody and torn, standing over a helpless Bella.

"Gladiatrix; I hold your life in my hands!" Sadira intoned imperiously, using the proper form for a Deathmatch between two Gladiators. "I will now call upon the judgement of the people. Are you brave enough to face them? If you show yourself to be a coward and struggle now, I will slay you."

"I will accept the judgement of the people, Gladiatrix Sadira." Bella was surprised how easily the words came to her. She wondered if this was how the others had felt when she had killed them. She got to her knees, gingerly removing the clinging net. I must be brave, she thought, perhaps they will show me mercy. Hope lodged in her heart like a knife. A ripple passed through the now quiet crowd as a figure, face hidden in Grey-Robes moved forward. It was time.

Sadira looked up at the crowd. She raised her blades to them, points downwards to signify her desire to slay Bella. The crowd responded. Bella raised her chin defiantly, awaiting the verdict as bravely as she could. They saw many thumbs turned up and many turned down. She could hear men and women pleading for mercy and others screaming for death. Her heart hammered in her chest. At last the officer of the Deliberative moved forward raising his hand. Bella breathed in. His thumb turned down. Bella felt all of her warmth and hope drain away at the gesture. Her life was over. She breathed deep, the air suddenly precious to her as death came for her.

Sadira smiled cruelly, savouring the moment. She sank her twin swords into their half-scabbards and then drew her new greatsword from its sheath on her back. Its black blade gleamed in the setting sun. She walked around the kneeling Bella slowly coming to a stop right in front of the helpless Gladiatrix. She looked into Bella's eyes, drinking in the mix of fear and defiance she read there. Her violet eyes sparkled with cruelty.

Gavin saw one of Cat's tears splash off his blade. He could feel her shaking beneath him, and wondered how he would feel if he had to watch Sadira die. He felt no triumph, only pity, and suddenly remembered his execution of Olek Agvarson.

"I'm sorry," he whispered to the girl pinned below him.

Bella met Sadira's fearsome gaze. It was cruel of the Shadow-Elf to force her to watch the blade as it swept down to take her head, instead of taking her from behind, but Bella had to admit it was no less than she deserved. She was well known for cruel executions herself. Sadira lifted her blade, gripping it tightly. Bella straightened up, squaring her shoulders to meet her cruel fate with courage, wondering if the stories they told about brave Gladiators living well in the afterlife were true; she hoped so.

"Cut straight, you bitch," Bella said, raising her chin defiantly, willing her eyes to stay open.

Sadira's war-scream echoed in response. Her blade flashed down, sweeping through Bella's delicate neck with brutal ease. Her opponent somehow found the strength, impressing them all, to meet the deadly blade without flinching. The cut was straight and well executed and Bella's head toppled to the ground in front of her body. Blood fountained from the cut and Sadira grinned viciously. The crowd, taken by bloodlust, roared its approval.

Bella's last thoughts were of her partner Cat, praying that her lifelong friend would meet a better end than her.

Gavin watched as Bella's lifeless body toppled to the ground, gushing blood. Beneath him Cat shook, sobbing silently. He realized then that he did not want her to die. A chill ran down his spine as Sadira walked over to Bella's severed head, grabbing a fistful of blood-drenched golden hair. The crowd screamed in approval as his lover lifted her bloody greatsword in one hand and her still-dripping trophy in the other, hoisting them for all to see. The look on Sadira's was one of pure, visceral triumph.

Dreading what was coming Gavin gently lifted Gladiatrix Cat to her feet. She did not struggle. She smiled weakly; she felt empty now that Bella was gone. She bowed her head as Gavin lifted his sword, pointing skyward, in supplication to the crowd, calling for mercy. The spectators, their desire for blood sated by Sadira's display, echoed Gavin's appeal and granted it. 

Gladiatrix Cat would live again to fight another day; relief washed over Gavin.

 

-----o

 

Sadira watched Gavin carefully as he joined her in the hot bathing pool that was allocated to their use after the match. He had not said a word to her since they left the fighting grounds. She was somewhat angry that he had shown mercy to Cat, but since she loved him without reservation she accepted this and did not chide him. He did not meet her eye as he sank into the hot rose-scented water. He was usually quite amorous after a fight.

Gavin was unsure; he knew he loved Sadira, but he found it hard to reconcile the image of her holding up Bella's severed head with the laughing, smiling Sadira he woke up with every morning. His reservations grew. What would the rest of their lives together be like?

She drifted over to him and put her arms around him kissing the back of his neck. She was burning with desire after her triumph, and wanted him badly. He felt her body grinding against his, hot and slick from the scented waters of the bath.

"This is what we are, my love," her whisper caressed his ear as passion crashed over him, drowning his doubts. He gave in to her, letting his dark thoughts fade as desire took hold.

 

-----o

 

Half an hour later, they left the baths. Sadira was physically very relaxed, but she was still worried about Gavin's mood; she knew he did not approve of the Deathmatch. He was quiet now, the kind of silence that spoke to her of his inner conflict. She had hoped that their victorious love-making would ease his mind; instead she felt as if she had abused something sacred. It was a feeling that she did not enjoy.

Their weapons and armour had been cleaned and cared for after the match. They put their shining gear on again, to make their way back to quarters; it was easier than getting a porter to carry it for them. 

Gavin had also been right about her anger; Bella had used this against her, luring her into making amateurish mistakes before she got it under control. This was something new for Sadira; she had always thought of her temper as a weapon to use against her opponents, but now she saw that it was a weakness as well. She realized she was no different than many of her peers in this. She needed to control her temper, learn to use it when she needed it, instead of letting it control her.

And so despite their impressive victory, they were both quiet, lost deep in their own thoughts, as they left the arena. 

 

-----o

 

Their return to quarters was uneventful, although slowed by the fans who stopped to admire and congratulate them. Although Gavin was silent, his love for Sadira had overcome his disquiet.

There was a letter waiting for them on their doorstep, perfumed and sealed in red wax. Sadira's heart leapt as she read it. It was an invitation to meet with Camille Caesaria, a Red Faction recruiter. She laughed out loud, joyfully throwing herself into Gavin's arms; they were leaving Dreadwood Junction!

Their celebration was interrupted minutes later by a breathless Ravius. "Where have you two been? We've been looking all over for you!" He was lathered in sweat. "Haven't you heard?"

"Heard what Ravius?" Gavin asked.

"Karmal?" said Sadira, eyes widening, intuition flashing like lightning in her mind.

"Meady Mox tried to... rape... Karmal during the match; She killed him!" Ravius paused, taking a deep breath. "The Deliberative have her in custody, but word is they aren't going to charge her with murder. Mox's assistant saw the whole thing and is backing Karmal's story. Come on, Vintia is trying to get more information..."

It had turned out to be a bad day for Meady Mox, after all.




  

Chapter Nine: Camp Valorous
 

1141/04/25 AR, Camp Valorous, An old military town on the western border of the Domains, a training ground for the Red Faction

 

"Although they are both fighters, a Gladiator and a Soldier are as different as the arena is from the battlefield." Victor diTavalon, Warbound

 

Gavin and Sadira met with the local recruiter for the Red faction, Camille Caesaria, shortly after their fan-pleasing Deathmatch against Bella and Cat. The setting for their rendezvous was a spacious private dining room at one of the most exclusive lodges in Dreadwood, a place frequented by the elite of the Domains. Camille greeted them both by name, smiling, the perfect picture of a gracious hostess.

"I understand one of your friends is being detained by the Deliberative?" Camille’s voice was slow and sweet, like honey. She was curious about Meady Mox's death, but kept her tone light and conversational; she was not going to risk offending top prospects like these, even if she was dying with curiosity. "We can arrange another meeting if this one is inconvenient...?"

"Thank you for your consideration Madame Caesaria, but that isn't necessary at all." Sadira unconsciously adopted a tone similar to that of the platinum-haired recruiter, but her hands twitched on her lap, betraying her excitement. "Our friend Karmal will be released soon; the Deliberative is not pressing any charges against her. They are simply questioning her. It seems that the Arena Master's death was a case of self-defence."

"Others have already started to come forth, speaking about the Arena Master's abuses of power." Gavin added. "Karmal seems to be fine, as well."

Camille arched a perfectly sculpted eyebrow. She could tell that Sadira knew more than she was letting on; this, in turn, told the astute recruiter everything she needed to know. She guessed that Karmal must have been working with the Deliberative. The flame-haired Gladiatrix would be an ideal agent for investigating the corrupt, but slippery, Meady Mox. Camille doubted that Mox's death was the desired outcome for the Grey-Robes, but it was hardly a surprise. Perhaps he had discovered Karmal’s ruse and lost his temper, or maybe he had simply forgotten he was dealing with a trained killer. Mox was getting arrogant of late, too secure in his triumphs; it was not hard to see him getting stupid enough to try and bully or assault a Gladiatrix. She laughed.

"I'm sorry. I'll be honest with the both of you. I don't... didn't like Arena Master Mox." She paused, waiting for them to react, before continuing. "He was a very small minded man and his attitude toward the women who had the misfortune of having to do business with him disgusted me." Camille laughed again, loudly this time. She saw that her attitude pleased the two young Gladiators; shared hatred of Meady Mox would bring her closer to them, making them easier to recruit. "I lodged three complaints about him myself, actually. I wish I could have been there to get a kick in when the little toad finally got what he deserved. Imagine; in this day and age, when nearly half of the Chosen are women, we still have men like Mox. The fool got what he deserved,  underestimating someone strong enough to snap him in half. Let us drink a toast to your friend; I hope you don't mind... Red."

Sadira laughed, finding herself quite charmed by Camille’s open, relaxed demeanour and sympathy for Karmal. By the time Camille finished pouring the rich red Bloodgrape wine, even serious-minded Gavin was grinning.

"I'll be honest with you." The truth was the best path with these two, thought wily Camille. "I was originally on my way here to recruit Bella and Cat. Gladiators of your rank with a few pairs Deathmatches under their belt are highly sought after. The Blues tend to get most of them, sad to say. I've heard you're interested in the Red Faction; after watching you in action and talking to some of my contacts in Dreadwood, I am, on behalf of the Red Faction, more than pleased to extend an offer to you. I have several placements available around the Domains; if you wish we can look them over and see what you think."

"Absolutely," said Sadira, beaming happiness. "But there is one condition; we want to form a team with our friends. That's one of the reasons we want to go with the Reds; we need a placement that can take six of us."

Camille was secretly pleased that Sadira was willing to negotiate instead of just accepting her first offer. She was also happy that she did not need to massage the girl's own ego just to recruit her, either. Neither too easy, nor too fussy, a skilled Gladiatrix with a grasp of politics would be an asset to the Faction. And of course, if she made it all the way to the top, her loyalty could pay off for Camille. She flashed another smile as she responded, "I think I can make that happen; we Reds do pride ourselves on having the best teams in the Domains, after all..." She raised her glass again, and Gavin and Sadira joined her.

 

-----o

 

The following months passed quickly. Gavin and Sadira readied themselves for their journey to Camp Valorous, a large military town on the western edge of the Domains. Their first stop, however, was the Campus Martius in the grand City of Krass for training.

Gavin was surprised at how young all the novices now seemed to him. He made sure to stop by the Registrar's office and say hello to the helpful Quickling clerk Sinti, who had helped him plan a handful of his matches. He had learned the importance of friendship since leaving the Campus, and thus made the effort to make sure to keep the few friends he had. He also considered seeking out Isabelle, and even discussed her with Sadira, but decided against this. The rest of his time was spent with Master Ironwall, learning the next rank of the Enduring Bulwark. His further training in the school taught him how to use his shield to better defend against certain spells and unusual monster attacks like fire-breath. His time at the Dojo was gruelling and often painful, but Gavin enjoyed it nonetheless. Master Ironwall's steadfast presence calmed him. His dreams were untroubled for a while. It was good to be back in the Capital, the only constant in his childhood.

Sadira, on the other hand, enjoyed the admiration and attention that the Freshies lavished on her, drinking deep of the admiration of her peers. Young Gladiatrices sought her out for advice while young Gladiators sought after her out of lust (This made Gavin uneasy, but he trusted her). The deadly, alluring Shadow-Elf was already gaining fame among her peers, even then. She decided to learn the basics of the Linebreaker School, instead of finishing her studies in the Sun and Moon. She felt that the teachings of the Linebreakers would help her fight more efficiently against multiple opponents, a real concern for a lightly clad fighter who cannot rely on the passive protection of their armour.

Their days were spent in training, but their nights were full of dancing, drinking, and socializing. Sadira made a point of joining all the revels to which she was invited, making sure to bring Gavin with her. They both enjoyed the youthful vigour and Gladiator-friendly environment of the Campus Martius; they did not need a Grey-Robe escort and were surrounded by other Gifted who shared their interests. They also grew more comfortable in each other's company, enjoying the privacy of the little apartment which they rented. Ravius joined them after a few weeks. The months in Krass passed quickly.

 

-----o

 

Gavin made sure to return to Master Ironwall's humble Dojo on the day he left to journey west. The old dwarf was glad to see him, as always; he took tea, Earthroot, of course, with the young Gladiator. Their conversation drifted over many topics, from the recent changes allowing metals of previously banned alloys to be used in the arena, to the plight of the poor in the Domains of Rathshire and Volcanus. As the day grew long, Ironwall sensed that his pupil had a personal matter to discuss, but that Gavin would need some coaxing.

"It is a harsh life we Gladiators lead Gavin. The ungifted admire us, and yet many of them still fear us because of the Reckoning and the actions of a few of our number. Our friends can quickly become our rivals. I have lost track of the number of times I have seen a Gladiator on the cusp of greatness dragged down by his own inner turmoil..." The old dwarf paused, taking a long breath. "Few of us become Grand Champions, Gavin; fewer still attain the exalted position of Chosen. Many of us become tired of the bloodshed, strife, and sorrow of the arena. Some of us choose to retire and teach our skills to those who show promise. This is not failure; I think of it as having the wisdom to seek a new path when the old way becomes the wrong way. We must be true to ourselves, not just the roles others have chosen for us."

"I understand that now," said Gavin thoughtfully. "I used to look down on those who put aside their desire to join the Chosen. But I can see now that people's paths can change as they learn and grow; it would be foolish to hold to their initial desires when they know better..."

"Quite so," said Master Ironwall, pleased to hear such a thoughtful statement from his young student. "But it is also true that some give up their dreams too easily. Your path has changed, joined to Sadira's I think, and it will change again, over time. But I sense that it is not the future that troubles you today."

"That is true, Master Ironwall. My parents were both Gladiators..." Gavin stopped, uncertainly. Children born to active Gladiators cannot stay with their parents, even ungifted progeny. The lifestyle of those who fight and die in the arena is considered improper for the raising of children.  He had never met his parents and knew nothing of them, even if they still lived. "I often wish I knew what happened to them. Is there any reason why they wouldn't contact me if they still lived?"

Ironwall's focus turned inwards for a moment, thinking back to his own past. He heard all of the hurt and rejection of a sad orphan breaking in the young man's voice. He wondered how he would feel, cut off from family and clan. He wondered how much he could tell the boy, without breaking other trusts.

"Some Gladiators who choose to have children contact them when they feel they are old enough." He said. "It is easy if their children are ungifted, or choose the life of a Vassal. It is a much more delicate issue when their child becomes a Gladiator though. Our kind is full of pride and the bonds of blood are very strong.  Sometimes the emotions involved when children of Gladiators meet their parents are overwhelming and lead to great upsets. You have heard the tragic tale of Odyron and Axus; I have known sons who have killed fathers and mothers who have left their daughters dead in the arena. Some feel it is better to let their warlike offspring seek their own paths. Others cannot bear the thought of a child risking death or worse in the arenas, even though they did the same. Some prefer to watch from afar and offer aid in more subtle ways. There are many reasons why your parents might not contact you, not just death or indifference. Remember this."

"I've met with some of Sadira's family," said Gavin quietly, his gaze keen. "The joy they get from each other... I wish I had something to add to that."

"You mean, aside from yourself?" The old dwarf chuckled. "Among the ungifted of my people a man or woman considers the family of their beloved more important than the actual person. It is this tradition among some cultures of humans and elves as well, part of the old ways. I don't think I like the idea. Your young Gladiatrix loves you purely for yourself, untainted by any other obligations or pressures; be glad of this Gavin. Do not squander what you have for want of what you lack."

"I never though of it that way," said Gavin, eyes distant. "I should be glad for her and happy with my friends; they are my family. Thank you, Master: your insight is profound as always."

"Thank you, student," said the old Dwarf in response. "But if the desire stays strong, then perhaps you should search for your parents one day, or learn what you can about them. Just make sure you are doing it for the right reasons and that your expectations are... realistic. If you do decide to do so, seek me out and I will assist you, if I can."

They drank tea and chatted about politics and recent arena news until Sadira arrived at the Dojo after finishing her preparations to leave. The Shadow-Elf Gladiatrix greeted Master Ironwall with a dazzling smile and bow before entering.

"I have come to collect my man, Master Ironwall," she said, mock serious.

"Alas, I was hoping you'd seen the light and decided to take up the way of the shield, young Sadira" he responded, stroking his beard in an exaggerated manner. Sadira laughed at this.

"Thank you Master Ironwall, "said Gavin, bowing. The old Dwarf could hear the younger man's gratitude in his voice; it made him glad. Sadira bowed as well as they left, all smiles and grace.

Master Ironwall bowed in return, saying a formal goodbye to his student, a little bit of ritual babble that let him cover up the sadness of another departure. He watched the young couple leave and disappear out onto the busy street outside the Dojo's courtyard; they remained in his thoughts for a long time.

 

-----o

 

Their travels took them across the breadth of the Domains this time. Camp Valorous, a military town nearly fifteen hundred miles to the west and somewhat north of Krass, was their destination. They walked; it was the best way to keep up their physical conditioning on the roads and abide with the travel restrictions on their kind. Gladiators and their Grey-Robe escorts can keep up a brisk pace on foot, since the Gifted are much less prone to fatigue and wear. Faster methods of travel are usually forbidden to Gladiators, lessons learned from rebellions long past.

They kept to the Great Western Way for the most part, that vast road that shot like an arrow from the city of Krass. The road had been built before the Reckoning, part of a series that linked important cities from all over the continent to the busy port town of Krass. It was well constructed, wide, flat, and built with robust cobbles set in heavy flowstone. It was straight whenever possible, and the feats of magic that were required to bend or break the landscape to allow this were still evident, centuries later. When the Chosen and their armies had expanded outwards, after the worst of the Reckoning subsided, they found the road mostly intact, and followed it in their early conquests.

After leaving Krass they passed through the broad swath of farmlands near the city itself. These were not part of any Domain, but under the governance of the people of the city. Many of the soldiers of those early campaigns had been awarded these lands, and in some cases their descendants still owned the small farms. The region was often referred to as the Promise, after the bargain the Chosen made with these first legions. Nestled among the fields of corn and wheat were numerous expensive country estates and busy rustic towns.

They were joined by Vintia as they passed back through Dreadwood; she and Ravius made for good travelling companions, cheerful and adventurous. They spent an evening in a Troll village in one of the swamps deep in the forest, where one of the Grey-Robes had business. Trolls have a great respect for the Gifted, and the chief of the village regaled the four Gladiators with tales of the many noteworthy men and women he had fought against in the arena in his youth. Gavin enjoyed their evening among the Trolls greatly; it gave him a little taste of being free to learn and explore, to see things he'd only read about.

After leaving the Dreadwood they passed into the Auran Hills, an area rich in mines and home to vast herds of sheep. The rugged hills were divided into the Domains of Chosen Balvuk Dragonsbane and Chosen Yiella Stout. They stopped for two days in the great city of Iron Bluff, where they watched a spectacular team challenge won by four Red Gladiators who held a "hill" in the arena against a horde of monsters, lasting longer than the Blue and Orange teams that followed them. They moved on to the town of Red Hills where the road divided, following the original Great Western Way along the river and further up into the mountains, instead of taking the branching road leading to the Northlands or the ominous, mountain-walled Domain of the fearsome Chosen Moltar, Volcanus.

 

Crossing the Giant's-Teeth Mountains was not nearly as arduous for the Gladiators as it was for the other foot travellers they met on the mountain roads. The vigorous exercise was enjoyable to them; they spent much of their time in physical conditioning and the steep slopes and mountain air offered them a fresh challenge. The great jagged rock faces were impressive. The ancient stone gave off a sense of imposing permanence and yet the vistas were different each time they looked, as the sun and shadow wrought new images upon old rock.

They stopped for a week in Summit, a large city built in the heart of a Dwarven kingdom from pre-Reckoning times. Restored dwarven halls competed with newer "classical" Krassian architecture and plain stone houses throughout the city, which was jointly shared by three Domains, including that of Quickling Chosen, Jimmy Brightspark, who had carved out the rest of his Domain in the ancient tunnels under the mountains. Gavin longed to delve deep into the under-grottoes, day-dreaming of exploring the vast underground passages that once facilitated quick travel throughout the lands. Some of his favourite childhood stories were based on the exploits of Chosen Brightspark and his band of explorers.

Omodo joined them in Summit, where he had been training in the Juggernaut school, which taught him to alter his own body with the Gift, increasing in size and strength. The massive Armodon was at least three inches taller than when Gavin had seen him last. Their reunion was a joyous one; Gavin had not realized how much he missed the Armodon's presence. They were delayed in Summit for a week due to avalanche conditions, and Gavin got to explore some of the ancient ruins around the city, seeing old frescoes and reading time-ravaged scripts that detailed events from the Reckoning, before the city fell.

They descended into a wide, level plateau, a plain that was home to endless herds of various animals tended by nomads who lived in house-sized, wheeled wagons covered in bright canvas and painted wood. Then they moved up into another series of mountains, crossing several Domains in rapid succession.

One day, Gavin spotted a swiftly moving cloud in the distance. The depths of the cloud boiled, flashing multi-chromatic lightning. Upon noticing it, their escort became tense and drove them towards a warded shelter on the road. As the cloud passed in the distance, they watched. Where the rain fell it warped the grasses, sometimes melting them and causing others to grow rapidly into ugly, dangerous looking plants covered in odd growths. A lance of blue lightning struck nearby suddenly covering a small area in ice. The cloud was part of a Change Storm, a remnant of the wild magic of the Reckoning.

As they neared Camp Valorous, they passed through the northern tip of the fertile lands along the Thousand Tongues River and its tributaries, home to several rich, populous Domains. The Thousand Tongues' culture was distinct from that of Krass, more-so than most of the places Gavin had passed through. The inhabitants were rugged and independent, more centred on the Chosen who ruled there. They still loved the Great Games, of course. North of this was the primeval forest Domains of the Sylvanwood, and the wild place inhabited by the ancient Chosen Eudora, a reclusive practitioner of Druidic magic. Finally, as they passed between the Thousand Tongues and the Sylvanwood and climbed into the western highlands arriving at Camp Valorous, their destination.

 

-----o

 

Camp Valorous is a Red Faction town. It is not that the other factions are unwelcome in the town, but rather that, as the party of the working class, the Reds naturally dominate a town inhabited largely by soldiers and tradespeople.

The Red Faction boasts the largest membership of all the political factions in the Domains, with a membership often doubling and occasionally trebling that of its arch-rival, the wealthy Blue Faction. They style themselves as the "Champions of the People", seeking to strengthen the bonds of society in the Domains. Their size does not always translate into dominance in the public assemblies however, since the Blues are more tightly knit, well-established, rich, and often better organized. The Reds push for social change that betters the lives of the working class of the Domains, such as fair wages for a day’s work.

As a Faction, Reds tend to prefer bold, exciting, and dramatic fighters over those who are purely technical. This extends even to costuming, and Red's Gladiators tend to be a little flashier and sexier. Given the Factions political emphasis on social values, it is no surprise that they prefer team events, particularly monster fights, which tend to be bloodier, more visually impressive, and almost always end in a clear, decisive victory. This type of match is the perfect fodder for crowds who want simple action to cheer instead of nuanced displays of skill to be debated and discussed. Sadira was the ideal Red Gladiatrix, bold and impressive, fast and ferocious. Of course, the Blues would also have found reasons to idolize her, if she had chosen their Faction...

The town itself is named for the military camp that gave birth to it, situated in the highlands at the western edge of the Domains. Camp Valorous acts as a training ground and provides reserves for the legions stationed along Marius's wall, a three hundred mile stretch of masonry and magic that was built to contain an area of land still horribly tainted from the War of Reckoning. The Great Western Way goes through the wall,  into a series of particularly dangerous tainted places, west of the highlands. After several failed expeditions into these lands, trying to follow the ancient road, the Chosen built the wall and turned their attentions elsewhere. The action along this fortified border is continuous even still, and the legions are constantly passing through Camp Valorous on their way to and from their unceasing vigil on the wall.

The bustling town is built along the road, the main buildings originally laid out with an efficient military plan in mind. The Gladiators occupy the former barracks and parade grounds, a spacious walled area situated next to the town's arena. Gladiators are free to roam within this area of the town, but have to be escorted by a Grey-Robe if they wish to go elsewhere.

The arena at Camp Valorous is a broad, flat, oval sports field surrounded by solidly constructed wooden bleachers that can seat over twenty thousand spectators, two entire legions. A large number of the seats are relatively inexpensive benches; after all, the Reds believe that the soldiers, workers, and lesser businessmen who make up their Faction should be able to enjoy the Great Games at an affordable price. The local garrison, troops in training, soldiers from nearby legions, border rangers, and the occasional Warbound fill the stands whenever they can, joining the local townsfolk. More expensive seats and private boxes are available for visiting dignitaries, wealthy landowners, and the Chosen themselves.

Many of the Chosen frequently pass through the town as they visit the wall, supporting the legions as needed, some venturing into the terrible lands beyond on strange errands.

 

-----o

 

Gavin and Sadira found Druth, the Arena Master at Camp Valorous to be very professional. Druth saw his Gladiators as an investment, and made sure to treat them well so that they would continue fighting for the Red Faction in the future. More than a few Champions had gotten their start under his watchful eye, and he took great pride in his work. Most of the young fighters passing through his care would eventually join the Faction games, the complex competitive leagues in which each Faction strove to outdo the others in a series of challenges over the course of a "season" made up of numerous matches. Druth tried to make sure each Gladiator that left his Arena would be prepared to face the rigours of this high pressure environment. He felt strongly enough to hold back fighters that he did not think were ready, which occasionally made him unpopular with ambitious Gladiators and the recruiters from Faction arenas in need of fresh talent, but helped the Reds in the long run.

Arena Master Druth was aware that Sadira and Gavin had spent several months training and travelling. Travel, like any time out of the arena, can dull a fighter's skills. He was glad to see real enthusiasm from the pair when he offered them a chance to fight soon after they arrived in Camp Valorous. His policy was to start newcomers off with a simple but challenging fight so they could show off in front of the local fans and he could get a good idea of their strengths and weaknesses.

The preferred fight for newcomers was a gruelling survival match against a horde of dog-sized tainted spiders. These particular types of spiders were a real nuisance along the length of Marius's Wall, being one of the few creatures that could scale fifty feet of sheer, polished stonework, often without alerting the patrolling soldiers. Most of the legions lost an unlucky soldier or two to the beasts every year, and so the local audience really enjoyed watching the eight-legged fiends get slaughtered by heroic Gladiators.

Karmal was the last of their little band to arrive, coming up from the southern desert where she had been training, honing her skills with fire magic.

 

-----o

 

Gavin and Sadira went to the arena alone for their first fight in Camp Valorous; Ravius, Karmal, Vintia and Omodo were busy arranging their own matches with Druth, moving into the house they shared, or exploring the town. The two Gladiators were very happy that their friends had joined them. In their eyes, being able to stay together with their little group more than made up for the smaller incentives that the Red Faction offered. What use are the luxuries of life if you cannot share them with your friends?

The crowd cheered lustily as the two unfamiliar Gladiators made their entrance. They were part of several matches in a series and the audience was already worked up and ready to see some new fighters. Sadira moved slowly toward the centre of the spacious fighting grounds, holding Gavin's hand, matching him step for step. As they got to the middle he let go of her hand, moved ahead of her and knelt, raising his brilliant silver-white shield over his head with both hands. As he set himself, swift-footed Sadira leapt high into the air, like a bird of prey taking wing. Landing gracefully on Gavin's steady shield, she drew her elegant twin sabres in salute to the eager crowd, who cheered appreciatively at this skillful stunt.

A trumpet sounded and a pair of iron-bound wooden doors yawned open. For a moment all that could be seen in the uncovered darkness was the reflection from countless glistening, hateful eyes;  then the shadowy tunnel belched spiders. Half a dozen sickly-green coloured arachnids scuttled toward Gavin and Sadira, the sun glistening off their chitinous carapaces. Their thoraxes were about the same size as the body of a farm hound, but the spread of their slender limbs made them appear much larger.

Sadira, still mounted on Gavin's shield, tensed as her opponents moved in. She channelled her verdant magic into a spell pattern that caused small green plant tendrils to erupt under one of the leading spiders, rooting it to the ground. She had hoped the sudden obstacle would slow the other spiders and smirked as its brethren scuttled over it without pause, leaving it unharmed. She had learned some new tricks in Krass, however, and now she launched a deadly spray of venomous thorns into the beasts before leaping from her perch with a piercing war-scream. She came down among them, her swords shearing through a fat thorax with contemptuous ease. The spiders scattered before her, suddenly fearful of her deadly black blades.

Gavin strode forward, following Sadira as she danced among the scuttling horrors, blades whirling. His barbed spear skewered one, as its knife-like fangs tested his armour. He sent its body tumbling into another of its kin with a flick of the shaft. The creatures were surprisingly light.

Sadira stalked and whirled among her eight-legged foes, her hungry obsidian blades hacking and cleaving, leaving a trail of dissected bodies and severed spider legs in her wake. Gavin moved with her, joining her dance, his spear darting forth to take arachnid lives while his bright lion-headed shield met any of them who dared leap at him. Bright green ichor dripped from their weapons and the audience cheered as the hated beasts writhed and died.

The cunning spiders spat silken webs trying to entangle the Gladiators, but with a deft motion Sadira's sinuous obsidian swords cut through the sticky strands while Gavin shielded her from the scuttling menace. The enraged spiders leaped at her, fangs drooling poison, but she let loose a piercing war-scream and met them with the cold metal of her blades. Yet, they came on: the sight of glistening, hateful alien eyes, the sound of dozens of scuttling legs mingling with the shouts of the crowd, the stench of spider innards, the quick touch of a trusted partner, fighting back to back, the exultant feel of channelling power into a spell to crush a monstrous foe.

The spectators cheered and clapped, gasping in shared horror when a spindly green monstrosity jumped on Gavin's back, only to be thrown off and stabbed with a quick reflexive motion. Broken chitin crunched under his boots as he moved among the dying arachnids in unison with his deadly sword-bride.

The spiders had effectively unlimited reinforcements in this match type, being replaced as they fell, but the deadly duo did not give way. Gladiator and Gladiatrix moved in harmony, protecting each other and bringing death to their vicious foes. By the time the trumpet sounded to end the match the Gladiators were still standing, albeit covered in sweat and spider gore. Twenty three of the spiders lay dead in the arena, piled around Gavin and Sadira. It was not quite a Camp Valorous record, but very impressive for a new team, and the crowd thundered their approval for these newcomers. The audience gave them a resounding cheer; their first match in their new Arena was a joyous success.




  

Chapter Ten: Manticore's Business
 

1141/07/17 AR, Camp Valorous, Test match for the Second Rank

 

"The worst scars of the Reckoning are those you cannot see." Chosen Nix

 

"I can remember long discussions of old philosophies with Manticores of my acquaintance. Like so many things, this has changed. While I still see them in my Domain, from time to time, their mad, tainted conversation is no longer palatable to me." Chosen Eudora

 

Sadira and Gavin had more time to read at Camp Valorous; Arena Master Druth was both efficient at keeping the games running and effective at ensuring "his young charges" were well trained and well taken care of. Unlike Dreadwood Junction, all the Gladiators at Camp Valorous got their fair share of fights, as often as once a month if they were ambitious. It was a much more relaxed atmosphere; no Gladiator felt forced to scheme, conspire, beg, or play favourites just to get a match without waiting six months.

Gavin took up his old habit of reading in the evening, after the day's training was done. It was a comfortable routine to return to, like an old friend's homecoming. He was still conscious of Sadira, trying to be a good companion, making sure he paid proper attention to her before settling down with a book. In the Campus Martius, Sadira had enjoyed taking Gavin with her to attend the many exciting social events birthed by the fertile nightlife. In Camp Valorous, Gladiators were rarely allowed to fraternize with the rowdy soldiers and tradespeople outside of the arena grounds. Social events in the Gladiator’s Quarter were mostly confined to weekends and small private gatherings. Consequently Gavin nearly always had an hour or two in the evenings. He was currently making his way through a beautifully illustrated brass-bound copy of Marius's History of the Domains, Volume 5, AR 237-286.

Sadira too had started reading more once she was living with Gavin. She loved being near him while he was peacefully immersed in a book, and this consequently awoke in her a voracious desire to read. She found it kept her mind sharp, and allowed her to gain knowledge that was hard to come by in the confines of the Gladiator's Quarters, feeding her interest in rare plants and monster lore. Unlike Gavin, she preferred reading through her link-crystal, instead of from a more traditional, physical book. Gladiators were restricted from using many of the communications features of the magical device, but they could read any book that had been converted to link-text. She was currently immersed in a series of essays about Manticores, hoping to glean some useful tips for their upcoming match. They were teaming up with Omodo and Vintia to take on one of these fearsome beasts. This match would be watched by the Deliberative to grade their performance for promotion to the second rank; Sadira was taking it very seriously; she wanted to excel.

 

-----o

 

The Gladiators' accommodations in Camp Valorous were a vast improvement over those they'd suffered in Dreadwood Junction. The hastily assigned individual rooms in the minimalist quarters that Meady Mox had grudgingly given them were useful for little more than sleeping. Gavin and Sadira had considered paying for better accommodations, with the two of them barely being able to fit in either of their rooms at the same time, but Sadira never really intended to stay at Mox's arena long enough for it to matter. Their new apartments in a large house that they shared with Ravius, Karmal, Vintia, and Omodo were a vast improvement.

Their suite consisted of the entire top floor of the three story fitted-stone house. Vintia and Karmal took the second floor, while Omodo kept to the ground floor due to his tremendous weight. Ravius had a room in the basement, but rarely slept there. None of the Gladiators were used to spacious housing like this. They even had a small yard with a pond and an old willow tree, and a patio garden behind the house. It was something new for all of them, and each of them developed an intimate connection to the place that they had not felt in Dreadwood or the Campus Martius. It was obvious that the previous inhabitants had felt the same affection; Gavin wondered how many of their kind had come and gone from this house, each leaving behind their own small improvements, over the years.

While Gladiators cannot use regular coin to buy weapons, armour, or things they are allowed to use in the arena, they can buy just about anything else with it. Aside from the basic stipend payed to all Gladiators, fighters can earn a percentage of the profits from each match, gifts from fans, income from family and other sources, so long as the Deliberative approves. Sadira, for example, could have used her family's money to afford a larger dormitory in the Campus Martius had she not preferred the chaotic, crowded, wild atmosphere of the south residences. In Camp Valorous they immediately spent much of the money they had saved up on furnishings, clothes, new books, and personal training equipment. To anyone who lived a regular life their luxurious quarters would have seemed rather barren until several months after they moved in; the Gladiators owned very little and it took time for them to grow accustomed to the space and what they could do in it. They all learned the joy and satisfaction of making the little house their own.

Gavin and Sadira had some minor arguments over decor, but they compromised and adjusted to each other as they always had. Although Sadira was confrontational by nature, she learned to restrain herself with her less pugnacious, more contemplative lover. Nearly two years had passed since they had first met and they were still very much in love. 

 

-----o

 

The Manticore was the main attraction for their match; the creature preceded the Gladiators into the arena, restrained by thick steel chains covered in runes. It is relatively rare for a monster to take the field before a Gladiator in a normal match, but Arena Master Druth wanted to show the creature off before the fight. Manticores were a special attraction in his small arena. He was not sure where the Deliberative had gotten the beast or why they wanted Gavin and Sadira to fight it for their Ranking match, but it was not his place to question the Grey-Robes; they had nearly complete control when it came to the special matches that tested if a fighter was ready to move up in Rank.

The soldiers and townspeople who made up the audience looked the beast over with great interest. These creatures haunted the wastes beyond the protective fortifications of Marius's Wall, the southern jungles, and even some remote forests and swamps within the Domains. They were not exactly rare, but few people ever survived an encounter with one, and anyone who did was unlikely to have a chance to get a good look at the beast as it tried to kill them. This one was at rest, making it much easier to examine in detail.

This particular Manticore was of a more common variety. At full height, on all fours, its front shoulder would be taller than Gavin, who was taller than most ungifted men. Its lion-like main body was covered in glossy jet-black fur, with a bristling burgundy mane. A long thick tail, black like the creature's fur, but glistening with scales sprouted from its hindquarters. This brutal appendage, wagging side to side in agitation, was capped with a heavy bone ball covered in long spikes. Its front and hind legs, thickly corded with muscle, ended in sharp, scythe-like claws each longer than a man's hand. The claws, tail, and leonine appearance combined with the beast’s size made it look fearsome and dangerous indeed, but the most disturbing feature of the beast was its man-like head and face. Aside from the size and the vicious teeth it looked very much like the face of a human man. Instead of roaring at the crowd it spat a constant stream of vicious, vitriolic nonsense from its fang-filled mouth; the language was unknown to most of the spectators but the meaning behind its hate-filled babbling was clear enough. The bloodshot eyes of the beast were the worst part of this face; they were clearly intelligent and man-like and yet gleamed with a desperate madness that unnerved most of the crowd.

Sadira could make out the scars on its face, ceremonial claw-marks that showed the creature's tribe; she had learned enough in her research to identify the creature as an outcast of a Manticore pride from the vast jungles to the south of the desert Domains, but could not read anything beyond that. The beast was only of average size for its kind, but was impressive nonetheless and she burned with desire to test herself against it.

Gavin, to his shock, found he could sense the Manticore's emotions and thoughts without even using a spell. The creature did not try to resist this, either. Even an ungifted child can learn to shield her thoughts from casual mind reading spells, almost instinctively, yet the Manticore made no such effort; in fact it seemed to draw Gavin in, enveloping him with its thoughts. Images of violence cascaded past his mind's eye, scenes of torture and slaughter repugnant even to a man raised and trained to fight in the bloody arena battles of the Domains. With growing horror, he realized that some of the mangled corpses and violated victims he saw in the beast's thoughts were familiar to him...

He shook his head and looked away, breaking his mental contact with the Manticore. He looked to Sadira and the others, reassuring himself that the images were false. He felt nauseated. The Creature was absolutely insane by any standard, overcome with mind-numbing hate for every living thing. What unsettled him most was the unnatural, almost tainted undercurrent to the creature's desires, as if it were an infection of some sort. He leaned against the wall for support. The beast's madness was no doubt the work of tainted magic.

Gavin was so taken aback that he did not notice that the Manticore had stopped pulling against its chains and was now focusing its baleful gaze on the entrance way from where the Gladiators watched it in the shadows. It was looking directly at him, face twisted with mad curiosity. Sadira followed its gaze, frowning.

"Are you unwell, Gavin?" asked Omodo from behind. "You look pale."

"It’s nothing," said Gavin, straightening up. He did not want to appear weak before his friends. His focus returned.

"Gavin, something is wrong," began Sadira. "It's looking right at you..."

"Ready yourselves Gladiators; you are about to be called." One of the attendants, an older looking man with an ugly scar over a missing eye motioned them toward the entrance. Gavin shrugged at his companions and moved to take his place.

"I agree that there's something odd about this creature," he said. "I can't explain, right now, but I can feel the wrongness of its thoughts. Guard your minds well."

Vintia and Sadira nodded.

Omodo heaved himself up from the bench he was sitting on, suddenly towering over his three team-mates. He looked at Gavin, then shrugged his massive, armoured shoulders and moved to take his place. They had insisted he enter first, partly because he was so impressively large and partly because their giant friend was often nervous about crowds; he would not be slow in making his entrance if the rest of the team came behind him. Ravius had once confided in Gavin his suspicions that racism made their large friend nervous about crowds. There was still a lingering stigma to being part of a race that had been created through sorcery during the Reckoning. It was particularly acute in the case of beast-races like Minotaurs and Armodons, who were not particularly attractive by conventional standards; they were often ignorantly compared to the rabid, feral beastmen that plagued the borders of Domains and acted as fodder in the arenas. It was unfair, and the rights of all races were now protected by law, but prejudice prevailed nonetheless, and an arena audience could sometimes contain a few vocal members who chose to be hostile to Omodo just because he was an Armodon. His friends hoped to cure him of this fear.

The massive Rhino-man wore heavy armour, bright steel-coloured adamantine alloy which covered as much of his body as was allowed by conventions of the arena, over his thick grey hide. His armour was devoid of decoration, plain and functional, but still quite impressive. He carried a massive war-sledge with a seven foot ironwood haft; its blunt head was the size of Gavin's chest and the sharp back-spike on the head was nearly eighteen inches long. It was a formidable weapon, but slow even for someone of Omodo's size and titanic strength.

Vintia was trained as a heavy fighter as well. For Gladiators the light, medium, and heavy weight classifications refer to the coverage and weight of their armour compared to the weight of the Gladiator wearing it. Thus Gladiatrix Vintia, who came only to Gavin's chin in height and Omodo who towered over him would both be classified as  "heavy" fighters, because of their armour. Vintia's armour consisted of a cunningly wrought set of form fitting chainmail augmented with plates made from a blue-white mithril alloy and decorated with entwined white and red roses, embossed onto the plates. It covered as much of her body as was allowed by the rules of the arena, leaving her midriff, parts of her limbs, and her back exposed. She carried an oval tower shield that was only slightly shorter than herself and a long straight bladed knight's longsword. Her brilliant blue eyes sparkled like sunlit sapphires as she smiled up at Sadira, who was standing next to her.

Sadira was sporting a new hairstyle for this fight; her glossy black hair was drawn up into long bristling spikes held in place by glamour. She'd been trying to emulate the mane from a picture she'd seen of a Manticore tribe-matron, in hopes of gaining some psychological advantage over her foe. She was not sure it would work, but she was so impressed with the look she had already decided to keep it for her next fight. She caught Vintia's look and smiled back.

"Facing this terrible beast are four of our newest recruits!" The gates to the arena opened, and Omodo jogged forward followed by Gavin, Sadira, then Vintia in single file.

"Omodo the Armodon, Gavin the Defender, Sadira the Charger, and Vintia Shield-Maiden!" the announcer's voice boomed. Is it too soon for proper Gladiator names? thought Sadira. The crowd cheered as they filed into the arena, weapons in hand, armour glinting in the sun.

The Manticore continued to stare at Gavin, mad-eyes unblinking. Sadira disliked this, partly because she hated any threats to her friends, but also because she wanted to be foremost in the minds of her enemies.

"I think it likes you," Vintia whispered to Gavin as they raised their weapons in salute to the spectators filling the stands.

"I'm already taken," Gavin murmured in response, still concentrating on keeping the beast's thoughts from invading his own. "Maybe I can persuade him to swing your way...!"

Vintia tittered in response, a sound like silver bells in a calm wind, strangely out of place from an armoured Gladiatrix. Sadira smiled. As a young fighter in training she had spent countless hours     making her friend laugh just to hear that sound; it now reminded her of simpler days when life was pure. Tickling was the easiest way to get serious Vintia to laugh; she and Gavin were similar in that respect. She idly wondered if it was a characteristic common to defenders?

The trumpets sounded. The chains fell from the Manticore. It did not move, merely tilted its head to the side, staring at Gavin with fevered eyes. Omodo and Sadira trotted around it quietly, looking to flank it. The audience fell silent, puzzled by the creature's behaviour. The beast's lips moved.


"You can see," its voice was horrible, guttural, rasping, and grating. The crowd shuddered at the sound, understanding the words and yet unsettled by the grating voice. Its eyes bored into Gavin "You can see... what I see..."

Gavin felt a sudden, unbidden pressure in his head. Images began tumbling into his mind, breaking through his mental barriers. He could not resist: Omodo's broken and dismembered corpse; Ravius's severed head, maggots dripping out its eyes; a laughing, daemonic version of Gavin himself, swollen with power, holding a brutalized Sadira by the throat. He staggered, assaulted by the pure vileness of the scenes unfolding in his mind. He felt bile rising in his throat.

Vintia could sense magic at work and moved in front of him, raising her shield. She too began to see images, fleeting and terrible, but with less intensity. They struggled against the mad images. He saw himself standing atop a pile of familiar-faced corpses; laughing manically.

"YOU CAN SEE WHAT I SEE!" The unnatural sound of the Manticore's voice washed over the arena. Sadira and Omodo started sprinting at it from opposite sides, sensing something wrong. Sadira's war-scream sounded faint in the aftermath of the creature's terrible voice. 

Gavin could taste blood in his mouth and feel liquid pouring out of his eyes. He felt the cold, tainted soul-violating touch of whatever lurked behind the Manticore's madness, clawing at his mind. It was indescribably alien and terribly, terribly wrong. Part of him wanted to collapse and seek the sweet release of madness. He shuddered. The beast moved toward him.

"YOU CA..." Massive Omodo slammed into the beast from the side, his metal-armoured horn sinking into its flank, nearly toppling the heavy creature, interrupting it.

The Manticore’s roaring answering shriek of pain and rage was so horrible, so wrong, that everyone in the arena was frozen into place, their senses rebelling against the sound. The audience, the Gladiators, and every towns-person who heard the sound was overcome with a profound sense of horror. Only the Grey-Robes and a Warbound in the audience seemed unphased. A handful of veteran soldiers watching the fight withstood the sound with grim faces, for they had heard such hideous howling before. The stalwart Gladiators, unprotected by wards, were numbed by the Manticore's nerve-torturing bellow. Sadira was the first of the fighters to recover and she stalked toward the beast wilfully, as if running into a hurricane wind.

The Manticore thrashed, twisting its sinuous body and smashing the stunned Omodo with its tail. The massive Armodon staggered backwards from the force of the blow and the beast reared up, slamming him down to the ground with its front paws. The Armodon was forced to fend off the drooling jaws of the beast with his maul while claws raked across his abdomen, drawing blood. Vintia left Gavin's side and sprang forward with a shout.

Sadira's war-shriek rent the air, pure and strong now, as she ducked under the Manticore's body thrusting her twin obsidian sabres at its groin and belly; The beast sprang backwards, quick and catlike, as her blades sank in. Blood dripped from its wounds. It snarled at Sadira as Omodo gained his feet behind Sadira, raising his massive weapon defiantly despite his brutal wounds.

"Have I got your attention now?" Sadira snarled at the Manticore, staring unflinchingly into the creatures crazed eyes.

Behind her Gavin shuddered, staggering toward the fight, forcing the tainted images from his mind. He moved as if drunk, unfocused and dizzy. He gathered his will, trying to shake off his affliction.

Sadira readied her blades and the Manticore eyed her. The books had warned that the beasts were swift and graceful, but actually seeing one in action was quite different. When it moved she barely had time to react, rolling to the side, as it gathered itself and sprang at her, closing the distance with terrifying speed. It swiped at her with a paw as she stood up, forcing her to fall backwards ungracefully as the scything claws rent the air in front of her; she could feel the wind of their passing as they swept through the air inches from her face.

Stalwart Vintia planted herself over Sadira, placing her shield in front of another vicious claw swipe. The Manticore's talons threatened to tear it from her grasp, but Vintia was well-versed in the ways of fighting larger, stronger opponents. She moved with the blow, deflecting the force of the attack rather than trying to counter it purely with strength. Her bright blade snaked out, thrusting at the beast's eyes to force it back.

Omodo took this chance to swing his maul at the distracted creature, hammering the spike into its shoulder with a crushing blow and a powerful shout. The beast howled again, sending shivers through the crowd before raking Omodo with both its front paws, leaving bloody gashes where his armour failed him. The Armodon toppled backwards, pushed to the ground as the beast bore down on him. Sadira darted around Vintia, slashing the Manticore's flank, her twin blades cutting deep, then ducking under its crushing tail.

Gavin shook off the last of its mental assault and charged into the fray, leaping over the fallen Omodo, thrusting his spear at the creature's face. The Manticore turned to face him as he lunged. It met his gaze and did not move. The barbed blade of his war-spear sank easily into its mad-eye, which burst. The other eye continued to stare at him, unblinking. The beast still did not move. Something foul and rotten leaked out of the socket as the spear point sank deeper into the beast's head. Gavin felt nauseous.

Vintia and Sadira both stabbed the creature in the side as it regarded Gavin, before a twitch of the tail forced them back.

"I CAN STILL SEE!" It reared back, foul grey sludge dripping off Gavin's spear-point, and the pressure in Gavin's head suddenly increased again. "YOU CAN SEE WHAT I SEE..."

This time Sadira, Vintia, and wounded Omodo all felt the mental onslaught of the creature's foul images full force: their minds drowned in images of slaughter, rape, decay, seas of filth. Horrible scenes of everything they loved being destroyed and violated washed over their minds. The beast readied itself to strike. The audience shuddered, mostly protected against the mental onslaught by the arena wards, but still disturbed by the tainted magic. Only Gavin was able to shake off the assault in time to move against Manticore as it attacked again.

"I DON'T WANT TO SEE!" He shouted, magic surging through him. His power felt pure and clean, like a cold northern wind. He pushed the awful thoughts from his head. He revelled in this as he locked wills with the mad creature, holding himself strong against the awful taint of the magic infecting it. He channelled all the power he could muster, weaving a strong pattern. Even the ungifted in the crowd could sense the magic flowing between the Gladiator and the Mad Manticore without aid, like a sudden increase in air pressure.

Gavin blasted the creature's tainted mind. It reared back, blood spraying from its mouth and ears. The flood of images eased, allowing Sadira and Vintia to stagger to their feet. Sadira's magic flowed into Omodo and Gavin, healing their wounds. Vintia gritted her teeth, fighting to regain her full consciousness. She staggered forward sank her sword into the creature. Sadira joined her, twin blades hacking at the beast's flank.

Omodo fought his way to his feet. He could sense, rather than see, that Sadira and Vintia were being hampered by the mental assault. Their weapons required a degree of finesse that was difficult to gain while dizzy and half-blind. His did not. Slowly, he lifted his massive hammer, hoarsely shouting a word of power as he slammed it down. The beast, held in place by Gavin's will, did not even move. The hundred pound steel hammer-head came down on the Manticore's head, crushing it to a pulp. The images ceased. The audience leapt to their feet. The Manticore shuddered and died.

The shouts of the Gladiators mingled with the joyful sounds of the crowd.

 

-----o

 

Gavin could not even bring himself to kiss his beloved before he slept, so awful were the images the creature left him. He had violent, unnatural nightmares and was physically ill several times. Sadira curled around him, soothing him in his sleep, watching him until dawn.

 

-----o

 

Packages arrived for them the next day. Their grading results from the Deliberative arrived in sealed parchment scrolls bearing a tamper-proof warded wax seal. All of them received a pass from their fight against the Manticore. Gavin also got a package from an anonymous patron, a heavy brass bound leather covered book entitled "The Legacies of the Reckoning: Essays on the Corrupt and Tainted Magic.




  

Chapter Eleven: Beautiful Monsters
 

1141/09/12, Camp Valorous

 

"How much blood is spilled in the arenas across the Domains, every day? Do these games bring us any closer to solving the dangers of the Gifted?" Pamphlet nailed to the door of an arena.

 

"I don't like this kind of fight, Sadira." Gavin frowned, struggling to express his views while remaining calm. "Slaughter matches are too violent for my tastes. There is no technique to winning in them, beyond vicious butchery."

 

"You didn't seem to mind the match against the spiders," Sadira said in an even tone, trying to be reasonable. She was somewhat hurt at Gavin's vehement displeasure over something that she considered a trivial matter. "That fight was pretty much a wholesale slaughter..."

"That was a survival match, though." He rolled his eyes, immediately regretting this act as he saw Sadira's wickedly arched brows begin to knit in anger. "In a survival match the whole point is to survive any way you can. Slaughter matches are all about killing."

"That seems pretty semantic to me," she responded.

"Not to me," he said. "I chose to be a Gladiator so I would keep my magic and win my freedom. I am not a murderer. This type of fight demeans us."

"I happen to like this type of fight! Does that make me some kind of degenerate, my love?" Sadira did not allow her voice to betray her feelings. She was proud of her growing self-control, having learned that her temper could be a major weakness. "We are Gladiators, my love. We did not choose the bloodless bondage of the Vassals; we chose to keep our magic, to compete for a place among the Chosen, to fight and to kill, to risk death, all for the pleasure of the crowd. This is what we do."

"I didn't mean to insult you Sadira," he sighed. He was often afraid that she would turn away from him when he confided his growing dislike of the more brutal aspects of their profession. "I know you were just trying to be efficient, arranging a quick match when you got the opportunity. I'm sorry if I over-reacted."

"You're right. I should have sought your approval: we are a team, after all," she said, smiling at him.

"Thank you," he replied.

"You need to open up to me, my love." She sighed. She could sense his inner turmoil was serious, and she always felt left out when he did not ask for her help; she wanted to be his partner in every sense. "It feels like I'm losing you to yourself sometimes. You should tell me these things: I want to know your thoughts. I want you to confide in me. We're friends, lovers, partners. You don't have to hide your thoughts from me."

"I'm not hiding anything." Gavin shrugged, exasperated and shamed. He did not meet her gaze. He turned his back to her, looking out the window; a pair of Gladiators were engaged in a training duel in the park, their weapons catching the sun, bright silver and steel. Honesty was the best option in the end, he had always found. "I can't quite find the words for what ails me, Sadira. I struggle with it daily, in my thoughts. Sometimes the games sicken me; sometimes I revel in them. I feel like a man in the ocean with no idea which way to swim to reach land. Does that make sense?"

"Not to me. but I'm glad you tried," She put her arms around his waist and pulled herself to him, nuzzling her head against his neck. Her keen senses drank him in, the way his pulse quickened at her touch, his familiar scent, the feel of his muscles and his skin."I just feel shut out of your life when you don't confide in me. One day you will work it out; I just want to be a part of that, to help you if I can." She clung to him for a moment, then kissed the back of his neck. As she let go, Gavin caught her hand and raised it to his lips.

"You and the others are my family Sadira; I'm sorry if I seem distant to you at times." He smiled at her. "No one is more important to me. You are as the sun to me; my whole world revolves around you. When I wake up and see you beside me, I feel special, invincible, better than any man should. I love you."

"Pretty words for a Gladiator," she said, blood quickening. She stepped forward, pulling herself to him; passion kept them together for a long time. "Maybe when I am a Chosen you can be my poet-consort"

"If you aren't tired of me by then,." he laughed.

"Mine is not the kind of love that fades," she said seriously, enjoying his smile. He only laughed and smiled for a few people; it was something she treasured.

"Come on, the others will be waiting. Let's go meet them, my bloodthirsty goddess." But Gavin felt a touch of sadness as she turned away. He had been a little dishonest, and Sadira was right to call him out for this. She never hid anything from him. But how could he tell fierce, fearless Sadira that he often felt that he had chosen the wrong path. Although he was a good fighter, he was coming to hate the wanton killing, the endless bloodlust of the arena. He dreaded the upcoming slaughter match. He was sometimes afraid that he had become a coward, or worse yet, a Heretic. How could Sadira, pure and free of doubt, love him if she knew these things?

 

-----o

 

Slaughter matches are a favourite of the Red Faction. The goal is simple: to kill as many opponents as possible in the allotted time. A basic slaughter match involves a large group of weaker monsters herded into the arena. The ideal balance in the minds of most arena masters is to allow just enough creatures to give the fighters a bit of a challenge. Too many creatures and the Gladiators will be forced to defend instead of kill, too few and the match will lack drama and proper pacing. In Faction games, teams get points for kills in this match type, with spectacular kills sometimes being awarded additional points based on style, with varying criteria. "Kill of the day" stories are very popular reading on link crystals. Usually the teams take the field separately, competing against each others scores; however the very best teams in the largest arenas would occasionally compete directly, fighting at the same time.

Arena Master Druth shared Gavin's dislike for this type of match; he only allowed them at all because of their popularity with arena patrons. Slaughter matches showcased the sheer destructive power of a Gladiator, but ignored all other aspects of their skills and training. A defender, like Gavin or Vintia, was at a severe disadvantage in such a match. A survival match, on the other hand, required good defensive skills to keep the massed enemy at bay, and offensive skills to thin their numbers; lacking either would ensure the fighters got overwhelmed. A proper match against a powerful monster or team of Gladiators was even better, testing all of a fighter's skills and cunning. Slaughter matches also reminded Druth, old veteran that he was, of too many tales of massacres on the borderlands, whispered around the campfires late at night. Replaying those massacres for entertainment struck him as pandering to the worst kind of violent impulse, instead of the celebration of skill that the arena was to him.

 

-----o

 

"The one who gets the least kills serves the ale for the rest of the night, sound good?" Ravius said with a broad, good-natured smile. He was in cheerful mood; he was doing well in the arena and making contacts among the Gladiators and in the Faction. Although he had originally wanted to join a lesser faction and go to the free leagues, he was glad Gavin and Sadira had pulled him into the Reds with them. It was good to be with friends.

They were all seated around a large Ironwood table in the spacious dining room which now served as their gathering place, and preparation area, getting ready for the match. They had settled into the small town nicely now, and their rustic house was looking less bare. Omodo was eating a heaping plate of thick, fat soaked bacon, trying to gain mass for his training in the Path of the Juggernaut. Vintia was drinking a strong pepper-tea, its scent filling the room with the ghost of spice. The rest of them were busily checking and fixing up their gear.

"I'm in!" Karmal eyed Sadira as she spoke. Her long friendship with the deadly Shadow-Elf was partly based on childhood rivalry; they loved training and competing with each other. "After all Sadira and I are the only ones who really have a chance to get the most kills."

"I don't know little sister; I plan to follow one of you around and finish off the wounded." Ravius grinned broadly as Karmal rolled her eyes. "A little kill stealing to pad out my numbers!"

"I'm sure the spectators would call you on that Ravius," said Sadira, trying to match her voice to the tone her beloved mother used when scolding her for playing with sharp knives as a child. "Don't forget people, we are supposed to work as a team, even if you make a wager. Also don't forget about Omodo; I think he has a serious shot."

The big Armodon smiled. He was not really interested in the competition, but the banter kept his mind off his anxiety about performing in front of the crowd.

"Ravius just wants me or Gavin to pay for him getting drunk!" Vintia looked up from her tea, pinching her lower lip thoughtfully. "This type of match is unfair to us defenders. I'm just glad we are officially working as a team; I'd hate to have a loss on my record as a result of a match I'm not suited for."

"I agree," added Gavin, "but like Sadira said, this is a team effort, wager or not."

"Maybe you should pick up some offensive spells Vintia; you're skilled with the elements aren't you little sister?" Ravius said, teasing. "Perhaps that pillar of flame spell Karmal knows would help make up for your limitations..."

"Well... little brother... perhaps you'll be more thankful of the spells that I have already learned next time I use them to protect you in a match," Vintia said in an even tone, wrinkling her nose. "After all, my role is to defend my team-mates so they can concentrate on attacking without worrying about who has their back. I do this very well, thank you. Besides Karmal is learning full on Pyromancy; my spells can't compete with that!"

Sadira's interest suddenly piqued and she shot Karmal a look. Karmal grinned back at her. Gavin felt her tense; she took any challenge seriously, even from her friends.

"I picked up the basics for pillar and fireball while I was in Krass for my second interrogation." Karmal's smile faded a little and she looked distant for a moment. Only Sadira noticed. "The rest I learned on my way through the south. I think I might be able to blast my way to victory, even over you Sadira..."

"If you do girl, I'll gladly serve you and everyone here drinks all night." Sadira relaxed, smiling as she continued. "But next time you accuse me of being cliché, do remember that you are a hot redhead specializing in Pyromancy; you can't get much more stereotypical than that."

Gavin smiled at them as they bantered, but the coming match still loomed large in his mind.

 

-----o

 

It had been a while since Gavin had last seen Karmal fight in the arena, a hard fought duel against an armoured troll in Dreadwood. Her kit was a deep forest green, edged in gold. Like Gavin she was classed as a medium armoured fighter, but her protection was skimpier on the chest, exposing her cleavage through a metal corset, but much thicker on the upper legs and vitals. She wore a heavy spike-fist gauntlet on one hand, a lethal punching weapon, and a small spiked buckler on the other. Her main weapon, however, was a brutal war-cleaver. This massive slab of metal, favoured by those who prefer power over finesse, looked like a giant version of a butcher's instrument; the thick, wedge-edged blade could crush armour and hack a man in half with ease. It was not an elegant weapon, and it looked out of place in Karmal's hands, at least until you saw the skillful ease with which she wielded it.

Ravius had re-enamelled his blue armour once he joined the reds; it was now an obnoxious, attention grabbing combination of garish crimson edged in ugly maroon. His trident and net were startlingly plain in comparison.

Omodo wore his plain, functional heavy armour, which was starting to get too small for his growing frame. His heavy maul and armoured horn were polished to a high sheen. He would be leading them into the arena again.

Vintia wore her blue-white mithril plate and chain, but had switched her heavy tower shield for a razor shield like Gavin's, hoping to increase her killing power for this match. It was an unusual move for the little defender. Vintia wanted to do well in this match; she did not like being overlooked.

Sadira had left her elegant great-sword, Bellasdoom, behind, not wanting to soil it on lesser foes.  She was otherwise equipped as usual. She was considering changing the colour of the scorpions on her armour to red, to show her allegiance to the Faction, but had yet to come up with a satisfactory look.

Gavin drank them all in with a glance as they waited. He smiled, thinking how much he enjoyed their company. It was good to be among his friends, deadly Sadira at his side; and yet he still did not feel quite at ease. This type of match was senseless violence in his view. He wondered what the others would say if he let his views be known. Karmal would no doubt scoff at him. He wished he were somewhere else, free of doubt and uncertainty. The moment seemed to stretch.

Reality came crashing back upon him like a blood-tide as the trumpets rang. The six Gladiators trotted into the arena. Two dozen rabid beastmen awaited them, snarling threateningly and snapping their foaming jaws. Chains clinked as they lunged and pulled, trying to get to the Gladiators. Omodo, Sadira, Karmal, Ravius, Vintia, and then Gavin entered the fighting grounds. The announcer shouted their names to the fight-hungry audience filling the stands, who cheered in response. They raised their weapons to salute the crowd.

Images from the Manticore and the pleading eyes of the doomed Olek Agvarson swirled in Gavin's head. He took a deep breath, trying to focus.

Sadira could sense Gavin's discomfort but her blood was hot for battle. She looked at Karmal and smiled at the challenge in her friend's eyes. She turned and made a rude gesture at the beastmen. The crowd cheered.

The trumpets sounded. The chains fell from their foes, who sprang forward without pause, eager to sink tooth and claw into Gladiator flesh.

Sadira's war-scream split the air as she sprinted forward, filling herself with the verdant strength of her magic. Omodo followed on her heals, keeping up as best he could, his horn lowered, massive maul held high to strike.

Karmal channelled power, drawing deep from the wellspring of her Gift; starting to weave the complex patterns of the pillar of flame spell, which formed much more slowly than most combat magic. At the same time she drew the pattern for another spell and a fist sized ball of flame streaked over Sadira's head, slamming into a horned beastman, blossoming into a bonfire sized conflagration upon impact. The beastman hit by the fireball, and its nearest neighbour, were consumed by the hungry burst of flame, rolling around on the ground in a brief, smoking frenzy before expiring. Their demise elicited both cheers and laughter from the spectators.

Swift-footed Sadira leapt high and landed in the midst of the beastman herd, her twin obsidian blades slicing down in unison and hacking the arms off of an unfortunate creature as she landed. Blood splashed from her swords, painting bright arcs. She stepped forward and whirled, slashing all around her, staining the white sands red with the blood of her foes.

Omodo thundered into the beastmen beside her, tossing one into the air with his horn, and crushing another under the weight of his weapon. His sheer size and momentum allowed him to power deep into the pack. Their claws glanced from his heavy armour and thick hide.

Gavin ran forward to support Sadira. He did not have much of a taste for blood today, but he would not let her come to harm. Fists and talons pounded on his shield and armour as he pushed into the crowd of beast men.

Ravius and Vintia closed in as a pair, the skirmisher darting out from behind Vintia's deftly wielded razor shield to attack. He thrust his deadly trident into the first beast man that met him, killing it quickly. Others dived at him and he ducked low and swept the legs of the nearest with his folded net, causing it to tumble. Vintia chopped her sword down on this one, ending its life as she stepped forward to defend the skirmisher without missing a beat. Ravius laughed and whooped as they moved, drawing the attention of his rabid foes.

A trio of beastmen hurled themselves upon towering Omodo, but he did not even stagger under their weight. His armour and thick hide deflected most of the clawing and biting. He shook them off as casually as a dog ridding itself of water, crushing one with a powerful stomp as it landed at his feet.

Sadira danced away from clutching claws and hungry, drooling mouths. Her every movement was graceful and precise, elegant black blades lashing out and finding their targets without fail, spilling blood with each well-measured cut. Gavin moved near to her and she took advantage of the added protection he brought, focusing more of her attention on attacking. Gavin threw the beast men back, slamming them with his shield and jabbing at them with his grim war-spear. The crowd cheered, captivated by Sadira's bloody ballet.

"Taste cleaver, you shit-eating mongrel!" Karmal threw herself into the fray, screaming obscenities, nearly splitting a wolf-faced beastman in two with an overhand stroke from her mighty cleaver. Blood splashed onto her face and she grinned. She gloried in the violence, revelling in her own power, and enjoying the destruction she caused. The air around her seemed to roil and shift as she neared completion of a powerful spell.

Ravius cast his net; it glittered like a dew-kissed spider's web caught in the dawn sun as it flew, snaring a pair of hapless beastmen, bringing them crashing to the ground. They struggled wildly in its cruel embrace as the skirmisher and Vintia rushed forward to kill them with quick jabs of sword and trident. Then they turned and fought back to back as other beastmen leapt at them.

The middle of the fighting grounds where the Gladiators battled was now strewn with broken corpses, and the blood of the beastmen mixed with the sand, creating a thick red mud. Only Gavin seemed to notice. He remained oddly detached from the match, as if watching his own body from the outside; even as he intercepted a creature trying to leap at Sadira knocking it to the ground and stealing its life with his spear-point. Although he did not pity the vicious, rabid beastmen, he could not bring himself to enjoy the slaughter either.

Sadira whirled and leapt, glorying in the exultation of the happy crowd. Omodo pushed and crushed. Ravius taunted and lunged. Karmal tossed fire and cleaved. Vintia blocked and thrust. The beastmen howled and clawed. The crowd cheered and clapped. Gavin's mind floated while his body killed.

"CLEAR!" Karmal's voice carried across the fray. The violence had reached a crescendo and the flame-haired elementalist unleashed her pillar of flame spell, aiming for the largest concentration of beastmen. Her team-mates knew the signal and backed away from her target. The spell had been weaving and building up power for more than a minute now. The ground boiled, the sand turning to glass, as bright, hot flames shot into the sky from beneath the feet of Karmal's hapless foes. The flesh melted from their bones, filling the air with ash and burning stink. Karmal let loose a triumphant war-shriek which was answered by Sadira's banshee wail as she leapt back into the fray, sharp blades flashing.

Rivers of blood ran through a landscape of gore and charred corpses, virgin white sand fouled into dripping bloody muck churned by the melee. Gavin felt detached, unsettled by the carnage, yet he chastised himself for not being able to partake fully in the action for the sake of his team.

A bloodied beastman, seemingly dead, leapt to its feet behind Karmal as she readied more magic. It threw itself onto her back, teeth piercing her neck as it bit down. She fell forward onto one knee, tossing it over her shoulder as she dropped and plunging her gauntlet blade into its bloody maw. Blood spurted from her wound, running freely down her shoulders and chest, but she ignored it and surged to her feat.

Each and every beastman in the arena, and many of those in the cages underneath, paused as they caught the smell of the sweet, flowing blood of one that was not their own. As one, the remaining creatures rushed toward Karmal as she gained her feet. Even some of the seemingly dead beasts stirred. The crowd gasped. Karmal, her eyes wide, met the avalanche of beastmen head on.

"Bring it you mutt-faced bastards!" she yelled. Her cleaver swept through them like a whirlwind, killing several in one stroke. But they were not to be denied; mad with bloodlust, they overwhelmed her with sheer numbers, dragging her down, biting and clawing.

The other Gladiators ran to her aid as the tide of flesh washed over her. Gavin forgot his reluctance and threw himself into the pack. He ignored his own pain as they clawed and bit at him, intent on helping his fallen friend. He killed two with wild swings of his heavy spear-blade, knocking several aside as he followed up with a shield slam. Swift-footed Sadira used the space that her partner cleared, and leaping over him, she landed near Karmal, whirling blades carving a space around her. Karmal, covered from head to toe in bloody claw and bite marks, breathed in relief as her assailants thinned. Gavin pushed his way to them, shielding them as best he could. They fought back to back as the frenzied, creatures rolled over them, attacking with wild abandon.

Finally, the tide broke as Vintia, Ravius and Omodo waded in, methodically killing the beastmen from the flanks and rear. The crowd roared as the deadly dance reached its climax and then slowly wound down, ending as the last howling, blood-crazed creature fell to a leaping uppercut from Sadira's gore-dripping twin swords.

 

-----o

 

After the match, Sadira approached Gavin in the steam-room. Ravius and Omodo took their leave as she entered, naked and glistening. The Gladiatrix chuckled at Ravius's whistle as she walked past him. Gavin rolled his eyes. Her blood was still burning with battle-lust and she was full of desire; she often felt this way after a match. She walked forward slowly, strutting, letting Gavin's eyes drink in her beauty. After a long moment she reached him, putting her arms around him and pulling herself to him, kissing him hard.

"I guess you're serving ale tonight my love," she said mockingly, and then kissed him again, harder this time, before he could respond. When she pulled away her eyes sparkled, "but I saw what you did for me…"

Gavin's eyes widened, his heart caught in his throat; did she sense that he had fought half-heartedly most of the match?

"You put all of your effort into defending me," she said, "making sure that I would win my silly little wager with Karmal; I should be insulted that you thought I needed the help, but I love you for your selflessness."

She kissed him again and then whispered a lusty promise into his ear, drawing him toward the baths. Gavin was relieved that she was wrong, but he felt guilty at not correcting her and saying it was nausea. He was still unable to reconcile his thoughts and feelings about the match. He yielded quickly to Sadira's questing tongue, sensual whispers, and the press of her firm body and soft breasts through the hot water. The tide of blood driven nausea that was drowning his thoughts slowly ebbed, as his ardent lover kindled his desire, burning away the ugly afterglow of bloodlust and guilt that assaulted him. Finally he let go, losing himself in her passionate embrace. "It is what we do, after all" he thought.




  

Chapter Twelve: Bonedance
 

1142/01/24 AR, Camp Valorous

 

"They can animate corpses; do you need more obvious proof than this that magic is a tool of evil?" Anonymous

 

"Properly supervised, the undead can be employed for tasks that are dangerous for the living people of the Domains. They are a useful tool in the right hands, like any other construct. Their origins do tend to make people uncomfortable, I must admit." Pravix, Master Necromancer.

 

Gavin could not resist a smile as he watched Sadira leap forward and twirl in the air with a dancer's grace, one of her elegant obsidian blades carving a shining arc in the air as she touched the ground. The bleached skull of her skeletal foe rolled as it hit the white sand, while the rest of the body simply collapsed into a heap of bones. The Camp Valorous audience cheered as the elegant Gladiatrix tumbled back to join him. She was just in time to shelter behind him, taking cover from a volley of arrows fired by a handful of archers mixed in with the rest of the skeletons.

Gavin blocked most of the arrows with his perfectly positioned shield, flicking two of them away with deft motions of his spear, lightning quick. The techniques taught to him by Master Ironwall of the Enduring Bulwark School were serving him well in this fight. He felt confident of his ability to defend them.

True to her word, as always, Sadira had consulted with Gavin when picking this fight. They were in the midst of a gruelling survival match against a horde of animated skeletons. The sheer number of skeletons was a great challenge to the skills of the two Gladiators. Even with Gavin concentrating on defending them with spear and shield, they had both suffered several cuts and wounds. Their Gladiator constitutions and Sadira's healing magic had, however, undone most of the damage that the skeletons had inflicted, although Gavin still had an arrow embedded in his leg. He had barely had enough time to snap it off so it did not impede his movement, let alone pull it out.

The skeletons with bows pulled jagged-edged arrows from their quivers with mechanical efficiency, while their sword-wielding cohorts pushed and hacked at the two Gladiators. It was a night fight and their undead foes looked especially eerie in the torch-lit fighting ground, carrying weapons and armour that were designed to look as brutal as possible. The glowing red eyes are a nice touch, thought Gavin, a classic that never goes out of style.

The Gladiator put his weight behind his lion-headed shield, gleaming silver as it caught the moonlight, and shouldered into the skeleton line. A sword skittered against his shoulder armour. His momentum knocked the nearest skeleton and the pair behind it off their feet with ease; the magic animating them made them strong, but did not increase their actual weight. Fleshless bones crunched and splintered under the impact and all three of his foes collapsed. Sadira vaulted over Gavin's shoulder, her armoured booted heel kicking out and crushing an old skull to powder while her serpentine sabres swept down mercilessly to splinter another foe.

In spite of the contemptuous ease with which they dispatched each individual Skeleton, the two Gladiators were being slowly overwhelmed. More of their enemies were being released into the arena, while many of those that they destroyed slowly reassembled as the magic bringing them to life gathered up lost limbs and slowly reshaped them.

Victory in this match meant surviving the onslaught until the time limit was met. Survival was one of Gavin's favourite match types; it gave him a chance to make the best use of his defensive skills. Lightly armoured Sadira was somewhat contained by the great number of enemies; it was hard to dodge and parry against so many foes pressing in at once. She did not mind the challenge, however, especially with stalwart Gavin watching her back and intercepting arrows, making it easier for her to concentrate on wreaking havoc.

Sadira tumbled forward into the midst of her foes, her elegant sabres hewing through animated bone with contemptuous ease. She danced out of reach as they swung their ugly blades at her, baiting them back toward Gavin who smashed into them again with his shield. As he moved Sadira turned and leapt up, stepping onto his shoulder and pushing herself into the air, leaping high to fall among her undead enemies like a sword-winged bird of prey. It was a move they practised often. Gavin pushed forward again as she landed, bringing his boots down hard on the skull of a skeleton reanimating on the ground in front of him.

The boisterous crowd cheered, enjoying the late night spectacle. Arena Master Druth watched admiringly from his customary seat on a long bench a few rows back, among the soldiers. The vivacious Camille Caesaria sat beside him, looking like a delicate flower among tough weeds in her rich red gown and golden jewelry. She was a true Red however, cheering, shouting, and trading bawdy comments with the neighbouring fans, setting them at ease. "These two make a great team," she whispered in Druth's ear, her honeyed voice sending an unexpected shiver down his spine. "Especially in this kind of match."

"Indeed they do; a good find, recruiter!" Druth kept his tone businesslike; the recruiters were always playing with people, and Camille was no exception. They joined the crowd in a loud cheer as Sadira rolled forward, her blades outstretched and whirling, like chariot-wheel scythes, sending two rows of skeletons crashing to the ground as she sheared off their legs. "They may actually make it all the way through this match."

"It is so rare to find a man who does not mind letting his woman take centre stage..." Camille smiled. It was clear the pair trusted each other without reservation; their teamwork was near perfect in this match. If life did not drive a wedge between them, they would win great glory for the Faction together. Sadira's future is bright even without her loyal defender, Camille thought, but Gavin has unrealized potential.

Druth's answer was drowned out by the crowd's reaction as another wave of skeletons was released into the arena; wading through their midst was an immense construct, a gestalt of the bones of giants and trolls and many other lesser beings. It had three heads, mostly for show, each one toothed and horrible. Each of its four arms carried a massive spiked club. Druth smiled at the crowd's reaction to the creature; it had taken his expert necromancers only two days to assemble it, but it was impressive and frightening, moving on the Gladiators with a sense of relentless menace. It felt good to see that the audience appreciated the showmanship.

Gavin watched as the bone golem strode forward, scattering lesser skeletons out of its way; it was his job to keep the smaller undead off his partner while she tested her blades against this impressive new foe. He would have preferred it the other way around, but Sadira signalled that she wanted to take her chances with the gigantic construct. It was a gamble to try to fight the creature at all, instead of trying to avoid it until the last moment, but it was exactly the type of bold move to which Sadira was attracted. If she could fell it, they would win even greater praise from the crowd and perhaps extra victory coins; she would also be gleefully happy, which was Gavin's main concern.

Sadira cut her way through the skeletons, picking up speed as Gavin shouldered them aside for her. She sheathed her twin swords as she broke into a full on sprint, drawing her heavier greatsword from her back as she charged the massive bone golem. She let all of her momentum flow into the first swing, a whirling slash that sent her sword blade slamming into the creature's knee. A slice of bone fell from the joint, but the creature did not even stagger. The Gladiatrix was forced to roll through the giant construct's legs to avoid getting squashed by a heavy club as thick as her thigh. Sadira smirked, guessing that the bones making up the creature’s body were laminated and more durable than they appeared.

Behind her Gavin pushed into the skeletons, bunching them up, grinding them against each other until they splintered. He pushed forward, revelling in the effort. Swords and arrows bounced off his shield and armour and more than one found its mark, wounding him. Still, he relished the pure physicality of the struggle as he held the skeleton line to a standstill, ignoring their battering blades and the blood from small wounds. The crowd rewarded his effort with cheers, and he drew new strength from this.

"YOU SHALL NOT PASS!" he shouted, almost laughing in spite of the effort, remembering the classic lines from a favoured childhood tale. A ripple of laughter ran through the audience, accompanied by some groans.

Sadira's elegant greatsword cut the air in deadly arcs sending chips flying from the monstrous bone golem's thick legs. It did little, however,  to slow the creature down, and its four crushing clubs came close to clipping her several times. Her sword was proving to be less effective than she had hoped. She wished she had a heavier weapon, like the massive sledge Omodo used, or a spell that could hit as hard as Karmal's fire. She spent a moment to send a burst of healing magic into Gavin, spurring his body's regeneration, before she resumed harrying the giant.

Restored by his partner's spell, Gavin continued pushing against the skeletons, using his spear to fend off any who appeared on his flank. It was a tactic that would not work against more intelligent foes, but he could hold them it seemed. The archers were mostly firing at Sadira, who used the legs of her giant opponent as cover against the incoming missiles.

With a sense of growing frustration Sadira realized that she might not be able to put the big bone golem down before Gavin was overwhelmed. She could not help him clear his foes without leading the giant to him. Her heavy, elegant greatsword slammed into one of the golem's wrists as she sidestepped a smashing club, sending bone chips flying. How can I hurt this thing, she asked herself.

"Bring it over here! The bigger they are..." Gavin yelled to her, gesturing at the mob around him. She smiled as she guessed his plan. They could use their giant foe against its smaller allies. She let loose a war-shriek and danced backwards, leading her opponent toward Gavin and the surging pack of skeletons around him. The massive four armed bone giant followed, its eager clubs swinging, striking the sand as she tumbled away. It started to trot as Sadira picked up speed, nearing Gavin.

"NOW!" She yelled, dropping to the ground. Gavin pushed his foes back a step with a powerful surge, turned, ignoring their hungry blades, and lunged toward the skeletal giant's lower leg as Sadira did the same. They moved in unison, a pulse of Sadira's magic lending Gavin greater strength. They tackled the giant's feet and shins, hauling its legs backwards while the rest of its body kept moving forward through sheer momentum. An arrow slammed into Gavin’s side but he did not let go. They pushed hard, his shout mingling with her ear-splitting war-scream, every muscle straining with effort.

 

Like some massive old tree felled by an unnatural wind, the giant skeleton toppled with a groaning creak, landing with a splintering crash amidst its smaller brethren. The calamitous sound of a thousand bones crunching and snapping all at once filled the arena. The spectators surged to their feet as one, shouting and laughing, astounded and pleased. A cloud of dust obscured the two Gladiators and the struggling mass of bones for a moment.

The skeletal archers kept firing; having no eyes to see with, their aim was not encumbered by dust. Another arrow sank into Gavin's side and one hit Sadira just above her knee. The two fighters stood back to back as the remaining skeletons surged around the struggling bone golem and moved toward them. Arrows flew. Swords flashed and whirled. Bright shields blocked fell blades. The giant struggled to regain its feet. The crowd roared encouragement to the two desperate, fearless warriors, who were bleeding and exhausted, but fought on and did not give ground as their relentless foes closed in.

And then it was done. The end of the match stayed their seemingly inevitable doom. The trumpet's sound had rarely seemed so sweet to Gavin and Sadira, bloody, bleeding, panting, yet exultant. The magic animating their foes was withdrawn and in a heartbeat the skeletons and the giant bone golem began to collapse. Leaning against each other to remain standing, they raised their weapons as the arena roared in approval. Sadira laughed, pure and joyful, as the audience showered them with praise.

 

-----o

 

"You were amazing Gavin, holding back all of those Skeletons!" Karmal's green eyes glinted as she smiled at him. Something in her tone made him uneasy; the flame haired Gladiatrix was not one to give compliments so easily. They were all gathered around a table at the Laughing Giant, a restaurant in the Gladiator's quarter.

"Get your own man, Karmal," Sadira warned, half-serious. "I intend to keep this one."

"Too bad; Vintia does not seem to want to throw herself in front of swords meant for me," sighed Karmal. "It’s so hard to find a good defender these days..."

"I'll tell you what Karmal," Vintia rolled her eyes. " if you start actually being nice to me, I'll be more inclined to bleed for you on the fighting grounds. You don't see Sadira disparaging Gavin for every little cut she gets..."

Karmal looked embarrassed for a moment, before making a rude gesture at Vintia, as the rest of them laughed.

"Speaking of my excellent shield-work," said Gavin, after the laughter died down, "did you want me to write up a recommendation for you to Master Ironwall Vintia? He is one of the best trainers in the Iron Bulwark school. Krass may be far away, but it should be easy to find a Grey-Robe willing to take you to the capital."

"Yes, I'd appreciate it greatly Gavin." She looked at him seriously, pinching her lower lip between her thumb and finger. "I was thinking about other training options, but seeing you in action these last few matches made up my mind. I really think it is worthwhile to invest my time in learning the Iron Bulwark techniques; they will really help us out in team situations."

"Yeah, I'm glad I picked it up early on," Gavin smiled. "It's really given me an edge, especially defending against arrows and large attackers. Master Ironwall is considered one of the best teachers. You'll love him, I'm sure."

"My trainer in the Linebreaker school recommended him as well, actually," continued Vintia.

"Linebreaker, such a strange name for a training path..." interrupted Sadira, smirking.

"Well, after the Deliberative reformed the schools that’s the name it was given." Vintia shrugged. "The old names were all very pretty and poetic, like the Sun and Moon school, but too many of them were tied to the Factions and the Chosen who founded them. Outside ideology should play as little role in training schools as possible. I doubt Omodo would want to study the techniques of the path of the Juggernaut if it still bore the name Moltar's Iron Warriors..."

"True," said Omodo. "I also like the fact that I don't have to travel to Volcanus to study it as they did in the old days. No one has a monopoly on training techniques, another positive aspect of fighting school reforms. Speaking of which, what are you thinking of training in next, Sadira?"

"Yes, I too am quite curious about what moves our deadly Shadow-Elf is going to add to her repertoire," Ravius chimed in, returning to their table with a tray laden with drinks and sweets. "I'd like to hear about everyone's training plans, in truth."

"I'm set on War-dancer next. It suits my fighting style," Sadira answered "The only problem is finding a trainer. I've only been able to locate two who are actively taking students, and those are far south of here and far north of here. If I can't make that, I can finish Linebreaker or Sun and Moon. The techniques they both teach should help me out on defence; I do tend to dive into groups of monsters an awful lot these days."

Karmal and Ravius chuckled.

"I think it is a good second option," Vintia said, looking at Sadira earnestly, her bright eyes lighting up at the chance to share her knowledge. "The final level of Linebreaker training also teaches you techniques for breaking up formations and moving into groups of enemies so that they get tripped up against their own allies. It's pretty damn useful, though I still wish I'd learned Bulwark first. What about you Ravius?"

"I'll be finishing the last level of Dirty Fighting, little sister." Ravius chuckled to himself. "It may be cliché for a skirmisher to master Dirty Fighting before anything else, but I cannot deny its effectiveness. You all saw that lovely little cheap-shot I landed in my last fight, yes? That ogre never saw it coming."

They all nodded, Gavin and Omodo wincing a little as they relived the moment. Sadira and Karmal laughed at their expressions.

"With Dirty Fighting I have learned to make the most of all the little opportunities my wonderful opponents gift me with." Ravius's grin broadened. "After all, wasting presents is unforgivable. I'd recommend the school to all of you; trickery is useful to any Gladiator, not just us skirmishers. We know Karmal is taking Pyromancy and Omodo is obviously training in Juggernaut. What about you Gavin?"

"I've already started the basics of Seeking Spear," Gavin chimed in. "The special grip techniques they teach will allow me to take full advantage of my weapon's reach, even when I'm using it in one hand."

"Oh that sounds useful. Maybe I should try that next. How do they do it?" Ravius leaned forward in sudden interest. Gavin explained what he knew so far.

They talked the rest of the night away, as Gladiators, discussing their future training, drinking, laughing and eating in the comfortable tavern. In days to come they would all remember nights like these, time spent with friends talking of a brighter future, with great fondness.




  

Chapter Thirteen: Valaran
 

1142/04/07 AR, Camp Valorous

 

"The greatest danger to the stability of the Domains is, without a doubt, the interaction between the Chosen and the Gladiators. We must keep the Chosen from gaining too much influence over those who might one day be their peers or we risk an unravelling of the Covenant. Yet we must also acknowledge that it is impossible for them to stay away from Gladiators; most of them began their careers in the arena. The only solution we have found is vigilance." Ordo Grevex, a speech given to Deliberative recruits.

 

"Are you sure you're not upset about this, my love?" Sadira asked a final time, looking searchingly into Gavin's eyes, trying to read his reactions. She had made the match in the heat of the moment without consulting him and felt a small tingle of guilt.

"Yes," he shrugged. He understood Sadira's competitive nature better than she thought. "I accept your reasons for wanting to help Vintia, and it's not a Deathmatch. Besides we both know you would be very unhappy if you passed up this fight; it is a rare opportunity. I don't want our love to stand in the way of your destiny."

"Let's not start calling my career destiny, just yet," she sighed, "I wish it was you at my side Gavin; I am invincible with you beside me, but the challenge was made specifically against two female Gladiators. With Karmal off training, Vintia and I were the best options."

"I know," he responded, "I'm not worried at all; you train with Vintia every day; you two make a good team. I'm surprised the Arena Master allowed this kind of match though."

"Druth only has so much say." she said, frowning. "This is a cock-fight between bigger players, I'm sure. I can sense the hands of the chosen at work. It was originally meant to be a Deathmatch, I heard."

"That I would have objected to," he said quietly.

"Are you saying you think some Blue fighter could take me down?" she questioned, mock-seriously.

"Anything is possible in the arena," he shrugged. "You know as well as I do that sometimes the best fighter still loses."

"I'm not afraid of death, my love," she said, plainly. "I would have talked to you if it was a Deathmatch, don't worry. I might even have allowed myself to be swayed by your objections, I think. But I am glad I get to fight, we don't want the Reds to lose face by ignoring this challenge. Chosen Moltar himself is here to watch..."

"Designs of the Chosen at work, indeed," Gavin frowned. Chosen Moltar was feared throughout the Domains. The monstrous, hulking ruler of grim Volcanus never seemed to remove his armour. His demonic black helm, sharp golden crown, and glowing red eye sockets were the only face by which the people knew him. Young Gavin's keepers in the orphanage had used tales of Moltar to frighten the children into behaving. "His presence is a bad omen. The Gladiatrices you are fighting are part of his entourage are they not?"

"All the more reason to crush them!" Sadira's voice became hot with anger and her hands balled into fists. "These spoiled little toy-girls challenge us in our own arena, all in order to impress their patron."

Gavin smirked as she said this. He was glad that Arena Master Druth and the Deliberative had stepped in to prevent Deathmatch challenges from being issued; he knew Sadira would have leapt at the chance and he was unsure that he could have held her back. He did not like the idea of his love risking her life, even though he didn't really think she would lose a fair fight. Despite heavy regulation, cheating was common enough in Deathmatches though; the incentive is just too high when one's life is on the line. Truth be told, he also did not want to watch Sadira kill another Gladiatrix; Bella was enough. He shook his head, trying to banish his thoughts as she continued discussing her soon-to-be opponents, growing more animated as she spoke, pacing like a caged war-cat.

"I don't care how many Deathmatches these preening Blue Faction fighters have won," she said heatedly, waving her hand dismissively for emphasis. "'Vintia and I are going to teach them not to mess with us in our home Arena! We'll see how much Moltar likes them after we humiliate them on the fighting ground. They probably gained his favour by sucking his cock, anyways... hey what are you smiling at?"

"I just love watching you when you get worked up..." He grinned, as one of her perfectly sculpted, eyebrows rose. "And you're more excited about this fight that you've been in a long time. I think it will be good for you."

"You like watching me get angry?"

"That's not exactly what I said..." he smiled

"Oh, what did you mean to say?" she stalked toward him, playfully, mock-imperious.

"I meant to say that your incomparable beauty is second only to your boundless passion, oh brutal goddess of the arena!"

"Foolish man; you forgot to compliment my incomparable skills!" she responded with mock severity. He leaned forward to kiss her. She pounced, drawing him into a full embrace, pulling herself hard against him. "Mmmmm. Well my love, since you like watching me so much while I am excited, why don't I show you how passionate I am about other things...?"

 

-----o

 

After walking Sadira and Vintia to their arming room, Gavin made his way to join Ravius in the stands. Soldiers and townsfolk were filling the seats, talking excitedly; Challenge matches were very rare outside of sanctioned Faction arenas. A few fans recognized him and shook his hand, but he noticed that many others shied away from him, warily. He spotted Ravius sitting amid a group of rough, rowdy looking soldiers. The smiling skirmisher was sharing jokes with some soldiers, and they quickly moved aside to make room when he told them Gavin was his friend. He thanked them politely before turning to Ravius.

"Did I miss Omodo's fight?" he asked his friend, handing him a cold glass of ale and a bread-bowl filled with thick meaty stew that he'd purchased on his way.

"I don't think he'll mind, little brother; we expected it, truth be told. I'm surprised you and Sadira aren't late to your own matches sometimes..." He grinned as Gavin snorted ale. "Besides he did very well in his outing."

"Will he be joining us up here?" asked Gavin.

"I don't think so." Ravius' broad smile faded a bit. "He's still a bit nervous around large crowds. I think he will watch the match from the Gladiator's section, once he gets out of the baths. He never misses one of our fights..."

Gavin wondered if Ravius was trying to chide him for being late, but realized after a moment that his friend was more concerned with crowd-shy Omodo. They often talked about how to help the Armodon get over his discomfort with large groups of people, a potentially crippling flaw for any Gladiator. They lapsed into thoughtful silence.

"Is that Moltar's private tent over there?" Gavin finally asked, pointing to a conspicuously large enclosure that loomed over the regular private boxes in the Camp Valorous arena, flanked by armed guards in grim-looking full battle armour. The pavilion was made from rich black fabric, lustrous gold, black iron, and fire-blackened wood. Dozens of black silk pennants flew over the huge stretch of material, each one emblazoned with a red eye over an armoured fist.

"Yes. Don't you just love his heraldry?" joked Ravius. "I can really appreciate the subtle message it sends. I give thanks that I was not born in Volcanus every time I hear about Moltar."

"Now, now Ravius, he is a Chosen; we must show him respect," reminded Gavin. His tone lacked conviction; most people saw Moltar as a monster who skirted the edge of the law, seeking to undermine the Covenant for his own purposes. "Besides he treats the Gifted in his Domain fairly nicely; look at the support he's giving his Gladiators today."

"I'm uncomfortable with that; he has too much to gain from helping his favourites," Ravius shook his head. Gavin rarely saw him this serious. "He only respects Gifted who choose to become Gladiators. I met someone in the Campus who served as a Vassal in his Domain; I can't believe the things she went through. Apparently he hates those who choose the peaceful life more than he hates the ungifted. He'd enslave the rest of us if he could get away with it."

"I hadn't heard that," said Gavin. "But, I don't find it hard to believe though. It seems that half of our laws and regulations have come about in response to his exploits. Have you heard about his new "religion"?"

Ravius snorted. "You mean his claim that the Gift is divine and that the corruption caused by our current teachings is what is preventing the taint from the Reckoning from healing? What a joke..."

"Yet, he still has strong support..." shrugged Gavin.

"Truth, little brother," Ravius smiled. "Some people will always support a person who appears to be strong and bold, even if all they get in return is thinly veiled contempt. It is the dark side of the instinct to follow. I wonder how many of his true believers stop to think about how much of the destruction of the war of Reckoning he is personally responsible for."

"Ha!" Gavin chuckled. "Well, people often ignore history; nothing new there. They have their own lives to lead. That man has been against the Domains in two attempted coups that I have read about. He's saved his hide both times by turning on his allies when things start to go badly. Yet every time he manages to rebuild his position and then convince others of the righteousness of whatever cause he comes up with." Gavin and Ravius were so engrossed in their conversation that they failed to notice the arrival of a newcomer, even as all the soldiers around them hushed and started.

"Chosen Moltar is too complex for simple minds like yours to understand." The voice that interrupted them so suddenly was deep, sonorous, and filled with sneering condescension. "One cannot fault the ungifted masses when they finally overcome their natural blindness to recognize the truth of his power; some of them are smart enough to understand that their lot is to toil in the name of their betters. Which makes them much better than 'progressivist' Gifted who believe in equal rights despite the obviousness of their own superiority."

The speaker was a huge, square jawed man who towered over the two Gladiators. The newcomer moved gracefully in spite of his muscular build and broad shoulders. Gavin was unsure of the man's race; he was big and built like an ogre, but his long golden hair, flawless tanned skin, and luminous pale blue-grey eyes were traits of both men and elves. It was obvious that the newcomer was a Gladiator of some sort; his heavy gold armour, edged with rich royal blue enamel was made for the arena. He also wore a long blue cape that loudly announced his Faction loyalties; not caring that he was surrounded by Red Faction fans.

"I hope you don’t mind if we sit here," the newcomer said, sitting down next to Gavin, not waiting for a response. It was then that Gavin noticed the stranger was accompanied by two women, both naked save for a loincloth and a prominent golden choker. Both women were well-formed and their attire would have been arousing, save for the element of humiliation in its design and their downcast eyes and joyless expressions. They each took a seat on the man's knees, child-like in his massive arms. Not even the lewdest of the nearby drunken soldiers said a word; the newcomer's presence seemed to have cast a shadow over all of them.

Ravius recovered before Gavin. "I'm Ravius Vergerus... who might you be, friend?" He offered his hand to the stranger with impeccable politeness.

"I am Valaran diVolcanus," Gavin could hear the bones grind in Ravius's hand as the stranger shook it. He felt a small surge of pride when Ravius's smile did not falter. "No doubt you've heard of me."

They had. Everyone had heard of Valaran diVolcanus; he was the current darling of the Blue Faction and the most prominent of Chosen Moltar's latest crop of proteges. Although he had only been in enough matches to achieve the fourth rank, every single one of his fights had been a Deathmatch against another Gladiator, each ending in the death of his opponent. The last fighter to manage such a feat in the arena was Evok the Fell-Handed nearly three-hundred years ago. Everyone who knew anything about the Great Games had heard of Valaran diVolcanus by now.

Gavin's felt bile rise in his throat. Valaran casually groped the two women on his knees as he talked. Gavin could sense that the two women were Vassals, Gifted who chose the peaceful path. Surely the cruel way he was treating them was a violation of the law. Where was the Deliberative? 

"I'm here to watch Evoni and Marisu, Master Moltar's pupils." He spoke in a casual, off-handed manner, smiling mechanically, showing his perfect, even white teeth. "They are truly exquisite in battle, although I doubt few here could appreciate their skill. I hope whatever fodder you Reds have dug up is able to stay standing long enough to make this interesting."

Gavin turned red. Ravius came to his rescue. "We've sent out two of our best, friend. I'm confident that you will be surprised by the outcome."

"I doubt that! Fortunately I brought my own entertainment." His hand slipped under the skirt of one of his thralls. The girl giggled, but it sounded forced. Gavin was disgusted to the core of his being; he felt like an accomplice in a rape watching Valaran toy with his thrall. "It is unfortunate that we were not able to find anyone brave enough to engage them in a true death-match; their execution kills are quite impressive. I suppose we will have to settle for utter humiliation; I hope their victims aren't anyone you two are close to...?"

"They are friends of ours I'm proud to say, " suggested Ravius. "Perhaps you'd like to place a wager on the outcome of the match, Valaran? We'd take those two lovely ladies off your hands. I’m sure they'd be much happier with us."

"Oh, I'm sure enough of the outcome." Valaran offered a smug grin. "And I have plenty more where these sluts came from. But tell me Ravius Vergerus, what could a man like you possibly offer me as your part of the wager?"

"A Deathmatch," said Gavin. "I'll fight you for their freedom..."

"You, fight me?" Valaran laughed loudly, his head falling back in mirth. His two thralls laughed along, half-heartedly. "The glory of adding your name to the list of those that have fallen by my hand is far more honour than I'd ever give you, boy. What glory would there be in beating some sad little loser like you. I'd be doing you a favour by killing you; dying to my blades would be more fame than you'd ever earn on your own."

"A coward's excuse," said Gavin, meeting the man's gaze in spite of the terrible premonition of doom that settled over him when he spoke the challenge. His heart hammered in spite of his brave words. "Are you even sure that you are the famed Valaran diVolcanus? You don't seem like anything special up-close."

"Oh please," said Valaran dismissively. "It would be more of a feat for me to wipe dung off my boots than to crush you, more enjoyable too, most likely. Earn a name for yourself before challenging your betters, little man; I would lose face accepting a match with a nobody like you."

Valaran’s insult struck deep. Gavin half-rose, snarling; he wanted nothing more than to punch Valaran diVolcanus in the mouth at that moment. Before he could respond to the massive man's jibe, he noted the sudden presence of half a dozen officers of the Deliberative. They materialized in various places among the crowd nearby, their grey attire suddenly conspicuous in the sea of Red Faction supporters. Had they been there all along, or had they used some secret magic to appear?

"Friends of yours?" asked Ravius, trying to defuse the tension between the two fighters.

"Oh. I've ceased to pay attention to them." Valaran's mock surprise was condescending rather than convincing. "They follow me around everywhere; they're afraid I might hurt someone, you see."

 

-----o

 

Sadira and Vintia, being the more popular team in their home town, entered the arena after Evoni and Marisu. The partisan crowd cheered them with real enthusiasm, showering them with encouragement; Sadira felt energized, basking in their adoration. The four Gladiatrices began to size each other up, looking for hidden weaknesses and clues as to how to beat their foes.

Evoni was a Shadow-Elf, like Sadira, but ebony-skinned and taller. Her platinum hair was done up in a short warrior's braid. She wore heavy armour that was coloured a regal blue, edged with silver, and studded with diamonds. The impressive shoulder guards were made to look like the serpentine heads of dragons. She carried a pair of wide-hilted, straight bladed, silver-blue broadswords with spikes jutting from the basket hilts. Her violet eyes flashed a challenge at Sadira, crimson lips curling into a mocking smile.

"Leave it to a Red to dress like a whore for a fight, eh Marisu?" snickered Evoni, eyeing Sadira's attire.

Sadira rolled her eyes. "I hope those blades have a keener edge than your wit!" she said. "Otherwise this is going to be a very short fight! Besides I hear you're the one who earned her position on her knees."

The crowd jeered; Evoni's snowy eyebrow arched. "You'll see soon enough!"

Sadira smiled; this was going to be a good fight.

Marisu, the larger of the pair, also wore heavy armour; hers was steel coloured with jagged tribal patterns enamelled blue and turquoise. An Orc, she had pale green skin and wore her black hair in a fearsome mohawk. Her body was lean and muscular giving the impression of wild, predatory power. She carried a heavy-bladed great axe, swinging it with skillful ease. She nodded respectfully to Sadira and Vintia as their gazes met, her black eyes seeming to take everything in.

The Gladiatrices saluted the audience signalling an end to the banter, the trumpets sounded, and then the action began.

Evoni and Marisu channelled and wove spells to let loose at Sadira immediately, hoping to catch the lightly armoured Gladiatrix and dispatch her quickly. She leapt out of the way of a lightning blast, which scorched the sand as she felt the pressure of a cogimancer's brain hemorrhage spell building in her head. She had trained against this attack often enough with Gavin and so she succeeded in fighting it off with a concentrated effort of will.

 

Vintia took advantage of their focus on Sadira to position herself on their flank channelling a stoneskin spell to protect her friend. Sadira felt the protective magic encase her, like being caressed by a thousand smooth pebbles. She shook off the last effects of the mental attack.

Marisu turned to meet Vintia as she attacked hefting her heavy-blade axe while Evoni began to channel a more powerful spell to assault Sadira.

Meanwhile Vintia baited her opponent with a series of quick attacks. Sadira kept Evoni busy, while waiting for Marisu to get close enough to swing her axe at Vintia; reading the Orc's movements, ignoring the quick initial slash that tested Vintia's shield and the following back-swing. As Marisu flowed smoothly into the third attack Sadira saw her chance and burst into motion. The Orc was intent on Vintia, eyes gleaming and muscles tightening as she got ready to deliver a punishing blow. Sadira covered the distance quickly, keeping the massive form of the Orcish woman between her and Evoni, letting out a loud war-scream as she closed in. Marisu, thinking that Sadira was charging at her, abruptly aborted her swing while Evoni closed in to take advantage of Sadira's change of focus. Sadira admired the skill of the strong Orc Gladiatrix, able to stop such a powerful attack in motion, and yet still avoid a quick thrust from Vintia's long blade.

But their opponents had guessed wrong. Sadira had no intention if attacking Marisu.

Sadira dove, tumbling past the massive Gladiatrix and rolling toward her true target. Evoni, caught off guard, was forced to stop moving and quickly unleash the spell that she had been carefully aiming a moment before. Heat washed over Sadira as the sand liquefied beside her. Her skin blistered from the scorching blast of the fireball, but she kept rolling. She swung her gleaming obsidian blades in a savage dual uppercut as she came to her feet. To her surprise, Evoni blocked both with quick, precise motions before shouldering forward, sending the smaller Sadira skittering backwards.

"Fancy moves," snarled Evoni. "Too bad you don't have the skill to follow-up!"

Evoni shifted as she spoke. Sadira recognized her drop into the much-feared Swan stance. The two Shadow Elves stared at each other for a moment; behind them Marisu shouldered into Vintia's shield, pressing the small defender back. The Blues knew that the Reds trained for better teamwork and so planned to keep Sadira and Vintia away from each other. Vintia met each blow with a measured response, giving ground as needed, and although to many in the crowd she looked to be in grave danger, overwhelmed by the savage assault, Sadira could tell she was holding her own for now.

Evoni moved as Sadira circled her, deceptively graceful despite the blinding speed of her attacks. Sadira was forced onto the defensive, backing away quickly as Evoni's silver-blue blades seemed to come at her from all sides at once. When they finally broke off Sadira was bleeding from several deep cuts.

"Nicely done!" she yelled to Evoni, channelling power into the weave of a healing spell as she backed away. "But I'm still standing, and I wonder how long you can keep up that kind of pressure without tiring..."

"You'll be eating dirt before I break a sweat, gutter slut!" snarled Evoni, moving forward angrily.

Sadira smiled inwardly. She knew that anger could be a weakness; her own had almost led to her death at Bella's hands. She and Gavin had worked hard together so that she could curb her temper when she needed to. Her blades flicked out to meet Evoni's swords and the crowd roared as they clashed and whirled.

Marisu slammed her heavy axe into Vintia's shield again and again, hoping to unbalance the smaller woman. The massive Orcish Gladiatrix measured each blow precisely, trying to drive her smaller opponent to the ground or find a way to hook her axe blade around Vintia's heavy shield and drag it away. Vintia weathered the assault sheltering behind her thick shield, always moving to deny her opponent the best angle of attack. She pelted the Orc with blasts of frost and lightning, trying to wear her opponent down.

The four Gladiatrices fought on before the cheering crowds. Swords and axes rent the air, filling the arena with the thunderous ring of metal crashing into metal. Spells dazzled the audience. The Blue fighters kept Sadira and Vintia apart but were unable to land a decisive blow and by the third round they were all bleeding from cuts or showing the more exotic wounds caused by spells, but still they all remained in fighting condition.

Sadira enjoyed herself more and more with each passing moment.

 

-----o

 

Valaran's grin had long-since disappeared. The two women on his knee relaxed a little, as their captor's attention seemed firmly fixed on the fight.

Valaran saw himself as a wolf among sheep. He had been trained by master Moltar to be the perfect fighter, and was skilled beyond any of them. Other Gladiators were his prey, nothing more. Even the brilliantly skilled Evoni and the perfectly controlled power of Marisu did not earn his respect. But as he watched Sadira unexpectedly survive Evoni's blistering assaults and fight back, he felt a strange sensation in his black heart and brutal loins. It seemed that he was not the only wolf, after all. His mouth hung open slightly in awe.

Gavin and Ravius smiled while the soldiers and townsfolk around them cheered and chanted.

 

-----o

 

With a growing sense of dread, Evoni realized that Sadira was not faltering before her relentless assault. Sadira's powerful healing magic meant that Evoni could not rely on whittling her down. The lighter Gladiatrix was bleeding from several cuts, but seemed no less energetic than when she'd started the fight. Chosen's balls, she's even grinning like she's enjoying this, thought Evoni. She did not know what to do; swan stance had never failed her like this before. The constant pressure of keeping up such a relentless, swift assault was wearing her down.

Sadira drove Evoni to the limit, showing no fear of the dreaded technique her opponent employed. She used her root spell to trip up Evoni, breaking the larger Gladiatrix's stride and opening her up to quick slashes. On her third try, the strategy nearly paid off as the blade of her left hand sabre skidded off a badly timed parry and slipped toward Evoni's neck. Fortunately for her opponent, Sadira's blade was stopped by the gorget protecting her throat.

"Almost!" snarled Sadira, following up with a series of savage slashes that pushed her opponent back.

Evoni was sweating now. Her blades felt heavy in her hands. Fear of failure took root in her heart. She was the protege of Chosen Moltar! How could this hussy of a Red defeat her? She could feel the eyes of her dread patron on her. Anger and fear drove her and she roared, throwing herself at Sadira, hammering her lighter foe with massively powerful sword strokes.

Sadira laughed, dancing away from Evoni's reckless, hungry blades, her eyes flashing.

Marisu continued to physically dominate the smaller Vintia, knocking her opponent around with powerful swings of her heavy-blade axe. The larger woman was, however,  unable to get past the bright-eyed defender's shield. Marisu was focused and relentless, but Vintia held her ground. The little defender was quite used to being attacked by larger foes, and although Marisu was better than anyone she had faced before, Vintia was determined and undaunted. She would not fail Sadira. They too attacked each other with spells, trading bolts of fire and lightning mingling for mind-crushing mental blasts.

Sadira could see the desperation in her opponent's eyes. If the match went to the full time limit the audience would determine who won; Evoni and Marisu would be subjected to the judgement of a very unfriendly crowd. They would fail their mighty patron; Sadira doubted that the merciless Chosen Moltar would be kind to them at all. She let Evoni wear herself out a little more. The woman's aggressive offence and heavy armour were liabilities now that she was reckless. She parried, ducked, and danced out of the way of Evoni's glittering blades as the crowd chanted her name.

Sadira calmly waited for her opportunity. After ducking a powerful sword stroke from Evoni, she stepped on the larger woman's boot, then she feinted a double slash with both sabres at her opponent's throat. Evoni quickly brought up both her swords, and Sadira used the shadow power trick of her race to cloak them both in shadows for the briefest of moments. Evoni, still lost in frustration, did not anticipate Sadira's intentions this time. The sudden shadow obscured the change of a short slash into a thrust with her right hand blade. Evoni stepped back, parried the left hand blade while getting ready to parry the slash she thought was coming. When she realized her mistake she tried valiantly to step back again and sidestep, but Sadira was too quick, opening a long, ugly cut on her adversary's mouth and cheek.

This proved to be the winning blow. Evoni's violet eyes blazed with fury, and Sadira danced away, laughing again, staying just out of reach of her opponent's hungry swords. Evoni lost focused and attacked in a berserk rage. When the fight ended half a minute later, Evoni's beautiful face was still rent and slick with blood, although it was much healed. Two other wounds could be seen on her leg and chest. Marisu had not broken stalwart Vintia. The partisan crowd of Red Faction supporters gleefully showed their thumbs in support for the hometown Reds, giving them the victory.

"Say hello to Moltar for me!" Sadira called to Evoni.

The other woman stood there shocked, touching the cut on her face, fear of her master's wrath clear in her eyes. As the heat of battle faded, she realized her errors. Marisu turned her back on Evoni and stalked out of the arena. Sadira and Vintia embraced, laughing as ten thousand voices screamed their names.

 

-----o

 

Gavin turned to Valaran, grinning in triumph.

The big man merely shrugged. Gavin's smiled faded as he read Valaran's piercing grey eyes. The golden haired giant was staring at Sadira as she left the fighting grounds. "I guess you Reds do have something I desire after all. Sadira. I will make this Gladiatrix mine."

Gavin's eye's widened. If it had not been for Ravius's hand on his shoulder, he would have leapt at his nemesis right there, in spite of the nearby Grey-Robes.

"She'll be your death if you try, Valaran!" Ravius said evenly. Beside him Gavin shook with rage; he almost didn't care what would happen to him if he attacked the hated Gladiator. "The man who tries to impose his will on a Gladiatrix is surely doomed."

Valaran laughed loudly, an ugly sound despite its mirth. His two female thralls echoed his laughter, almost sadly, as he stood, towering. "Folk sayings apply to commoners, not men like me, boy. I'm sure she will come to appreciate my charms, one way or another. I doubt any of you Reds are worthy of a woman like that. Speaking of women, I must get back to my master's tent. He will be most displeased that Evoni and Marisu lost this challenge and I will enjoy watching their punishment." He turned his back and walked away; his thralls and the Grey-Robes followed him. One of the women looked back at Gavin and Ravius over her shoulder, just for a moment, face full of resignation and sadness.

 

-----o

 

Gavin fumed all afternoon. He was still angry as he and Ravius made their way back to the Arena. It did not help his temper that he'd barely been able to talk to Sadira for more than a few moments after her victory. She and Vintia were the heroines of the moment, having handed a surprise loss to the hated Blues. They were being hailed as heroes; every Gladiator, arena fan, and Red Faction patriot in Camp Valorous wanted to congratulate them. Gavin knew it was wrong to blame Sadira for not dropping everything to make time for him, but his anger felt good, in a very petty way. Valaran's mocking voice chased him, taunting; how could he compete with a man like that? He grimaced as they walked.

"Slow down, little brother," Ravius advised. "Don't let Valaran get to you. You should be happy today. The summer evening is calm and peaceful. Life is good. Sadira and Vintia won a victory that will be the talk of the town for a long while. Don't let your anger rob you of the opportunity to share in their triumph, my friend. They'll have time enough for us after our match is done."

"You're right," said Gavin "I should not have let that malevolent brute get to me."

"Well, even though I am appalled that you aren't pleased beyond words to join your old friend Ravius in the arena, basking in his reflected glory as he demolishes his foes, I will forgive you," said Ravius in a melodramatic tone.

Gavin wanted to say many things. Valaran's comments had been too close to the mark. He did not feel worthy of Sadira or his friends at times. He was unsure of his destiny, of whether or not he possessed the capacity for greatness. He wanted to tell Ravius...but the words stuck in his throat; he was not the type who burdened others with his problems. So he smiled at his friend's good-natured antics and they made their way to the arena to get ready for their upcoming fight, passing cheerful fans still talking about Sadira's win.

 

-----o

 

Trolls are curious creatures. They existed before the Reckoning, but none of the old powers had any dealings with them. They survived in the areas of the world where no one else wanted to dwell, ancient bogs, isolated caves, the oldest forests. Rare creatures in the old days, they frequented places rendered uninhabitable by disaster or wild magic. Later, after the great wars ended and the Chosen expanded back outwards from Krass, they found a great number of these creatures. Trolls thrived in the tainted lands.

Trolls are incredibly tough. They heal wounds even faster than a Gladiator, and can survive and recover from horrific injuries without any need of spells. They do not really feel or even understand pain. Few diseases affect them. They can eat and gain nourishment from almost anything. They are highly resistant to magic as well, including the taint caused by the wild magics of the Reckoning.  These qualities allowed them to survive and expand after the Great War.  No one has ever heard of a troll with the Gift, even in legend.

The Chosen at first tried to conquer the creatures, but quickly changed their minds when they realized that the trolls could be bargained with. Facing a hostile land filled with tainted magic and terrible enemies it was easy for the armies of Krass to see the advantages of an alliance. For their part the Trolls respected the strength of the Chosen. Troll lands are independent regions within the Domains, subject to the laws of the trolls that live there. Trolls often go forth from their lands to live in the Domains, trading for goods or seeking their fortunes in the arena, where they are a common sight. Since they are unlikely to get killed and do not even consider pain, young trolls will line up to get a "job" fighting against Gladiators for considerable pay. A skilled Troll warrior is very hard to kill and is strong enough, smart enough, and aggressive enough to present a serious challenge to a Gladiator. It is not uncommon for one of these trolls to retire after a decade or two, having amassed a large fortune and acquired a respected reputation in the arena. Some of them become so adept at the Great Games that they fight against teams of Gladiators or against the highest ranking warriors of the day. These combatants return home as legends and often become important figures in their own tribes.

Gavin and Ravius were facing two of these powerful beings.

 

-----o

 

The audience was still in an excellent mood when Gavin and Ravius entered the arena that evening, their spirits buoyed by the victory against the Blues that morning. Some of the spectators at this match had kept their seats throughout the day, and they described Sadira and Vintia's epic victory in excited tones with their envious neighbours. Quite a few seats were empty, however.

Although Gavin was still angry as he took the field, his mood lightened a little when he saw that Moltar's gloomy pavilion had already been taken down. Hopefully Valaran was far away by now. He and Ravius raised their weapons to the crowd. The two trolls, both from a blue-skinned northern variety, lifted their double bladed greataxes in salute as well. The trumpets sounded and the four fighters converged on each other. The trolls moved with a lumbering gait, fast despite their short legs.

Gavin probed the closest troll's mind with his magic, trying to weave a spell that would damage his foe's brain, but it was like trying to shove a knife into a block of wood. He gave up and focused on physical effort, weaving a spell that would sharpen his concentration.

He met the first troll head on, ducking under a swipe of the troll's axe and stabbing it in the belly with his spear. The creature cursed and grunted, but otherwise ignored the foot long blade in its intestines, even as he twisted the haft, causing the barbs to tear at the troll's flesh as he withdrew the point. It kept moving as if his attack had never occurred, bringing its axe crashing down on him, banging it off his lion-headed shield and nearly driving Gavin to his knees.

"Nice try, ugly," taunted Ravius, dodging a powerful attack from the troll he was fighting. "Your attacks are clumsy, like a child's!" The skirmisher was having better success; having fought a troll in a previous match, he was well aware that pain did not daunt them, and so he resorted to hurling insults, angering the troll into attacking recklessly. He punished it with quick disciplined jabs of his trident whenever it made a mistake. Although the wounds were having little effect on the troll, the crowd was enjoying the bloodshed nonetheless.

Gavin lost any sense of pity for the troll he faced, giving in to his anger. He traded blows with the beast, taking staggering hits from its massive greataxe on his shield and responding with quick, brutal lunges that left weeping craters in the beast's chest. His shield arm quickly became numb as the massive axe crashed down again and again. He did not care; the sheer exertion had banished his frustrations and doubts. Sidestepping an attack, he shoved his spear point into the creature's armpit and then ducked under the responding back-swing. The crowd cheered. He felt good, losing himself in the fight.

"Missed again!" quipped Ravius, cackling. The skirmisher continued to work his opponent into a blind frenzy, ridiculing the beast whenever he forced it to make an error. He waited for the troll to charge at him, reckless with anger, and then tumbled to one side, sweeping his barbed net at its legs as he did. The grasping net wrapped around its feet and knees, causing it to fall to the ground, where it struggled in the net. Ravius darted in, lightning quick, and stabbed the troll in the throat with his trident. Dark red blood sloshed from the wound; it would not kill the tough troll but it would certainly take it out of the fight.

Gavin's troll was having so much fun pounding on the Gladiator's shield that it did not even notice Ravius, who sneaked up behind and jabbed it in the back. The surprise caused the troll to falter and Gavin took advantage of his foe's lowered guard to attack. He pushed his spear into the beast's chest, seeking the troll's heart. His spear-blade sank deep into blue flesh. Although the troll staggered, it did not falter. With surprising swiftness it dropped its greataxe and seized Gavin's head in both its hands, trying to crush the Gladiator's skull. Gavin felt the bones in his head buckle under the creature's immense strength and pushed forward with all his might, trying to drive his spear deeper, as Ravius stabbed it again and again from behind.

Just as Gavin thought he was beaten, the pressure eased, and the troll toppled to the ground. The crowd cheered. Gavin breathed the sweet air, feeling relieved.

 

-----o

 

Later that night Gavin and Ravius shared a drink with the two trolls, who had recovered from their wounds with customary swiftness. They talked of troll customs and the places and arenas they had visited. It was an educational experience, one that Gavin enjoyed. He was in a good mood as they returned home to celebrate the day's matches with their friends.




  

Chapter Fourteen: Staring at a Goat
 

1142/10/26, Camp Valorous

 

"Explaining magic to the ungifted is difficult, like trying to describe colours to someone who has been blind since birth." Chosen Moltar

 

"I don't like the term weaving. I'm commanding the elements to blast my enemies to ash, not making a rug." Karmal, arguing with a trainer at age fourteen

 

Training grounds are central to the daily lives of Gladiators. They spend most of their lives in practice, constantly honing their skills. The training grounds in Camp Valorous cover a wide area that was once used to train soldiers. A lightly wooded area holds obstacle courses and several long trails for running. The main grounds are a wide expanse of well-kept white sand, constantly used for exercise and drill. This is where most of the fighters engage in their daily physical regimens. This area, open to all Gladiators to use without special supervision, is called the Common Grounds, Commons for short. It is a social location, the best place to meet other Gladiators, and it is always busy. Gladiators spend at least half their days in exercise and training and even late at night, while the rest of the citizens sleep, one can often hear the clash of blades or see the flash of spells upon the Commons.

In Camp Valorous Gladiators can also practise in the arena on days when there are no performances. These sessions are usually open to the people of the town, and it is a good opportunity for fans and Gladiators to get to know each other better. Some townsfolk bring their children to watch the Gladiators perform feats of skill and wondrous spells, gaining an appreciation of the Great Games without exposure to the bloodier aspects. Practising in an arena also helps a Gladiator become more familiar with its quirks; many Gladiators obsess about their arenas nearly as much as they love their gear.

A dozen smaller, more private, facilities are also available to Gladiators in Camp Valorous who wish to avoid the prying eyes of their peers. Using these facilities, however,  requires the supervision of an officer of the Deliberative. There are two main reasons that Gladiators make use of private facilities. First, many teams feel there is a vital competitive advantage in developing their tactics and moves in secret; it allows them to surprise their foes in other factions and show up rivals within their own faction. Secondly, some of the moves and spells learned by Gladiators are extremely difficult, and the results of performing them poorly can be spectacularly embarrassing. Thus, many prefer learning these more difficult moves away from the judging eyes of their peers, at least until they can show off their new abilities without making fools of themselves. Of course it might be also be worth noting that any Gladiator who is inclined toward introversion would find these private fighting grounds much to his liking.

 

-----o

 

Gavin preferred the privacy of smaller training grounds. He and Ravius were trying to learn a new spell and had been practising for several hours now. Cogimancy is the hardest of the common magical disciplines to practise. This is because most spells of this class of magic alter or attack a target's mind, and consequently require a living target and not just a practice dummy. Another difficult aspect of learning these spells is that the targets instinctively try to resist, which makes weaving the spell-pattern much more difficult. Gavin was fortunate that Ravius was a fellow Cogimancer; he always had a willing volunteer to test his spells on.

The spell Gavin was trying to learn, Michella's Mind Melter, commonly called the Brain Burster, was one of the more gruesome attack spells in a Cogimancer's arsenal. The spell was a vastly overpowered variation of the mental blast which he frequently used. The current theory behind the spell was that it turned the user’s mental impulses into intense heat and explosive kinetic energy, which, in turn, would cause the target to panic creating more mental energy and thus more heat and... BOOM! The target's brain would explode, usually with enough force to burst their skull, like a firework going off in a ripe melon. He and Ravius could not practice this spell on each other; it was too lethal, so they required other test subjects.

Gavin was not sure if he believed the energy conversion bit; assigning scientific explanations to magic had always seemed somewhat questionable to him. If a spell could alter reality, how could a discipline grounded in observation and measurement explain it? The only magical discipline that was consistent in the eyes of science was Artifice, which rarely saw use in the arena. Gavin felt that this was because Artificers were generally inclined to think scientifically, dealing with mechanical constructs and feats of engineering, lending the same qualities to their magic.

Since the two Gladiators could not practice the Brain Burster spell on each other they were forced to use animals, goats in this case. Gavin was starting to regret his decision to learn the spell, not liking the idea of killing the helpless animal tethered before him. A bored young Grey-Robe shared the small private training room with them. She seemed more interested in her book than watching the two Gladiators.

"HAHA! Oh sweet Ezuis, did you see that last one little brother?" Ravius' face lit up as he doubled over with laughter. "BOOM! Who says Cogimancy is boring? The crowds are going to sing our names when we pull this one off!" Ravius had managed to weave and cast the difficult spell twice already; each time causing a disgusting eruption of bone, blood, and smoking, stinking grey matter. The smiling skirmisher was enjoying himself greatly and failed to notice that Gavin had not even cast the spell a single time.

Ignoring Ravius, Gavin focused intently on the goat in front of him. He could channel the raw power required to fuel the spell with little difficulty. Weaving the spell-pattern, however, to translate all that raw magic power into a proper Brain Buster was where it all fell apart. He tried it again and again, following the instructions carefully, but the weave collapsed each time, just before he could complete it. Truth be told, he was unsure he wanted to complete the weave; he did not like the idea of killing an animal just to learn a spell. Yet, although he was more than ready to give up, he did not wish to explain to his friend that he really just didn't want to blow up an innocent animal. What would Ravius think of him then?

Why does it have to be goats, he thought. Goats never hurt anyone. I'll never face a goat on the fighting grounds. Why not let us practice on free-willed zombies? Bloody Reckoning; I'd rather blow up rapists or child molesters than helpless animals. He stared at the goat, feeling a kind melancholic nausea creep through him. Despite his internal monologue he understood that the Deliberative had not chosen goats just to test him or cause him discomfort. They were very common in the rocky highlands near Camp Valorous, and thus frequently used when training required live test subjects. The goat stared back at him, its strange eyes betraying no emotion, apparently unaware of the carnage that Ravius was inflicting among its comrades.

Time dragged on. Gavin could complete the spell-pattern, but he did not want to kill the goat. He wondered if this confirmed his fears that he was a coward. The goat's eyes seemed to bore deep into his soul, judging him like some primal god, finding him wanting. The young Grey-Robe turned a page in her book; the crisp sound of the paper was like the rumbling thunder of an angry sky in Gavin's ears. Sweat dripped from his brow. He stared; the goat stared back. Time continued to pass with agonizing slowness. Ravius whooped again as he managed the spell a third time. 

Gavin was so lost in his own head that he did not notice the Grey-Robe leave her seat and glide silently across the room to stand next to him. He startled when a crisp feminine voice spoke from behind him, breaking his concentration.

"Honoured Gladiator, perhaps I can help?" The young Grey-Robe's voice was calm and coldly formal, but he could detect an undercurrent of something else beneath her surface tone. He realized she was actually as young as she looked; she did not yet have that veiled look in her eyes that marked the older Gifted.

Ravius watched with interest, partly because the Grey-Robe was an attractive woman, but also out of curiosity. Officers of the Deliberative were mostly Vassals, and thus they were supposed to be cut off from any aspects of their Gift that could be used for destructive purposes. Still he had witnessed them use spells that stunned or injured; he often wondered about the true capabilities of the Grey-Robes who policed them. How could she help Gavin learn a spell she was not supposed to know?

"Uh..." Gavin was a little taken aback; he preferred to avoid the attention of any agent of the Deliberative, a common attitude among Gladiators. "I wouldn't mind the help I suppose."

Ravius hid his interest by blasting the head off another goat, channelling a surge of power that left him slightly dizzy. He let out a delighted whoop as he did so, playing the fool. Best she think he was not paying attention...

The Grey-Robe let down her hood, smiling at Gavin as she did so. At first he was struck by the similarities to Sadira. (In fact, he unconsciously contrasted every woman to his love, for she was often in his thoughts)  The Grey-Robe's skin was pale and flawless and her upper ears were gracefully pointed. Unlike Sadira, this woman's hair and eyes were as pale as her skin. Her features were more delicate and spoke of sunshine and brightness rather than the contrast of moonlight and shadow, a Light-Elf.

"Open your mind to me," the Light-Elf girl said to him. Her tone was firm, but not imperious, so he did so. Her expression was wilful, like Sadira's, but she lacked the vibrant physicality and powerful presence of his Gladiatrix lover. He relaxed his mental defences, but only a little. He did not want a member of the Grey-Robes rooting around in his mind like a pig searching for heretical truffles.

"Relax, I don't want your secrets Honoured Gladiator," she smiled, disarming him with her bright expression, "not yet at any rate. This might be uncomfortable though, do you have any problems taking orders from a woman?"

"Um... no." He suddenly realized what she was going to do, and grimaced. "You're going to use a Dominate spell on me, aren't you?"

"Yep," she nodded. He could see the ghost of a smile on her face for a moment. "I can't weave the spell for you, I don't know it, of course, but my spell should force you to weave it properly."

"HA! Don't worry lass. He's used to being told what to do. I'm surprised he does not wear a leash! " Ravius howled with laughter, still playing the fool. Gavin rolled his eyes, well aware that Ravius was clowning for the Grey-Robe's benefit.

"Oh lick a cow's..." Gavin's retort was cut short as the Light-Elf channelled power into a spell-weave, sending a powerful impulse coursing through his mind. Caught off guard, his attention focused on Ravius, he was less able to resist. His eyes met the goat's eyes. Instead of the defenceless animal, he suddenly saw Valaran diVolcanus' hateful blue orbs. Power surged through him, a molten torrent. His desire to resist faded, and he wove the spell-pattern with ease. His target's eyes widened for just a moment, and then disappeared in the resulting explosion. He pushed the Grey-Robe out of his mind. "Dammit... I wasn't ready!"

"I doubt if I could have pushed you do it if you had been ready, Gladiator." She did not meet his gaze. "Dominating another Gifted is very hard if his guard is up, and I sense you have a very strong mind... I am sorry if I offended you, though."

He was smouldering with anger, feeling a little used, but held his tongue. She had tricked him into killing that goat. On the other hand as far as she knew, the little Grey-Robe was actually helping him. He let out a deep breath, calming himself.

"I think you should be able to do it on your own this time." She pointed to a fresh victim in the enclosure beside the first. The goat appeared blithely unaware of the fate of its brethren, chewing hay and staring at Gavin with strange eyes. He stood still, feeling sick and trapped.

"I can help you again if you wish," she said, in a soft voice full of iron.

Anger welled in him; she went too far. Again, he looked into the goat's eyes. A torrent of power erupted through him as he channelled. He would not be toyed with. He wove the spell-pattern and sent the power coursing through it. The goat's head burst like a rotten egg thrown against a wall.  He moved to the next pen and repeated the steps. Although part of him was sickened by the carnage he was causing, another part of him exulted in the ease with which he could use this immensely powerful spell that many of his peers could not master. He channelled again, giving in to the electric thrill of so much energy coursing through him. The spell-weave formed easily, almost without effort this time. The release was orgasmic. The creature's head popped like a balloon full of blood and brains.

He breathed out, calming himself. He was sickened by the pointless destruction he caused, but this was partly over-ridden by the exultation he felt at mastering the spell. 

"Excellent!" The little Grey-Robe's amber-yellow eyes, bright and terrible as the sun, met Gavin's. He sensed a hint of defiance in her and wondered. What was her angle in all of this. He saw her chin rise with just a hint of petulance under his gaze. She suddenly seemed very young to him. Training methods for the Gifted were often harsh; he wondered what inner daemons plagued this girl. Slowly, he relaxed; seeing everyone he met as an enemy would do him no good. After all, whose fault was it that he had agreed to train in this spell? All his ire drained away.

"I wonder what your superiors would say about your training methods?" he said, chuckling. When she opened her mouth to protest he spoke quickly. "I’m joking; I'll make sure they know how helpful you have been...miss?"

"Cleothera," she smiled, looking slightly embarrassed and greatly relieved. "You are Gavin Orphanus and you, Ravius Vergerus. I already know your names and histories; no need for introductions." She seemed more than a little pleased at turning the tables on Gavin with this comment.

Ravius took the opportunity to move in smoothly, pouring on the charm."Well little sister, since you know so much about us, it is only fair that you tell us a little about yourself, perhaps over drinks?"

Much to Gavin's surprise the little Grey-Robe laughed and accepted their invitation without any hesitation.

 

-----o

 

Gavin and Sadira's next match took place in a much altered arena. A deep channel bisected the fighting grounds, its depths glistening with pointed metal spikes. A stone bridge, broad enough for them to stand shoulder-to-shoulder, crossed this vicious looking chasm. Although it appeared sturdy, the bridge lacked any railing or safety features that would give an unlucky Gladiator a chance to save himself if knocked off the span. A late autumn rain fell steadily, and both Gladiators knew that this would make the smooth stones of the bridge slick and treacherous. Gavin, who normally liked the rain, was more than a little nervous about how easy it would be for them to lose their footing and plunge into the chasm.

"As a positive, it should make it easier for us to knock them from the bridge," Sadira said, flexing her fingers as she surveyed the audience. The crowd was cheerful and boisterous despite the weather. "This should be an easy match. We'll look good out there."

"You always look good," smiled Gavin, taking the easy compliment. Sadira smirked back, eyes sparkling even as she shook her head.

"At least with Glamour I don't have to worry about rain and wind ruining my hair." She ran her hand through the long, thick forest of black spikes on her head, which fell back into place immediately. "I don't know how ungifted women survive without it."

Gavin shrugged. He imagined some could go to expensive Glamour salons, but he had never really thought about it. He kept his own hair short.

The trumpets blared and the two Gladiators entered the arena. Swift-footed Sadira rushed forward, Gavin trotting behind her, watching her eager strides. His heart lurched as she broke into a run on the treacherously wet bridge, leaping into the air half way across, landing in crouch. She slid on the slick stones to the end of the bridge, drawing her wicked swords in salute to the spectators as she came to rest.

Gavin drew his blade as well, but he got the distinct impression they were mostly cheering Sadira, his love. He felt a little tingle of jealousy, but pushed it aside as he took his place beside her. She deserved the admiration she got. The first wave of enemies would come from the west, the traditional direction in most matches, since the great city of Krass, beating heart of the Domains, lay on the eastern shore of the continent.

Sadira revelled in the way the crowd roared when the announcer shouted her name; she was still enjoying the afterglow of her hard fought victory over Evoni and Marisu, Moltar's proteges. It had bought her great prestige in the eyes of local arena patrons.

The trumpets sounded and their enemies rumbled forth, heavy plated armour clanking as they moved relentlessly toward the bridge. Gavin and Sadira knew them to be the Stitched, a type of Zombie often used for arena fodder. To most of the crowd, they appeared to be grim, ghostly warriors, clad in fearsome black armour.  Glowing red eyes and wicked serrated blades made them look particularly demonic on this cold, grey, stormy autumn afternoon.

In bridge battles the audience prefers the teams that eschew the easy kill, cheering loudest when a Gladiator knocks an enemy off the bridge. It is considered very bad form to finish such a battle without knocking at least one body into the spiked abyss for the pleasure of the spectators.

"On you, jumping!" communicated Sadira as Gavin strode forward to meet his foes in the middle of the stone bridge. She tensed and then pushed forward, vaulting over Gavin's shoulder as he crashed into them shield first. She wrapped her legs around the armoured head of the nearest creature, slashing her blades at the others as it started to fall. She rode it down toward the abyss, unwrapping her legs from her opponent and pushing off of its body as it slipped over the edge of the stone bridge. The audience let out a collective gasp. She channelled power into a primal surge, lending her the strength to flip backwards, dropping onto the wet stones behind Gavin. She landed perfectly on the slick stones, revelling in the thrill of the stunt. The crowd roared to its feet, thundering approval.

Chosen's Oath, she has no fear at all, thought Gavin, with a mixture of trepidation and admiration. He pushed into them, using his shield as a battering ram. The Stitched were strong but clumsy. Powering forward, step by step, muscles bulging, he leaned into them. An errant blade bit into his side. He shouted wordlessly, heaving forward with a surge of adrenaline. Two of his enemies lost their footing on the slippery narrow bridge and plunged into the chasm, joining their brother flailing on the spikes below. The crowd cheered as they fell.

Sadira moved in to stand behind him, showing her approval with the cruel smile she wore in the arena. He nodded to her and they swept forward. Shadows seemed to coalesce on Sadira's obsidian blades as she whirled into the Stitched. It was mostly for show; undead were rarely fooled by shadow manipulation. Gavin followed her,  his blood on fire, pushing them back with his lion-headed shield, thrusting his spear at any who got too close to her. He ignored the wound in his side.

A sword grazed Sadira and she snarled as it drew blood, quickly hacking the arm off the offending undead assailant with a vicious backhand stroke. Her twin obsidian blades danced among her enemies, dark and deadly in the shadow of the storm. She revelled in the exertion, her heart singing with triumph as she cut down her enemies, Gavin at her side. As the last of the armoured corpse-men fell, she let loose an ear splitting war-shriek and crossed her swords above her head, posing for the audience. They answered with cheers. She drank their responding praise, feeling the cold rain on her face.

Gavin watched her: at times like this Sadira radiated vitality, seeming otherworldly and magnificent, a pure, primal being unspoiled by the ugly reality around her. His eyes met hers and he felt a surge of energy, as if she loaned him some of her own life essence, unspoiled and radiant. His wound had closed. He thumped his spear-holding hand against his chest in response. As they smiled at each other, enjoying the moment, the gates opened to admit the rest of their opponents.

Two towering figures strode into the arena, trolls armed and armoured much like the corpse-men. Gavin thought he recognized both of them from his last match, although their gear was different this time. They moved toward the bridge from opposite sides, bearing heavy axes and tall shields. They looked impressive, unstoppable, but the Gladiators knew toppling the massive creatures off of the narrow bridge's slick stones would be much easier than killing them.

The two trolls advanced onto the bridge cautiously, making sure their footing was good, keeping their thick metal shields in front of them. Gavin had to admit the glowing red eyes that had been glamoured onto them were a nice touch; they looked even more demonic than the shambling stitched that now twitched in the chasm below them.

The Gladiators stood back to back, still like statues, feeling the rain wash over them. The trolls moved forward bit by bit, taking a more measured approach than the mindless undead. Tension mounted among the spectators. The trolls loomed over the Gladiators, huge and menacing.

With sudden grace, Sadira whirled away from the troll she was facing, sprinting toward the beast bearing down on her partner. Gavin powered forward, matching her long strides. The troll, surprised, swung its axe in a powerful arc sweeping from one side of the bridge to the other. Nimble Sadira jumped over the swinging weapon, bringing her armoured, spiked boot up into a flip-kick that struck under the chin of her foe, staggering the massive troll. At the same time, Gavin ducked under the same axe, his spear-thrust hitting the creature in the knee at the exact moment that Sadira's kick landed. The troll stumbled. Gavin stood up and shoved, acutely aware of the loud footsteps of the other troll as it charged in. Sadira dropped to the bridge behind him. Their victim toppled into the pit, grabbing at him, but falling short as Gavin backpedalled.

The other Troll, in an unexpected move, did not even try to take a swipe at the agile Gladiatrix as she landed on the bridge. It brushed past, ignoring her slashing blades, and chopped at Gavin, who was still off balance from avoiding the falling troll's grasping hands. He saw something huge moving out of the corner of his eye, and twisted, desperately trying to get his shield up and his feet into position. The axe hit him in the shoulder armour, crunching through the mithril plates with tremendous force. Gavin reeled, desperately trying to keep his balance, blood spurting from his ruined shoulder. He hung on the edge of the abyss for what seemed to be an eternity before toppling off, falling down into the harsh spikes.

The last thing he saw was vengeful Sadira appearing behind the troll on its back, eyes burning with rage, screaming her terrible war-cry, wicked blades crossing her foe's throat and cutting deep, sending out a great spray of blood. Then he hit the bottom, cruel spikes piercing him all over. The last thing he heard was roar of the crowd.

 

-----o

 

When he regained consciousness, Gavin was happy to see Sadira looking down at him. He thought he saw tears on her rain soaked face. It always surprised him to see her cry; she was the fiercest person he had ever met. Hearing the cheers of the crowd, he realized she had pulled him up from the pit without waiting for the Healers. He had expected to wake in the arena infirmary, and not on the fighting grounds. He could feel her magic flow into him, encouraging his body to mend itself. He smiled. She had come down into the pit to get him; a difficult task. The arena medics would be furious.

The crowd had started to leave by the time they both got to their feet, eager to get out of the rain. Theirs was the last match of the day. Only a few die-hard fans remained cheering loudly as the two Gladiators finally rose, together, and saluted them.

 

-----o

 

Later that night, when they returned to the spacious house they shared with their friends, they found a pile of gifts and letters waiting for them. Sadira felt a warm sense of delight, as she loved communicating with her fans and followers; she dutifully answered every letter they sent to her, often taking many hours to do so.

Omodo looked on sadly. No one had ever sent the massive Rhino-man a letter of appreciation. Vintia nudged the giant Armodon, and pointed toward a wooden board made up of black and white hexagons, hoping to divert his attention with a game of Chosen's Gambit.

Gavin noticed that Sadira had overlooked a small parcel addressed to her. Patting Omodo on the back, as he went by, he brought it to the bedchamber that he and Sadira shared. She looked at it curiously, shook it, and opened it.

Inside was a beautifully crafted gold ring adorned with a cunningly shaped scorpion made from black pearl and pure onyx. Sadira held it up to the light, enthralled. Her eyes glowed with appreciation of the perfectly chosen gift.

"That's quite the patron gift! What does the card say?" asked Gavin, smiling at his love's delight. He was well aware of how much work Sadira put into performing in the arena and encouraging her fans with thoughtful responses to their letters and gifts. He was glad it was paying off.

The accompanying note was written in elegant, flowing script, written on rich jasmine scented paper. "It says... to Sadira Lacivia, the only thing I have ever wanted from the Reds." She tried the ring on. "The signature at the bottom says VV.  The ring fits perfectly too. How thoughtful. Looks like you have competition, my love."

Gavin started to smile at her joke, but his retort died in his throat as the realization of who had sent the gift hit him like cold steel twisting in his gut.




  

Chapter Fifteen: To the Future
 

1143/01/07 AR, Camp Valorous, test match for the Third Rank

 

"A fearless man is one who simply lacks the capacity to feel fear. A brave man is one who feels fear and has learned to overcome it. In mastering his fear the brave man hones his will and becomes stronger." Victor diTavalon, Warbound.

 

Even as the harsh highland winter buried the roads in snow and lashed the town with screaming frozen winds, the vital pace of Camp Valorous did not seem to slacken. Soldiers came and went, going to and from the Wall, the wheels of duty always grinding forward, regardless of the state of the roads and nature's wrath.

Occasionally cloaked figures or ornate wagons would be seen, an escort in tow, and rumours about the new-comers would fly through the town, spreading like a flock of swift-winged ravens dispersing from their roost. For the townsfolk and soldiers, glimpses of the Chosen and their favoured servants were more than mere gossip; these appearances often heralded shifts in military organization, promotions and demotions, and even the beginning of major new campaigns. Such was the ebb and flow of Camp Valorous and the surrounding area; events never really stopped, only slowed down; even the great New Year's celebrations which brought every major city of the Domains to a halt for five days only slowed the bustling military town a little.

Gladiators do not fight during the New Year's festival, and only the most ardent spend more than an hour or two a day on practice during these holidays. It is a time of near universal joy in the Domains, with big cities, small towns, and country neighbours all vying with each other to host the best celebrations. The Factions put aside their traditional methods of dispute, and try to outdo each other in baking contests, decoration, hosting, and even cleaning up after the holiday. The Deliberative were very accommodating to Gladiators during this time, escorting their charges without complaint so that they could join in the general celebrations or travel to visit relatives.

It was during their last festival in the highland town, that Ravius had discovered the Sword and Standard, an outstanding old pub tucked away on a time-worn street just off the town centre. It was built in an old headquarters building, still decorated by the faded standards of the greatest legions that had served here since the town was young. The building was sturdy and comfortable, having that priceless well-worn feeling that all of the best taverns share. The hearty fare, strong drinks, and excellent service greatly attracted the six Gladiators, as did the chance to interact with townsfolk and soldiers outside the arena.

Pale, bright Cleothera had insinuated herself rather easily into their little group. Gladiators are naturally suspicious of those who watch over them. There is an endless supply of rumours, suspicions, and stories about the Deliberative that circulate in every place Gladiators gather. On the other hand, nothing about Cleothera gave any indication that she was trying to spy on them. More importantly, having an eager Officer of the Deliberative available to escort them whenever they wanted to roam was immensely convenient. They now frequented the Sword and Standard several times a week, preferring it over the Laughing Giant in the Gladiators' quarter. For her part Cleothera seemed glad of the opportunity to socialize with any other Gifted close to her own age, complaining that her co-workers in the Deliberative were all "old and stuffy".

Sadira wondered how many other Gladiators found themselves in the same position. Their kind worked closely with the Deliberative, relationships were bound to occur. She found herself enjoying Cleothera's company; the Light-Elf girl was talkative, always willing to share whatever information she was allowed with them. Gladiators outside the Campus Martius and the Great Arenas find it hard to keep up with the latest news and culture simply because they tend to be isolated in their own little sections of town and have limited access to communications devices. Cleothera was delighted to fill them in, providing colour to the world outside the confines of the arena and the Gladiators' quarters.

 

-----o

 

On the day of Sadira and Gavin's fifteenth fight, a ranking match, they found themselves enjoying a hearty breakfast at the Sword and Standard with all of their friends, including Cleothera. The smell of lamb and potato stew cooking, the clinking of mugs full of the mixture of bitter chocolate, sweet whiskey, and strong coffee favoured by locals on a cold winter morning, and the conversations of other patrons provided the backdrop for their meal. Sadira and Gavin were quietly discussing tactics for their match later that day, when Cleothera's silvery laughter broke their reverie.

"You'd make a terrible Chosen, Ravius." She poked a finger into the chest of the broadly grinning Gladiator. "No offence, dear, but I could just imagine you calling Chosen Moltar, or Chosen Gorixus "little brother" at a Council of the Chosen and starting a civil war."

"But just imagine the parties, Cleo." Ravius's grin widened as he realized that they now had the attention of the rest of the group."The best foods from all over the empire, the finest vintages and the best brewed beers, the..."

"...Harem of nubile young vassal girls trained in the most deviant and decadent of pleasure-magics?" Sadira quickly interrupted, her lips curling into a poison-sweet smile. Cleothera and Vintia laughed. 

"He'd give Chosen Silvius a run for his money in the bunga-bunga department for sure," chimed Karmal.

"I'm glad my name is becoming synonymous with long nights of wild, creative, orgiastic sex among you ladies," Ravius retorted, chuckling. "Feel free to repeat your accusations as often and as loudly as you wish. But back to your original accusation Cleothera; I think I would make an excellent addition to the ranks of the Chosen. My humour and grace would certainly brighten up the grim politics of the Council. And, you must admit, the people of the Domains would love me."

"Sure; but what about your policies? What kinds of positive changes would you bring to the Domains Ravius?" Cleothera retorted.

"Well. For one I would extend match times in the Great Games; the current time limits are unfair. Some of us prefer to wear down our opponents," Ravius said earnestly, looking around at his friends. "...and I would push to make food subsidies for the poorest citizens available in every Domain. People should not starve when we have both the magic and the productivity to supply their needs, just to keep prices high. The greatness of any civilization is measured by how it treats its poor and meek."

Ravius looked around, half-defiant. It was a common source of contention in the Domains; some of the Chosen did not allow the subsidy in their Domains because they claimed it made their people lazy or dependent.

"Spoken like a true Red!" Omodo's voice rumbled in loud approval. "Although I cannot support the change to time limits; it would favour defenders too much."

"Not to mention make the matches boring," added Karmal. "The Games are a spectator sport Ravius; the crowds got bored in the old days, watching people bash away at each other indecisively. You might as well suggest that Heavies get to wear full-coverage plate armour again."

"I do like the idea of extending food programs though," Sadira said, thinking. "But you would run into opposition from the Blues as well; they don't support spending public funds unless it helps the Chosen and the Merchants, right? And they might have a point, too; farmers do need to make money."

Ravius shrugged. "I know, it is a complicated and contentious issue; but as a Chosen you have a lot of time to spread your influence; and that's something I am good at... Besides if we shy away from problems just because they don't have easy solutions then our best days as a society are behind us. That's how I feel. How about the rest of you, what will you do if... when you take your place among the Chosen?

No one answered immediately, so Ravius pointed at Karmal.

"Well, I'd like to introduce greater oversight into private arenas," Karmal responded, brow furrowing. The rest of them listened intently. "Men like Meady Mox should not be allowed to have any say at all in other people's lives. Ever. He only got to that position because he was well-connected. Think of all the careers people like him have ruined; It just isn't right to let that continue. They may grumble about lost profits, but in the end I think it would be better for private arena owners as well; people like Mox give them all a bad name and make it hard for the Factions to work with them."

Mox was a touchy subject with Karmal; none of them had heard the full story about how and why she had killed the Dreadwood Arena Master, and why the Deliberative let her get away with it. She had shrugged off detailed questioning from Sadira and Vintia many times, saying she didn't want to talk about it. Sadira wondered if their new friend, Cleothera might know. They all nodded in agreement; it was the most Karmal had spoken to any of them about Mox since leaving Dreadwood. The red-haired Gladiatrix seemed on the verge of saying something else for a moment, but then it passed.

"That's a good idea," intoned Gavin, remembering Sadira holding up Bella's head in triumph. Bella and Cat had been willing pawns in Mox's game; a senseless Deathmatch that might have been avoided if more regulations had been in place.

"I would also make my Domain in the north, in the Sky Islands." Karmal added, changing the subject. "I visited them once with my father... they were so beautiful. Crystal waters, rocky coasts... we even saw a sea serpent!"

"Frigid as a frost-blade though," noted Ravius innocently. "Although, that should suit you…"

Karmal made a rude gesture.

"I'd make my Domain in the hills beyond the Brighthoof plains," Omodo said after Karmal declined to continue. "A place like that appeals to my people. My parents would have loved it there."

"It would also open up another front against the Beastmen in the south," Vintia noted. "It’s not a bad idea, as long as you don't mind building some fortresses."

"Just because I am a charger, do not think I have not learned the value of protection," responded the Armodon, winking at her while tapping his heavy breastplate. Vintia smiled. "I would also make it easier for outsiders to gain citizenship in the Domains; the manpower and exposure to new ideas make increased immigration worth the risk, especially since we are founding new Domains and expanding," he shrugged. "I could go on, but I think you get the idea."

"I would make it harder for low-ranking Gladiators to get into a Deathmatch." Vintia spoke, pinching her lower lip. "Too many lives are ended, too early. You can earn a lot of glory from an early Deathmatch victory, but very few new Gladiators are able to assess that kind of risk properly. We all think we are unbeatable when we first leave training. I'd like to limit Deathmatches to rank two and higher."

"I'd support that idea if they allowed executions in normal matches," Sadira added, even though her first Deathmatch kill had been before the second Rank. "The fans love the extra drama and audience participation of a good execution. The risk of lasting damage or death is not any higher than getting tapped out any other way."

"I'd bet you could get the popular assembly to vote that in," noted Cleothera, dryly.

"I would also end the manpower tithe," said Vintia. "The soldiers here are all in favour of a full volunteer army; it makes sense if you think about it. Krass and most of the progressive Domains have done away with the draft. It seems wrong to take children away from their mothers and fathers to send them to war or labour camps."

They all nodded silently. Most of the Gifted know the pain of being taken from their families all too well, even those like Sadira who are lucky enough to re-connect after training.

Vintia noted several other, very technical changes she would make; they were all well thought out, as she had a mind for details. Then she passed the floor to Sadira while they all refilled their mugs with pleasantly hot beverages. Gladiators may not suffer from the cold like the ungifted do, but they still enjoy a hot drink on a frigid winter's day.

"I would make laws to preserve some of our wild spaces," said Sadira thoughtfully. "With the advances in artifice and alchemy magics, we can harvest resources so much more quickly than before, but we also have a much greater need for them; we need to be careful if we don't want our forests and parks to end up as barren wastelands, as they have in some Domains."

"That would ruffle some feathers in the Council of the Chosen!" said Cleothera with a smile.

"No serious decision ever satisfies absolutely everyone," said Sadira with a shrug. "I would also seek to end a lot of the abuses against Vassals in some Domains. The plight of a young girl with the Gift, who chooses not to become a Gladiatrix, in Volcanus is quite horrible I've heard. The Grey-Robes should protect them as well."

Gavin looked at Ravius, remembering the two broken-eyed women in Valaran diVolcanus's shadow.

"I wish we could," said Cleothera sadly. "Last time we tried to force that issue it almost led to the dissolution of the Deliberative though. The Chosen don't like us interfering in their Domains; even those who abhor the way Moltar treats his people side with him against us on that issue."

"Sure, some of them even rebelled when it was decided that the Deliberative would supervise the training of Gladiators," said Gavin, "but I doubt any of the current Chosen would voice a desire to return to the old, corrupt system of training and schooling now; at least in public."

"That doesn't mean they aren't trying, behind the scenes," said Cleothera, her pale eyes piercing as she turned to him "What about you Gavin?"

He laughed. "I doubt I have much chance of becoming a Champion, much less a Chosen. I might retire and teach."

"You can found your School in my domain, beloved," said Sadira softly, putting her hand on Gavin's shoulder.

Ravius laughed. "Come on now, don't be so serious, little brother. Let us say you beat Valaran in a glorious battle at the Championships. What then?"

"Well, purely hypothetically," he paused, thinking. "I would work to heal the wounds of the Reckoning; I'd strive to make sure that one day the Gifted and regular people will be able to live in harmony with each other. No more choosing to become a Gladiator or a Vassal at a young age; the Gifted should be tested and taught to use their abilities for the betterment of everyone, without the threat of Heresy held over our heads. I desire freedom from this great machine that has been put in place around our kind, and when I am free, I will work to free others. No one should have to waste their lives in the arena just to avoid being cut off from their magic. No one should be labelled a traitor because they don't want to give up Gifted child. No one should be called a Heretic because they chose the wrong path. There has to be a better way. That's what I would work toward if I were a Chosen."

In questioning the unquestionable, he had given voice to an unstated desire that they all shared. They stared at him, taken aback by his frankness. A few patrons at nearby tables turned their heads to him as well. He gazed back, his eyes steady. It was a child's fantasy, akin to ending poverty or disease; the Gifted were too dangerous to be free in most people's eyes. And yet it was also true; they all wanted to live their lives according to their own wishes. He had given voice to the dichotomy of desires that most Gifted shared, to be accepted and respected as Gifted while also being accepted by the rest of society without fear or reservation. A child's dream, and yet it was something that they should all strive for, even if it could never truly be achieved.

Silence reigned for a long moment until Cleothera took her delicate crystal wineglass in her pale, graceful hand and raised it toward Gavin. She alone did not seem shocked. "To the future," she said, softly. One by one, they raised their glasses and echoed her.

 

-----o

 

Sadira was silent as she and Gavin made their way to the arena. Halfway there she took his hand, lacing her fingers into his. He is such a dreamer, she thought, but I love him for this, more than anything.

Gavin was deep in thought, wondering what sort of test they would face this ranking match, but he smiled at her, drawing her close to enjoy her warmth.

 

-----o

 

The wind spoke of winter as the two Gladiators entered the arena. A hint of snow and a whisper of frost caressed them as they left the shadowed doorway of the Gladiator's entrance.  There was no snow on the fighting grounds; the white sands were warm as always in spite of the winter outside. Sadira smiled, thinking of the approaching spring.

The audience, many of whom had been waiting to see Sadira fight all day, belted out their warm greeting as the beautiful Shadow-Elf broke into her customary acrobatics, tumbling across the broad expanse of the fighting grounds, leaping impossibly high, drawing her curved obsidian swords at the apex of her leap. Gavin, trotting in her wake, stopped moving as she fell. She dropped out of the air to land on his armoured shoulders. Such was her grace that he barely felt the impact.

Sadira smiled happily as the adoring fans of Camp Valorous shouted her name. She saluted them with her twin obsidian blades and then dropped lightly to the ground beside her beloved, kissing him fiercely. She was still thinking of the dream he had voiced in the tavern earlier that day, the beautiful idea that the Gifted could one day be fully accepted among the people of the Domains. The trumpets sounded,  their bright brass call shattering her reverie.

A wave of cold hit the two Gladiators as the largest gate of the arena yawned open across from them, wood and brass doors shaking off a crust of ice. A monstrous manlike form, huge and menacing, stirred in the cloud of frost and shadow. The giant emerged onto the fighting ground and Gavin felt the light wane as if the bright sun itself had gone pale with dread at the sight of their foe. This creature seemed different than the last giant they had fought; its eyes shone with a cold malevolent intelligence that the one in Dreadwood had lacked. It had pale blue skin, long white hair and beard, and it carried an immense, frost-kissed greatsword. A haze of cold air surrounded the creature, causing a shimmer in the air. As it moved, ice cracked and reformed on its skin.

Gavin could see his own breath now, and he felt a gnawing dread take hold of him. The giant's rheumy, ice-coloured eyes gazed balefully at the duo. A shiver of fear ran up their spines. Gavin thought he saw something else moving in the creature's shadow. He shook his head as it began moving toward them, shaking the earth with its heavy tread, growing bigger and more menacing with each long stride, its frosted sword massive and terrible in the feeble light.

The audience, protected by magical barriers, still felt enough of the cold and fear emanating from the giant to send a thrill of terror through them.

Sadira breathed out, calming herself. She felt something unnatural at work, a nameless dread trying to worm its way into her mind; instinctively she grasped that this was part of the test. Gavin watched as she sprang forward. Her customary war-cry seemed strangely muted to him, her colours faded and washed out. He willed himself forward but did not move; his joints seemed frozen. Had cowardice claimed him at last? He felt ice on his feet and legs.

Sadira charged forward. The cold washed over her, sharp and numbing, as she neared the giant, but her desire for battle was all the warmth she needed. The giant swung its massive sword at her, leaving a train of snowflakes as it rent the air; she skipped aside without stopping, running through its legs, her own blades slashing out at the giant's knees.

Gavin pushed forward slowly. Ice formed thickly on him, slowing his progress and filling his body with numb agony as it threatened to envelop him. He could not escape the fact that he was afraid: afraid of being a coward; afraid of being laughed at by the audience; afraid that he might fail Sadira. His fear was ice and he felt as if he were trapped in a terrible blizzard. He could no longer see the giant clearly, nor Sadira, nor the audience. He was lost; alone. He had no family; his friends did not really care about him. The cold closed around him, robbing him of energy and vitality.

Sadira danced around the giant. She could sense that Gavin was in trouble but did not understand why, saw he was covered in frost, but the giant's merciless sword sought her out wherever she moved. Her attacks were drawing blood, bright red crimson dripping down pale blue skin, steaming in the cold; but none of them were deep enough to seriously wound the giant. She fought on, looking for an opening. Perhaps if she wounded the giant, its magic would falter and Gavin would be free. She began to shimmer as the frost melted around her.

Gavin stopped moving, overwhelmed with fear, crippled with self-loathing. The cold consumed him, drawing strength from his fear and dread. He wrestled with his despair, but could not push forward. He was afraid of being afraid. Everything was grey and cold to him, and hungry shadows closed in all around. The silence was deafening, the silence of a winter without end, the barren white graveyard of his many failures. Some part of him understood that his fear was one of the giant's weapons and kept struggling while the rest of him froze.

The audience saw the Gladiator slow, frost and ice covering his body. They saw that his partner was hard pressed and could not help him. They began to shout at him, trying to rouse him.

Gavin heard a distant voice. It sounded like Ravius. He heard others. Karmal, Omodo, Vintia, Arena Master Druth, Cleothera. They sounded distant, but it was enough encouragement that a small spark of courage flared. He took heart and resumed his struggle; he would not let Sadira down. I am not alone, he thought, and the ice stopped growing on his body. I am not a coward, he told himself, I will overcome my fear! His vision cleared; he saw Sadira and stumbled toward her.

"Your fear will not consume me!" he shouted at the Giant, and warmth flowed into his frost bitten limbs as the shouts of the audience spurred him to action. The sun seemed to brighten as he shouted his defiance, throwing of the pall of dread that had come upon him.

Sadira laughed out loud as the giant chased her. She felt like spring incarnate, fighting a war with recalcitrant winter, shouting with primal joy as her victory loomed. She stalked the beast, diving at it, sidestepping its hungry sword; wetting the ground all around it with red blood as she cut it with her graceful blades.

Gavin heard Sadira's laugh and suddenly the frost giant loomed large before him. The beast was sweeping its weapon low to the ground, trying to hit his beloved. She rolled gracefully under the blade and the giant turned its back on him as it swung at her again. Anger surged through Gavin and he moved behind its massive form. The Gladiator stepped under the giant's huge legs, thrusting his spear up with all his might. The brutal barbed spear point sank deep into its leg just below the groin, right into the thick artery for which he aimed. A great gout of hot blood splashed onto the ground, steaming. The giant kicked him away, sending him flying through the air to smash into the arena wall; he felt his bones crunch, some breaking under the impact, but he felt a savage surge of triumph as he saw his foe falter and watched Sadira move in for the kill. He struggled to his feet, raising his spear defiantly; the men and women in the stands joined him, shouting like warriors about to charge.

Savage Sadira made the giant pay for ignoring her and kicking Gavin. She channelled verdant power into a spell-weave and pointed her swords at the Giant's back. A thick spay of inch long thorns erupted into being, each one flying forth and sinking into the giant's thick hide with surprising ease. It bellowed in pain and turned to face her. Sadira smiled; the spell was not normally so effective, but it seemed this winter giant could not stomach the taste of the magic of growth and life that she wielded.

The great shaggy frost giant trembled in fear as cruel Sadira moved in. It stumbled, weak with blood loss and overcome by the agony from the living thorns taking root in its back. The unnatural cold dispersed, and everything seemed warmer and brighter. Sadira smiled, her red lips cruel in the bright light of the sun. She breathed in, moving fast as she exhaled.

She ducked the clumsy swing of the giant's heavy sword, running forward to drive one of her swords through the beast's foot and into the sand beneath, channelling green magic and weaving a grasping roots spell to tug at its other foot. Off balance from its swing and weak from its afflictions the creature could not resist her energetic assault. It fell backwards, crashing on to the ground, the last of its ice shaking loose to melt, steaming in the hot bloody sand. She let go of the blade in its foot, darted around a huge arm that lashed out at her as the beast flailed. The giant tried to sit up, but the cruel Gladiatrix slid her blade between its ribs, deep into its chest, finding its heart. Cruel and deadly, she twisted the blade, and the beast howled and she let loose a victorious war-scream drowning out its death-rattle. The crowd roared approval.

Gavin watched all of this unfold as he painfully picked himself up; he realized that a creature of fear and cold could never conquer Sadira. She was fearless, not afraid to fail, filled with verdant strength, and not worried about how others saw her. He smiled at her as she looked to him from where she was posing on the dead giant's chest, the very picture of triumph. She smiled back, vivacious joy written all over her features, then turned to the roaring crowd and saluted them with her elegant, gore covered blades.

As he left the arena, a little later, Gavin considered how close he had come to failure. He felt a little shiver, his breath clouding the air, for just a moment. He hurried on to the warmth of the baths and the arms of his love.




  

Chapter Sixteen: Farewell
 

1143/02/19 AR, Camp Valorous

 

"I would give all the glory I have ever earned to be in a peaceful place, surrounded by friends and family, full of joy. But because some few would sacrifice anything and everything for power and glory, I cannot take the peaceful path." Chosen Vandurion

 

Spring was in full bloom in Camp Valorous as the day of Gavin's sixteenth match dawned.  The symphonic morning songs of the yellow-greywing birds woke Gavin earlier than normal. It was their second spring in the military town, but now he was familiar enough with the place to notice the subtler differences spring wrought upon their little corner of the Gladiators' quarter.  The crisp highland air washed away the scents of industry and people, replacing them with the smell of new growth and nature's rebirth. The very rhythm of the place was more energetic, the townsfolk were happier now that winter was done and they could busy themselves with spring's labours.

The Gladiator breathed deeply, enjoying the purity of the air, watching his lover's peaceful breathing. He realized unexpectedly that he would miss this simple, bustling town on the edge of the Domains. Today would be their last match in Camp Valorous. They'd been invited to join the Red Faction roster at a place called Scorpion's Oasis, a resort town far to the south and east of them with a small, but well appointed, arena. Sadira was excited because Scorpion's Oasis served as a feeder arena for nearby Brightsand Halls, the Jewel of the South, one of the largest cities in the Domains. It was the seat of power of Chosen Giselle, one of the younger and more ambitious of that illustrious peerage, a woman who still took a very active interest in the arena.

Sadira had been ecstatic when she had heard the news. An invitation to join the Faction Games so soon after they'd achieved the third rank was a rare honour. Chosen Giselle was one of her role models, and she had emulated the famous woman's style, in fighting and fashion, as a girl. Gavin suspected that the recruiters who sent the invitation were primarily interested in Sadira; she was one of the best fighters the Faction had seen in many years. He was happy for her, but felt a little uneasy; he wanted to be accepted on his own merits. He also feared being separated from her as her career took her places he was not allowed to follow. 

He smiled. If any of them was worthy of joining the Chosen it was deadly, passionate Sadira; Scorpion's Oasis would take Gavin and the rest of them just to get her on their team. He looked at her, remembering how she had burst into tearful joy upon receiving the news. He had joked that it was the first time he had seen her cry. Happy on her behalf, he banished his unease; he would gladly follow her into the desert to fight at her side. They had celebrated long into the night on the day the invitation came.

On most days Sadira would be up first, always waking him with a passionate kiss, a questing mouth taking advantage of his morning-glory, or some other invitation to early love-making. This morning however, he woke first, and so enjoyed the silent feeling of companionship, watching her as she slept. He drank in the beauty of her face and form, unmoving in sleep yet somehow still radiating the pure, unconquerable vitality that defined her; lustrous hair cascaded from her pillows in wild disarray, perfectly contrasting with her ivory skin; her ample curves and broad shoulders rising and falling with each slow breath. He watched her breathlessly, caught in the moment, feeling his heart fill with love.

Her eyes opened, finding his immediately, and her lips curved into a wicked smile."Like what you see?" she asked after a long moment.

"In every way you can think of," he said seriously. "I love you, Sadira Lacivia."

"I was expecting some simple morning banter," she said softly, her pale cheeks flushing a little, her smile becoming one of deep contentment,  "but I will take sweet words like those any day."

Gavin held her gaze, plunging into the deep, dark purple pools of her eyes, losing himself for an endless heartbeat. Sadira savoured the moment, holding back her hunger for his touch, letting it build until she could no longer resist. And then she opened the gates and let desire flood over her. She gestured to him, her voice thick and sweet, like spiced honey. "Show me."

He did.

 

-----o

 

Afterwards, Gavin lay back in bed, lethargic and thoughtful, enjoying the afterglow of their amorous exertions. The scent of their love-making mingled with the odours of spring; it seemed somehow fitting to him. He watched his love as she moved about their rooms.

Sadira was energized by their dalliance. She was glad that Gavin never questioned her urges as some men come to do. She got up, cleaned herself with a simple Glamour, moving to a large mirror on the wall in their bedroom. It was a patron gift, perfectly made with a frame of rare woods. It picked up her reflection flawlessly. She could see Gavin watching her and smiled at his twin in the mirror. She then began to look at herself with a critical eye, examining the minute details of her own reflected form, channelling power as she did so.

Gavin watched her lazily. It was a familiar part of her morning ritual. Body-sculpting was the art of using magic to make permanent changes to one's body. It was a difficult discipline, requiring patience and self-control. Many gifted practised this art in one form or another. Body-sculpting could be used in conjunction with other magics to change a person's physical characteristics, such as Omodo's growth, but it was most often used for purely cosmetic purposes. The effects of body-sculpting could be very dramatic. Often people became addicted to it; ending up grotesque or inhuman as they pursued a confused vision of perfection that was unpalatable to anyone else. Gavin had been uneasy with the practice early on, arguing against it, but his fears were unfounded in this case. Sadira was far more subtle than most practitioners. He knew she had made some alterations since they first met, but they were so subtle and so well done that even he could not be entirely sure what she had changed. Life energy poured through her while she worked, weaving spell-patterns. After an hour or so of this she turned to him. By now he was out of bed and checking their gear. The match was still hours away but they would want to get some practice time in. He also wanted to enjoy a short run in the spring air with her.

"Should I change my hair?" The now familiar mane of black spikes bristled from her head; a savage crown, impressive and fearsome. She had worn her hair in the arena in the same way since their match against the crazed Manticore. Gavin liked the hair, although his reminiscence of their match with the mad creature was something he did not like to relive. The after-touch of its tainted magic still haunted his dreams sometimes.

"You should keep that style for this fight at least; the fans at Camp Valorous now see it as your personal look," he answered. "I saw two barmaids at the Sword and Standard with that exact cut last week. However, you can show me any other styles you've come up with. if you want..."

She smiled. She was very proud of her "little glamours", and delighted in the chance to show them off. Gavin wondered if a stranger would believe him if he described this part of their morning ritual, the fearsome and deadly Sadira Lacivia showing off her newest hair creations...

 

-----o

 

Gavin and Sadira stood with Vintia, Karmal, and smiling Ravius in the shadows of the Gladiator's entrance. They were mostly silent now, all banter having died away as the appointed time drew closer. Hulking Omodo sat nearby, eyes closed, massive war-maul on his lap, steadfastly ignoring the sounds of the excited audience in the arena outside.

The people of Camp Valorous had filled the seats for this event. This was the last time that many of them would have a chance to watch these six Gladiators fight. Sadira might be the biggest draw and the most celebrated of their group, but they each had their fans. Many of these people took great pride, like parents do with children, in the accomplishments of the young fighters who had been training in their town for the last two years.

"Spiders, eh?" said Ravius, breaking the silence. "I don't like Spiders, friends. It’s the eyes, so many, always staring."

"Well you'll get ample chance to show your dislike soon enough," said Vintia, glancing over her shoulder at Ravius. She smiled at him mocking-sweet. "If you stay near me, little brother, I'll make sure they don't eat you."

"Hold on now," Karmal looked over quickly from where she and Sadira were standing. "You're my protector this match Vintia."

"Oh so you want my shield now," said Vintia. "I remember how you spurned my skills not so long ago."

"How many times do I have to apologize for that?" Karmal said, rolling her eyes. "If you don’t shield me, I'm going to have trouble using my biggest spells..."

"Stick to the plan, ladies," Ravius intoned, mock serious. "I don't want to end up in a cocoon because you two start bickering like an old Dwarven couple..."

Omodo stood up, filling the corridor, his ears flicking to attention. A fraction of a second later they heard the trumpets call them into the arena. The big Armodon led them into the fighting ground, followed by Sadira, flanked by Karmal and Vintia, then Ravius and Gavin. They moved in formation, halting in the centre of the sands to draw their weapons in salute to the audience. The happy crowd cheered raucously, a few shouting Sadira's name above the din.

Giant Omodo planted his Maul on the ground and then knelt holding his hands in the air, arms level with his shoulders. Vintia and Karmal moved forward, stepping onto his massive frame and sitting on his biceps. Sadira vaulted lightly into the air, landing with her feet on the rhino-man's armoured shoulders. The audience cheered as Omodo stood up. Sadira kept her balance with easy grace, while heavily armoured Vintia looked ill at ease. The big Armodon held them there while the crowd whistled and clapped.

"Biggest cheer I've ever gotten!" Omodo joked as he put them down.

"Don't worry." Sadira smiled up at her huge team-mate. "One day people will roar your name my friend." The Armodon did not protest; she seemed so certain to him.

The trumpets sounded again, prompting doorways all around the fighting grounds to open. The six Gladiators formed a loose circle at the centre of the arena, bright weapons held at the ready, armour gleaming in the early evening moonlight. Hundreds of hate-filled eyes glinted at them from the shadows of the doorways. Karmal began drawing on her power. The peculiar sound of chattering reached their ears. Gavin and Ravius braced their long-hafted weapons for the charge.

"Come out you ugly little buggers!" shouted Ravius, hopping from one foot to the other, whirling his folded net.

As if responding to his shout the spiders burst from the dozen entrances swiftly, in unison, their spindly limbs carrying them toward the Gladiators with a quickness that unnerved many of the spectators. Their carapaces shone a sickly green in the moonlight and their eyes gleamed a hateful red. Their mouth parts chittered and clicked, eager for the kill.

Sadira felt her skin tingle as Vintia cast a protective stoneskin enchantment on her. She did not wait for the spiders to get to them, jogging in behind Omodo's thundering form. The giant Armodon slammed into the pack of arachnids before them, impaling one on his horn and sweeping away two more with a single broad sweep of his immense war-maul as they scattered to avoid him. Sadira vaulted up onto his shoulder and launched herself, landing where the spiders were thickest, her war-shriek sounding. Her twin obsidian blades swept out, finding the fat thoraxes of her enemies, spilling their bright green innards on the moonlit white sand. Whirling, swords drenched in gore, she danced her way back to Omodo, killing as she went.

Gavin impaled a spider on his spear, slamming a leaping arachnid out of the air with his lion-headed shield. Nearby, cunning Ravius cast his net, snaring a pair of the beasts who promptly began to slice themselves apart trying to escape from their barbed prison. The skirmisher howled in laughter, darting forward with his trident to slay another spider as it tried to climb over the struggling bodies of its cohorts.

Vintia was fending off a veritable wall of eight-legged nightmares, holding her massive tower shield in front of her. Despite her small size, she was sturdy and immovable, making full use of her lower centre of balance. Her long knight's blade darted out to wound a few, but she mostly concentrated on defending Karmal who bombarded their arachnid enemies with small jolts of fire, shocks of electricity, and sudden bursts of frost, while channelling power for stronger spells that took time to weave.

"Faster Karmal!" shouted Vintia, the spiders in front of her were now forming a living ramp, trying to climb over her tall shield as she swept them back with her sword. "I can't hold them much longer."

Gavin and Ravius moved closer, tightening the group's formation in response to Vintia's situation. Omodo and Sadira began to fall back as well; more and more spiders scuttling into the arena. The Gladiators fought on, giving ground as their innumerable foes climbed over the broken shells of their brethren to get at them. Gavin glanced at the massive doors in the arena wall that had not opened yet; and he fancied he heard something moving on the other side.

Karmal let out a shout as the sheer amount of power channelling through her lifted her off the ground. The crowd hushed expectantly; the flame-haired Gladiatrix was gaining a reputation for spectacular magic. The Gladiators reformed around her, fending off the pack. Ravius grunted as a spider bit him. Gavin's ears popped as Karmal finished weaving and her spell came into being.

Energy erupted all around them as Karmal shouted with triumph. Whirling pools of fire, chased by tongues of lightning, and sudden snaps of intense cold appeared all around them, in the midst of their eight legged foes. The air was filled with smoke, ozone, and frost and the sounds of a storm gone mad. Caught in the raw elemental chaos of Karmal's maelstrom, the spiders alternately burned, froze, or dissolved. Ravius threw one of his assailants back into the chaos, letting out a victorious whoop. In spite of the ferocity of the spell, the Gladiators remained untouched, the tendrils of the maelstrom could differentiate between friend and foe. The crowd shouted and clapped, enjoying the bright, beautiful spectacle of the magic. It was a very rare sight for many of them, wondrous and strange, like something out of a child's tale or some legend of the arena.

As the magic of the maelstrom faded the largest set of doors in the arena opened. More spiders scuttled into the fighting grounds, as something huge and vile climbed into the light behind them. The spectators shouted in shock and fear as the massive spider-creature dragged its bulk into the arena, its black and yellow carapace glistening in the moonlight, studded with spikes. The beast was like the rest of the spiders in shape, but warped and mutated by wild magic. Its slavering jaws spoke more of wolf than arachnid, despite the mandibles, and its forelegs were long and sharp, bent mantis-like to impale the creature's prey. It let loose a gurgling roar, dragging itself toward the Gladiators. It was a living embodiment of the Reckoning's taint, the lingering wild magic that warped the land and that all good folk in the Domains fear. The crowd recoiled.

Gavin, Vintia and Omodo moved to block its progress. It slowed and reared back, suddenly tall as a giant, slamming its spear-like forelegs downwards. The Gladiators backpedalled and dived out of the way as the massive points buried themselves in the sand, sending up a shower of sand and shaking the ground. As the Gladiators readied themselves, the spider-creature leaned in and roared at them again, shaking its abominable, mandibled and toothed maw back and forth. Much to their surprise it vomited foul globs of poisonous black tar as it did so, spraying a wide area.

Gavin instinctively lifted his shield to provide as much protection from the spray as he could, to himself and those nearby, but the black slime landed on one of his unprotected legs and arms. His skin burned as the acidic black venom ate into his flesh. He heard the others gasp in pain all around him.  He gritted his teeth, not daring to drop his guard to wipe the goo off while the creature was spewing more.

Sadira, whirling her deadly blades alongside Ravius, keeping their flanks clear of the smaller spiders, risked a look over at her comrades as the bellow ended. Gavin was still standing, trying to shake some slick black substance from his leg while backing away from the creature. Omodo was trying to wipe more of the same substance off his skin, snout twisted in pain. Vintia and Karmal seemed less affected, taking cover behind the little defender's massive tower shield. The spider-creature moved forward, lifted its massive foreleg-spears again. The Gladiators backed out of reach as they slammed down, Gavin half pulling Omodo with him.

Taking all this in instantly, Sadira channelled a burst of magic toward the stricken Omodo, weaving a spell; purging poison was one of the first things any student of Druidic magic learned. Her magic did not entirely neutralize the goo, but it helped. She could sense Omodo's relief. She turned back to the smaller spiders as they closed around, her sharp sabres singing death.

Karmal pelted the spider-creature with spells. Fire snaps and bolts of blue-white lighting scorched its carapace but did little to slow it.

"We need a plan!" shouted Gavin. The creature was slowly forcing them back toward the wall of the arena. The smaller spiders cleverly hemmed them in, keeping them from moving to the sides. Beside him Omodo smashed his heavy war maul into one of the creature's forelegs, bellowing. The powerful attack only bounced off the creature's heavily armoured leg. Gavin's heart sank to see this, and he lifted his shield, stepping forward to cover Omodo as the creature leaned in to spit poison at them once more.

"We need to time our attack to avoid the spray and the claws," Vintia mind-linked to him, lifting her immense shield to block the poison spray. She wrinkled her nose.

They fared better this time, but the spray of black poisonous goo still struck Gavin and Omodo. They gritted their teeth against the pain. The smell was rank. The creature lifted its long spiked forelegs again. The Gladiators backed out of the way, moving toward the wall, running out of room.

"Help them, see if you can figure it out," Sadira said to Ravius, sending him to where his cunning would do the most good. "I'll hold the flanks. Yell when you need me."

Ravius nodded to her and turned to help the rest of the team. He assessed the situation with a quick glance, a plan forming in his mind. He measured the spider-creature's movements, timing them.

Sadira danced among the smaller spiders. They were wary of her now, fearful of the sharp slicing blades that had left so many of their brethren split and maimed. When she turned in one direction those in front of her retreated, while those behind sought to attack her. She whirled, scattering them.

Tension filled the watching crowd as the Gladiators were driven back by the arachnid abomination.

After the beast slobbered its poison again, Ravius moved to stand near Vintia where the Gladiators could hear him. "Follow my lead!" he communicated to Gavin, and then turned to Omodo and Karmal. "Karmal, blind it when we move. Omodo hold your attack until we expose it." As he spoke the creature raised its legs, and slammed them downwards into the white sand. Anticipating its head lowering to spit poison, Ravius dodged between the grounded spear-legs and planted his trident in the ground. His movements were perfectly timed and precise. Gavin mirrored his actions, only steps behind, heart hammering in his chest. As they moved,  Karmal shot bright lightning at the spider-creature's eyes, blinding it momentarily. Thus the creature did not see Gavin and Ravius as it brought its massive poison drooling head down; driving its lower jaw and neck into the braced and waiting points of their weapons.

An ordinary spear and trident would certainly have snapped under the chitinous bulk, but their weapons were made of the finest materials and enchanted with potent magics. The Gladiators held them firmly, daring the looming mass of the beast. Thick armoured carapace was no match for its own bulk brought down against such immovable points. The spider-creature roared in pain, jerking back. With no poison spray to force him back, giant Omodo powered forward, holding his massive war-maul low to the ground, spiked end furrowing the sand behind him. Vintia and Karmal followed in his wake, weapons ready to strike. Gavin and Ravius stabbed at the creature's vulnerable underbelly. Omodo swung his maul upwards, spiked side first, bellowing as he put his full force behind the underhand attack.

The massive spike caught the spider-beast just under the jaw, ripping the lower part of its mouth off, sending it sailing toward the crowd. The beast tried to backpedal, flailing its limbs. Vintia threw herself into the way of one of the deadly spear claws as it clove down, deflecting an attack meant for Omodo with her shield; the little defender was tossed aside like a child's doll by the force of the attack but hit the ground and rolled to her feet with practised ease. The other Gladiators drove their weapons into the creature's thorax as poison dripped down from its ruined jaw above them. They stabbed and hacked, shouting in frenzy. Sadira answered with a war-scream of her own as she held back the tide of smaller spiders frantically coming to the aid of their mother-queen. Green gore dripped from her blades as she took a heavy toll on those trying to pass her.

Omodo ran forward, slamming his massive shoulder into the wounded creature. Gavin, Vintia, and Ravius pushed with him. The flailing monstrosity fell over onto its back. The fight blurred into chaos as the team pounced: a mad tableau of frantic limbs, bloody metal, and green gore. Karmal's heavy cleaver ripped a bloody fissure into the carapace; she then threw a fireball into the wound, which exploded deep within the beast. A horrible stench filled the air as chunks of charred flesh blasted out of the wound. Finally, the beast stopped moving. The watching crowd erupted into frantic cheers while the spider-creature's little brethren shrieked in dismay. Arena Master Druth cheered with them, his weathered face spilt by a proud grin; these Gladiators had learned their lessons well. The smaller spiders scattered as their giant queen fell; swift footed Sadira danced among them, shrieking her banshee cry, adding death to their dismay.

 

-----o

 

Omodo waited for several days after the match to tell his friends that he would not be following them to Scorpion's Oasis. He explained that he needed to get used to the audience on his own instead of using his friends as a crutch. After some discussion, they realized that it would be impossible to change his mind; even Ravius gave up in the end. It was a sad parting, but Cleothera would be able to relay messages between them when they could not communicate via link-crystal. Gavin was not the only one who felt sorrow at leaving the bustling, scenic mountain town behind, either. They would all remember their peaceful little house in Camp Valorous and their joyful life among the soldiers and townsfolk there fondly in the coming years.




  

Chapter Seventeen: Scorpion's Oasis
 

1143/09/21 AR, Scorpion's Oasis, A luxurious resort town that caters to the wealthy elite

 

"The Factions vie against each other for influence in everything. The Great Games, however, are their biggest battlefield; a good season can often shift the balance of power in the popular assemblies for the coming year. The incentives to cheat and exploit the rules are very high..." Deliberative Primer.

 

"Scorpion's Oasis is all about image; people go there to see and be seen. The relaxing vacation is secondary to the proof of status that this brings. It is more like a mirage in some ways..." Amoura Vogue

 

The Gladiators did not reach the town of Scorpion's Oasis until the following autumn. They had travelled rapidly down the Thousand Tongues river in a steam-powered warship, a marvel of the Artificer's arts. Gavin had never seen anything like the steel and brass boat before, and he spent his spare hours questioning the crew. They disembarked in the ribald urban expanse of Terlula's Pride, an amiable place full of music and romance, where the great rivers came together and poured into the western end of Serpent Gulf, where they skirted the crystal expanse of calm, open waters, leaving Gavin wondering why they did not take a ship. He heard the men on the ship speaking about pirates, but he knew they were forbidden to discuss such things with him. Passing quickly through some of the lush Grasslands of the Brighthoof Plains, they had the privilege of travelling with one of the great herds of Minotaur nomads, as well as wagon-people, and horse-nomads that roamed that wild domain.

Their progress slowed to a crawl when they passed into the southern deserts. Many of these areas were not true deserts at all, but rather barren, tainted wastes created by the unchecked magics of the Reckoning. Reclaiming these lands was difficult, possible only through magic and hard physical labour. Gavin and Sadira took heart watching a crew of Gifted supervise this slow process, working the earth, planting trees, and slowly leeching the magical corruption out of the soil; it made such an impression that they later wondered if their Grey-Robed guides had detoured to show them this scene.

It seemed as if they were delayed at every outpost or town along the winding roads through these harsh lands. Their escorts often had other business. Gavin was glad of this since it gave him time to adjust to the desert's relentless sun and dryness without having to endure it in the summer. Sadira and Karmal bristled with impatience whenever they stayed in a little town for more than a night, wanting to reach their destination without delay.

They took up with a merchant caravan in the fortress city of Rivergate, a trading capital built on the western edge of the Sea of Sands. The city was well-ordered and expensive, with offices from many familiar business interests, and a large contingent of soldiers. The guards and merchants in their convoy were glad of the extra protection that a small band of Gladiators and their escort of Grey-Robes afforded. Apparently attacks in the Sea of Sands had increased in recent years, and they overheard some grumbling about the lack of action from the Chosen.

The Sea of Sands was a fearsome place. During the day there was little cover from the bright, brutal sun. At night the temperature became unbearably cold, bothersome even to the Gladiators. They stopped in little fortified outposts; each nestled in the countless dunes. Gavin learned that all of them drew their water from wells made by powerful magic, tapping water far below the surface. Enchantments also kept the sands from swallowing up the roads, a mystical marvel that was easy to overlook. Each outpost had a cadre of well-armed soldiers, men and women with scars and knowing eyes. Ravius eventually learned that two Caravans their size had disappeared in the last year, vanishing between outposts, but in the end, their convoy crossed out of the mighty dunes without so much as a skirmish. Both Sadira and Karmal murmured their disappointment.

After this, they passed through several more civilized Domains, moving slowly again as their Grey-Robe escorts attended to their own business, before coming to their destination,. Gavin was pleased by this; it gave him a chance to see some of the magnificent ruins from before the Reckoning, well-preserved in the dry climate. He often wished he could travel more; there was so much to see, so many new experiences waiting to be had outside the arena. He longed to go to all of the fantastic places he had read about. The confines of a Gladiator's life seemed so restrictive at times like this. Sadly he was not free to decide where he went; his magic was viewed by most as far too dangerous. 

 

-----o

 

Scorpion's Oasis was founded in 917 AR by the Chosen Giselle, whose arena name was the Silken Scorpion. The legends of the healing springs of the Oasis had circulated long before she carved out her Domain. The ambitious, cunning Giselle quickly consolidated her hold on them after her conquests ended. The small town was a half-day's leisurely travel from Brightsand Halls, the largest and most important city in the southern Domains and the centre of Chosen Giselle's web of holdings.

Under Giselle's patient supervision Scorpion's Oasis had been built into a resort town of unsurpassed beauty and impressive luxury. The extravagant splendour of the place was known throughout the Domains, attracting an elite clientele, including many of the Chosen. The tall walls of the town were tiled with pinkish-white marble imported from quarries half an empire away, while the streets were paved with beautiful tesserae of bright coloured glass, formed into cunning geometric patterns. These glass cobbled roads seemed cool to the touch, even in the harshest sun. The Gladiators learned that each street had its own intricate identifying motif; simple signs being considered far too common for such a decadent place. Most animals were not allowed to enter the city, for their waste and clacking hooves might offend, and they had to be stabled some distance away from the main town.

Regal palm trees and shapely flowering bushes, planted in rich soil, lined every street surrounding the sprawling waters of the Oasis. Gardens and parks, so rare in the desert heat, abounded here. A dozen palatial bath-houses, magnificently decorated with gold and marble, and a score of opulent inns gathered around the pure, perfect crystal waters. Peacocks wandered freely in front of glorious fountains adorned with beautiful statues of Ezuis, Giselle, and a few allied Chosen. The town was spacious, clean, and beautiful; full of smiling young men and women who were eager to assist in any fashion. Servants lived in small, cunningly hidden compounds on the grounds of the places where they worked. A handful of independent taverns, brothels, and restaurants competed with those that could be found on the expansive grounds of the baths and inns. A hundred or so residences of modest size but great sumptuousness belonged to those who could afford the absurd expense of buying property within the town. Tall lantern posts lit up the city at night and also sprayed a fine mist into the air that kept pedestrians cool during the hottest hours of the day.

The arena in Scorpion's Oasis was a small scale duplicate of the storied Grand Arena of Krass; ornate columns of white marble supported row after row of decorative arches, which in turn supported the columns above them. The only obvious difference, aside from scale, was the marvellous gilded dome which kept the harsh sun off the spectators, and could be retracted or rotated if desirable. Underneath its traditional appearance the arena was a wonder of clockwork convenience. The luxurious gallery could only seat five thousand spectators, a quarter of the capacity of the simpler arena in Camp Valorous, despite being much larger. This arena, like the town around it, catered to a very exclusive audience with even the humblest seats being more luxurious than the private enclosures in other arenas.

The Gladiators' Quarter contained an expansive series of manicured practice grounds, but only two buildings of any note. A proud white marble palace hung with blue pennants and a smaller, slightly less imposing building draped with rich red tapestries faced each other across the grounds. Watchful Grey-Robes were numerous on the grounds between the two Faction houses, a sure sign of the tension that existed between the occupants of each.

 

-----o

 

Although noticeably less magnificent than the building belonging to the Blues, the Red faction residence was still far more impressive than any building in which Gavin and Sadira had lived. It contained a sepulchral feast hall with a cornucopic buffet of delicious foods from every corner of the Domains, private baths and sweat-lodges, and a colourfully tiled pool filled with crystal clear water for exercise and swimming. Their apartments were spacious and richly decorated with tapestries, marble flooring, and wondrous conveniences to which the young Gladiators were unaccustomed. Gavin and Sadira had been assigned an apartment together. The few furnishings they had shipped from Camp Valorous were already in place, and the apartments had been decorated according to their inclinations long before they appeared.

"I could get used to this…" pronounced Sadira, revelling in the space and luxury of their apartment. It was bigger and more private than the lovely cottage the six of them had shared at Camp Valorous.

"Careful," said Gavin. "You don’t want all of this easy living making us soft, Sadira…"

"As if!" she responded, rolling her eyes. "I’m still here to win; don’t worry about me."

Vintia, Karmal, and Ravius were placed in an apartment together, an arrangement that pleased Ravius greatly, at least initially. Although by the time their first week in the residence passed, he was already complaining vociferously that the two women were allied against him...

Most of the other Gladiators in the residence were friendly, but distant. The sense of competition among peers was very strong and only the charming Ravius was able to make any contacts early on. Sadira noted to Gavin, a few days after they arrived, that it seemed like the Reds here were not interested in each other at all. They cared only for themselves, and had little sense of unity; she could see that they were demoralized.

 

-----o

 

A week before their first match in Scorpion's Oasis the five Gladiators were called to a meeting with the Chief Promoter of the Reds.

Sulius ul-Cyrus was a human male, with a hint of Elven blood in him. His delicately pointed ears looked out of place above his broad flushed face and double chin. Despite being Gifted, and thus virtually ageless, Sulius looked more like a well-to-do merchant, fat and content, enjoying an expensive holiday at the local resorts, than a figure of importance in the Red Faction. Camille, the woman who had recruited them for the Reds in Dreadwood Junction, had already warned Sadira about the man's tendency to be dramatic.

"Welcome. Please sit down. All of you." Sulius heaved himself up, smiling and greeting them each by name, before flopping back down on his chair. Comfortable couches and heaping plates of delectable foods beckoned to them. Gavin immediately swept up a small pastry filled with seafood and cream cheese from a heaping tray. It was shockingly good. Their host did not waste time getting to the point.

"I'll be honest with you. If I had my way, only Sadira would be here. The rest of you are unproven assets," Sulius said in a matter of fact tone, his ruddy face serious, hands gesticulating nimbly in emphasis. The Gladiators bristled; Gavin felt a warning tingle in his spine as Karmal's face went suddenly red. "I do not wish to be unpleasant, but we need the best talent we can get our hands on here in the Oasis. We have been humiliated in our last few seasons and badly need a win. Faction games are serious business, and the Blues have an almost unbeatable advantage in Scorpion's Oasis. I need to be honest with you, my friends: if you don't impress me in your next couple of matches, I will have to ship you back to training camp before the next season starts and try my luck on replacements."

The Gladiators stared at him in shocked silence. Gavin had half a mind to get up and leave; the man's words had hit his rebellious streak. He could see the others were thinking similar thoughts.

"With that unpleasantness is out of the way, I hope you are all enjoying your arrangements?" Sulius smiled at them, his manner becoming more cordial. "We may not be as wealthy as the Blues across the way, but we do try to treat our people right here. I dare say you'll remember your stay fondly when you get to the Red Campus in Brightsand Halls, or wherever you go when you are done at the Oasis." The Gladiators continued to stare, still affronted by the man's initial comments. "Have you tried the buffet? Best meal in the town, personally organized by myself." Sulius continued smoothly, hoping he had not offended them too much. He was not a confrontational man by nature, but his situation was dire.

He talked on for some time, the Gladiators answering his questions about training and tactics with as few words as possible. Ravius did most of the talking for the Gladiators, leading Sulius toward more constructive topics until the recruiter dismissed them, Sadira remained behind as the others stepped out. She nodded to Gavin, signalling him in the silent language of those who fight at each other's side that she would join him shortly.

"You are the real prize of the bunch." Sulius looked up from the plate of sweetmeats he was devouring. He smiled.  "You should not saddle yourself with..." Sure the others were out of earshot, Sadira rounded on him, eyes blazing with cold fury.

"Chief Promoter Sulius, with all due respect, I do not like the way you treat my friends," she intoned. "We are a team; without them, I would not have gotten this far. I will not abide any threats against them. If you send them away, I will go with them."

"I know," Sulius sighed. His soft eyes held her piercing gaze without flinching, something few men were able to do. "If you wish to put your friends above your career, it is your choice. I admire your spine; few young warriors are willing to put their teams above their own welfare. I wish I could be more accommodating; I don't want to make an enemy of a woman who could very well be the next Chosen..." He frowned, looking down to the scribbled notes, link crystals, and other work on his desk for a moment. "I am in a very difficult position here Honoured Gladiatrix. A great fighter like you can help us turn this place around. A few spectacular wins could really breathe some life into the rest of our roster. But I don't know about your friends; they might be great, they might need more training. The scouting reports are inconclusive."

"They’re good enough," said Sadira quietly, "they got me where I am."

"Well, we Reds do value teamwork," Sulius said. "I have a challenge for five Gladiators that needs answering soon. I'm putting you in charge; show me what this team of yours can do. The match is next week. I assure you if you fail this match, I will have to make good on my threat, I can't afford any more dead weight here, even if it means losing a promising fighter like you. Too many Reds treat this place like a paid holiday."

She stared at him a moment longer, still angry; surprisingly he did not flinch from her gaze. She nodded curtly, feeling the sudden weight of this new responsibility settle heavily on her.

"Prove me wrong," he said as she turned to leave.

"I will enjoy doing so, Chief Promoter," she replied smoothly, looking back at him from the door. Only then was he struck with how breathtakingly beautiful she was. "Exceeding expectations has always been my speciality."

Sulius watched her go with an unreadable expression on his face. Motivation breeds greatness, he thought. After a brief moment he went back to work as if the confrontation had never happened. Within a few minutes he was deeply engrossed in reading reports, signing papers, tabulating expenses, and dealing with the many problems faced by the Red Faction in Scorpion's Oasis, hand darting forth to grab for a pastry every now and then, a bad habit born of stress. He remained that way until late into the night, leaving his work only when nature made its irresistible demands, stumbling off to bed long after the stars rose, resenting the need for sleep that robbed him of precious hours that could be used more constructively.

 

-----o

 

Sadira took charge of the team very quickly. She did not mention the details of her confrontation with the Chief Promoter, even to Gavin, but the rest of them understood the threat hanging over their heads. If they failed to perform, they would be sent back to Camp Valorous in shame. Sadira used their fear and pride, exhorting them to train all the harder and prove their detractors wrong. Self-esteem is a prickly motivator, and Sadira did not like using it to manipulate her friends. Although she told herself it was for their own good, every barbed retort from Ravius, heated exchange with Karmal, or the occasional look of lost kitten-hurt dulling Vintia's bright eyes increased her own feelings of unease.

The first day was the worst. They were the first on the training grounds, and the last to leave. Sadira set the pace, pushing herself to the limit in exercise and practice fights. They all felt like quitting at one point or another. Nearly everyone left the training grounds without a word, bruised, exhausted, and angry. Sadira's heart sang when they all came back the next day; she had enough social capital with all of them, it seemed; they trusted her enough to put up with this.

Sadira led by example, training harder than she had in her life, stoking her inner furnace with thoughts of victory. She never once complained when one of them managed to get the best of her in a duel, even when an angry Karmal gave her an extra kick out of spite after knocking her down in a training match. If she made a mistake, she made sure her team knew it, and always worked to fix it immediately. When they did well, she singled them out and praised them, trying to make them feel appreciated without being condescending. The responsibility Sulius placed on her drove her like a whip. She had not sought leadership, but she refused to falter when the mantle fell upon her shoulders.

After herself, Sadira was hardest on Gavin; she could not show favour to her lover, even though it made her heart bleed to treat him with severity. Gavin did not once complain, supporting her every effort with his best example, taking her every criticism and suggestion seriously. Where she was driven by desire for success, he was chased by the spectre of defeat; he could not abide the idea of failing his team.

Gavin divined the substance of Sadira's discussion with Sulius; he knew that she did not see herself as a leader and needed his absolute loyalty while she moulded herself to the role. In private she was initially apologetic and worried. Her lovemaking took on a guilty, forcefully submissive tone, as if she was trying to make up for her public harshness. He felt the need to hug her often; the stress of their brutal training schedule was taking its toll on her.

They spent nearly fourteen hours a day training until the match, getting used to fighting in the harsh desert heat and bright brutal sunlight, pushing their magically powered constitutions to new limits, learning new techniques and improving their teamwork. Their hard work and diligence earned them the jeering attention of some of the Blue Gladiators on the training grounds. After noticing how this fired up Karmal and Ravius, Sadira made sure to practice often where their enemies could taunt them. The Grey-Robes seemed wary, especially with Karmal's frequent demonstrations of temper as she stood red-faced, on the verge of attack after a casual taunt from a passing Blue.

Although the other Reds still kept their distance, they slowly became more interested. Ravius learned that they did not like to make friends with new arrivals, since Sulius had a history of getting rid of newcomers who performed poorly.

Somehow they all made it through that brutal period and remained friends. Their mad training schedule became routine. Their teamwork improved. They were in peak condition. They picked up a few new strategies. Each of them was proud of what they had accomplished. The tough regime improved their discipline and confidence, which was the best edge that Sadira could give them in a small amount of time. She hoped it was enough.

 

-----o

 

While they trained Sadira stole extra hours from sleep, using time gained to research the convoluted workings of Faction challenges, which are competitive challenges issued by one faction to the Gladiators of other factions in the league. Any opposing faction Gladiators who qualify and feel they have a good chance of winning and scoring points can accept. The system of challenges is immensely complex. There are many different types, each with rules governing how to accept or decline such a match, how to score it, even special exemptions that deal with any special case that has arisen in the history of the Faction games.

The winner of a challenge gets bragging rights at the very least, but most often they compete for points for their Faction that go toward winning the competitive season at the particular arena in which they fight. The scoring system for this is maddeningly complex, mostly because the Factions are political and refuse to agree on anything as a matter of principle. Winning a season in any arena of note has political ramifications for the Factions, including seats in the local people's assembly in many Domains. Most importantly, when a Grand Championship is held, the Factions get to choose which eligible Gladiators can fight; the voting share of each is based on how well they did in the most recent season. Grand Championships are the selection process for the Chosen. Sadira's mind boggled at the ridiculous complexity of such a system; she was glad to have Gavin and Vintia to help her research the matter.

The nature of the Factions meant that these matches could not be trusted to ordinary referees and Arena Masters. Officers of the Deliberative oversaw all Faction challenges, using the same scoring system in all matches of the same type to ensure impartiality. In most cases the Leader of the Deliberative was also the Arena Master. Only the Grey-Robes were trusted enough to officiate at such politically charged events.

Sadira had not yet met Arena Master Hork Bloodsmith in person, but he had sent one of his attendants with several weighty tomes containing the rules and regulations of faction challenges. There were silken bookmarks already placed in the relevant sections on scoring, the most important subject that she needed to grasp in the short term. Sadira dived in, but found the amount of information overwhelming in the short time she had. Gavin, and later Vintia, helped her; and they gained a better understanding of the rules by the time their match rolled around.

Any Faction challenge presents a series of goals; meeting these objectives gets the team points. Goals vary by match type, but almost always include killing opponents, be it Gladiators on an opposing team, or more often, monsters. Different opponents have varied point values, depending on the power of the creature in question, modified by match type, and occasionally the circumstances of the kill. Other common point goals include meeting time limits, surviving longer, or using special tactics.

Points can also be taken off a team's score for a variety of reasons. Having a team member end the match incapacitated or tapped out could result in a large deduction. This makes defenders, Gladiators who protect their team-mates, much more important in challenges where this penalty is used. Both point additions and deductions often favour specific types of Gladiators in a match and all Factions try to issue challenges that are as favourable to their own fighters as will be allowed. In cases where two teams end a match with the same number of points the spectators can give an extra point to the team they favour to break the tie; they also keep their traditional role as judge and jury in the very rare Faction Deathmatches.

The variation in scoring rules, even in the common types of Faction challenges, is mind boggling to most Gladiators. Years of special cases and reforms have led to innumerable rules variations. Rules are added according to changing fashions and to prevent teams from exploiting known loopholes. Old rules are occasionally dusted off and re-implemented as well, often depending on which Faction holds political superiority in the Assemblies. Some Domains and prominent arenas even have their own special rules, grandfathered from the early days of the Great Games; fortunately Scorpion's Oasis was not one of these.

Sadira limited most of their research to the type of challenge they were about to fight; a common multi-team mixed monster-slaying match with Ollanger's Additions, frequently referred to as an eastern standard rules match. In this challenge the opposing teams took the field at the same time, competing with each other to kill the monsters in the arena. Points were awarded to the team that killed each beast, based on the type of monster killed. Common Beastmen, for example, were worth one point unless enchanted or drugged, while a skilled Troll equipped with an iron breastplate and club was worth seven points if killed or incapacitated. Points were awarded to the team that landed the "killing blow", with complex rules for awarding a team that wounded a high-value monster but did not kill it. Additional points were awarded to the team that killed the most monsters, killed the first monster, and to any team where each team member killed at least one foe. Gavin and Vintia grumbled at this, noting how it punished them for concentrating on defence. Sadira just shook her head. It was a lot to take in at once.

Ten points were deducted per team member out of action at the end of the match. This was fairly simple for the Gladiators to understand. Five to twenty points could be deducted for interference with the other team and purposeful "fouls" would result in immediate forfeit of the match. Interference included tripping, accidental weapon or spell strikes, using a spell that weakened a member of another team, among others. Distractions and insults to the other Gladiators were allowed and even encouraged in eastern standard rules. The southern Domain crowds loved a little trash talk in their games. Fouls included any deliberate attacks, although spells with large area effects required a referee's decision if a member of an opposing team was caught inside the blast.

They studied the rules for hours each night, stealing time until their exhaustive training forced them to seek rest. On the day before the match, they were still going over exceptions and rulings, feeling confused and overwhelmed. It reminded them of their time as "Freshies", unranked Gladiators fighting their first real matches on the Campus Gladius.

"Ezuis, this is a lot of information. I wish I'd paid more attention to this stuff when I was in class," Sadira yawned, slamming the massive leather and brass bound volume she was reading shut. "I need to rest, beloved. Our training will be short tomorrow; I want my team well rested for the match. I've been pushing us hard; I hope you and the others don't hate me for it."

"You are doing the best you can," Gavin shrugged. "I think we all know why you are doing it."

"I wouldn't want your responsibilities," added Vintia, finishing a yawn of her own, curled up on a couch in their apartment. "I'm so tired though, I'll be glad to get a day of rest... away from Karmal and Ravius..."

"Thank you both, truly," Sadira smiled. "It's good to have friends who are strong enough to put up with the kind of stress I have put them through.... On the other hand, I may still have to resign as team captain if I can't get these scoring rules down. Ugh. If they are going to make them so complicated, they should at least write them in an entertaining fashion. I could almost use these bloody books for strength training."

"The mighty Sadira Lacivia; humbled at last," Gavin joked. "Brought low by a brutal exception clause from subsection ten of Mazurin's revisions."

"As if! I'll tame these rules in the end, you just watch!" she responded. "I have a different conquest in mind right now, though..."

She met his eyes, her growing desire clear, then leaned across him provocatively, closing his book. He kissed her, but their efforts toward intimacy quickly turned to laughter as Vintia reminded them of her presence, clearing her throat loudly.

 

-----o

 

They were the first team to take the field. Since they had not chosen arena names yet, they were simply and collectively introduced as "The new Red team" by the announcer. Swift-footed Sadira followed the rest of the team in, performing a graceful forward flip high in the air, landing on Karmal and Gavin's shoulders as they drew their weapons in unison to salute the gathered patrons of the Scorpion's Oasis arena. Polite, restrained applause greeted this acrobatic manoeuvre, a disappointing reaction for six Gladiators accustomed to the loud, raucous cheers at the Camp Valorous arena.

Sadira dismounted. She felt an overwhelming desire to make these new fans cheer for her.

Gavin heard her mutter, "One day I will make you scream my name." He would have chuckled and pointed out the obvious joke, but Sadira sounded deadly serious as she raked her stern gaze across the apathetic audience.

With impeccable timing, the trumpets sounded, signalling the other team's entrance. 

"First onto the fighting grounds, we have SAPPHIRE LOTUS...! The announcer boomed, shouting the Gladiator's arena name. She was an athletic, dark skinned, human dressed in medium-weight armour and armed with a lithe-hafted Glaive. A lotus blossom, fully formed of glittering sapphire pieces, decorated the chest piece of her plated war-harness. Sadira surmised that Lotus was a skirmisher from her weapon and movement and a likely user of Druidic magic from sensing her spell-weaves, but beyond that, she could not guess. She wished she had access to the opponent's roster to see what kind of opposition they faced.

"... followed by SHIELD SPLITTER...!" A massive Ogre, nearly nine feet tall, dressed in heavy armour, he carried an even larger version of Karmal's heavy war-cleaver. This Gladiator was easier to read; he was obviously a charger, probably trained in the executioner school techniques with elemental or remedial battle-magic. His thick armour was covered in a short blue tabard and had shoulder guards modelled to look like the fanged skulls of some savage beast.

"... STEEL HARMONY...!" A small, wiry Quickling woman in light armour followed the Ogre in, armed with a long rapier and a viciously curved golden sickle. Her spiky hair was dyed a vivid, vibrant blue, reminding Sadira of the petals of a Delphinium flower. Probably a charger as well, further trained in the Thousand Step School most likely. She hoped the other team had as little information about her squad, but she doubted they could count on that. She made a mental note to send Ravius scouting after they won.

"... and that's BLUE CALAMITY, coming in fourth...!" An obsidian-skinned Shadow-Elf with long white hair strode in next, a featureless white mask obfuscating his face. Women in the audience called out appreciatively as he strutted across the fighting grounds, pelvis thrust forward. His light armour left most of his chest bare, showing off his sculpted physique, and he carried a coiled fighting whip, and a barbed war-spear similar to Gavin's. Sadira looked to her partner who mouthed "skirmisher"; few other fighters carried whips.

"... and... I don't see a fifth Gladiator for the Blue team..." the announcer trailed off, confused. A pale Elf woman, long silver hair in an elaborate crown of curls, wearing a rich blue gown approached him and whispered in his ear. The heavyset, bearded announcer nodded and looked to the Grey-Robe Arena Master, Hork Bloodsmith, sitting next to him. The audience muttered while the Gladiators eyed each other across the grounds. Sadira and Gavin exchanged quick glances and shrugged. Only the Blue team seemed to know what was going on.

"Ladies and gentlemen, the honourable Blue team has declined to field a fifth Gladiator using the exclusion clause from the Third Revision." The crowd listened attentively as the announcer spoke again. "Reason given: disparity of rank. The Reds are fielding under-ranked Gladiators, rank three for a rank four challenge. The Blue team has given up their advantage for the pleasure of the audience. WHAT GALLANTRY!; I surely have not seen such honour since Chosen Artuis fought in this very arena as a young Gladiator. Give them a cheer folks!"

Sadira and Gavin exchanged glances again. Neither of them really understood what was going on. The only two facts that they could glean from the announcement was that the Blues were only fielding four Gladiators, and that their opponents were more experienced than they were. Sadira wondered if it was a ploy to win over the crowd; if that was the case, it certainly seemed to be working. The audience showered the "gallant Blues" with praise.

"Today's match will use Eastern standard rules. Now, without further ado, let us bring forth the beasts!" The trumpets sounded a third time.

A cleverly concealed trap door opened in the middle of the fighting grounds. Soon the backs of a dozen snarling spike-hounds rose into view between the two teams. The mutant creatures leapt eagerly into the arena. They flexed their spines and pawed the ground, growling as they scanned the fighters. The chains holding them in place fell away. The hounds smoothly broke into three small packs, then charged the nearest Gladiator.  Gavin raced forward trying to keep up with lightly armoured Sadira and Ravius. Vintia and Karmal stayed back, preparing to use their elemental magic against the dog-like monstrosities.

Swift-footed Sadira's long strides devoured the ground between her and the pack. She was eager to spill first blood and win extra points for her team, but the Quickling, Steel Harmony, beat her to it, speeding forward in a blur of motion, scoring a kill with a well-aimed, and lucky, thrust of her needle-bladed rapier. Sadira sounded her war-scream, leaping into a pack of hounds. All the stress and worry of hectic days spent in exhausting training and tiresome research melted away as she whirled among the growling, scaled monsters. Her deadly twin swords quickly tasted blood. She was in her element now, magic pulsing through her veins as she conjured shadows to confuse her foes, feet dancing to the heated rhythm of her unquenchable bloodlust. Cunning Ravius followed her, finishing a wounded hound with a precise thrust of his three-pronged weapon. The smiling skirmisher followed this with a crude gesture at the passing Steel Harmony.

Gavin ducked under a pouncing hound, thrusting his spear upwards into the creature's furry, scaled under-belly. Momentum carried it past him, his grim war-spear's barbed edge ripping it open from end to end spilling entrails onto the bright sands. The audience applauded gently.

Vintia and Karmal let loose with their elemental magic. Fire and lightning streaked across the arena; Gavin watched in amazement as Shield-Splitter walked right into Karmal's exploding fireball, but the massive Ogre was only slightly blackened by the explosion; Gavin felt certain he had moved into the spell's blast on purpose.

"MINUS THREE POINTS RED!" shouted the announcer. Karmal screeched in protest. Gavin risked a glance at the score; they were still leading by four points. Their elemental barrage had added quite a few of the hounds to their tally. Sadira finished off the last of the snarling beasts within her reach with a savage double downwards chop of her twin swords. Across the arena Blue Calamity thrust his war-spear into a charred, but still crawling hound.

"NEXT ROUND!" shouted the announcer. The crowd cheered lethargically, enjoying the spectacle, but not really impressed enough to be roused into paying serious heed.

Eight shining clockwork men, made of brass and steel, clamoured out into the arena. Instead of hands, each of the brass soldiers had short sharp blades, suitable for thrusting or chopping motions. Their geared limbs moved with precise, mechanical motions as they fanned out and attacked the Gladiators.

Ravius had been researching the monsters most often seen in local matches, at Sadira's request. Thus, he knew something of the automatons used in this arena. "Use lightning and fire!" he yelled to Vintia and Karmal as they readied another volley of lethal spells.

Sadira's first strike bounced off metal skin, leaving only a dent but doing little else. Her hand numbed momentarily as her sabre sang against the metal, vibrating. With the next motion in her dance, she thrust her other blade up and under the creature's thick chest armour into its vulnerable gears. With a wrenching screech, its metal innards ground and snapped against the tougher metal of her blade, spraying black oil onto the bloody sands. The mechanical man collapsed and lay still. She took a jab from a blade while she wrenched her sword back out, before dancing away.

Gavin blocked the attacks of another metal man, but could not get a solid hit. He was not sure where they were vulnerable. He watched the brass men carefully, looking for a flaw in its movements to exploit.

Ravius tripped one with his net, sending it crashing to the ground, and with a brutal lunge, he thrust his trident into its neck under the chin. The automaton's back arched as if in pain and then it toppled back stiffly, crashing into the sand.

Across the arena, the three smaller members of the Blue team danced around their metal opponents, drawing their attention away from the massive Shield-Splitter who smashed two of them to the ground with a measured pair of strikes from his immense war-cleaver. The muscular Ogre looked around for more foes to attack, but all those who remained were out of reach.

Vintia and Karmal unleashed their lightning spells, aiming at a pair of metal men that the little defender was holding back with her shield. Electricity danced through the air, and the brass soldiers smoked and sparked as they fell to the ground, crackling. A smattering of applause rippled through the crowd.

A single brass soldier remained, standing awkwardly in the middle-ground between the two teams. It whirred and trotted slowly, appearing to have malfunctioned. Both teams raced forward. Sadira was forced to dodge around the massive Shield-Splitter as the Ogre powered in, swinging his gargantuan cleaver at the brass man's midsection.

Gavin, knowing he would never reach the clockwork man in time,  put all his might behind his spear, running forward to throw it. As the weapon arced through the air Karmal shouted a word of power, and lightning crackled along its barbed point. Luck was with them and Gavin's lightning infused spear struck home, lancing into the metal man’s head, causing it to explode, just as the Ogre's huge cleaver struck, splitting the brass man in two in two.

"RED TEAM KILL!" shouted the announcer. The spectators, slightly more interested now, clapped and cheered with more vigour, although more for the impressive display of aggression than any real interest in the competition "FINAL ROUND; LET LOOSE THE RAZORFIST MAULER!" The crowd cheered.

The final creature rose slowly into the sunlight, winches moving the trap door platforms at half speed to give the crowd a good look at it before the Gladiators attacked. It was a masterpiece of the necromantic arts; a ten foot abomination made of the sewn together flesh and bone of dozens of lesser creatures, animated with powerful magic. The creature was vaguely humanoid in shape with short, stout legs, and a thick body to which runed steel plates were bolted. Three heads sat on the mauler's shoulders, comically small atop the grotesque mountain of necrotic tissue. The creature's only obvious weapons were huge saw-edged blades at the end of its broad arms, but hooks and spikes protruded from all over its terrible bulk. The sun shone off its dripping putrid skin.

Sadira sheathed her sabres, drawing Bellasdoom, her elegant greatsword. Gavin drew his short sword. He looked at the score; they were well ahead in points, but the Mauler was most definitely a high value kill. They could still lose if the Blues beat them to the killing blow.

As the chains fell off the fleshy abomination, both teams charged forward, channelling power, hefting weapons, and weaving spells. Sadira flew across the fighting grounds, barely touching the ground, verdant magic lending strength to her strides. Gavin, watching the Blue team, shouted a warning. Too late, Sadira saw a tiny form moving into her path. The Quickling! She leapt into the air. The crowd gasped as Steel Harmony's path intersected with Sadira. Something hooked her leg, sending her flying. She rolled, barely able to avoid smashing into the ground head first.  Picking herself up, Sadira seethed in frustration. Part of her wanted to track Steel Harmony down and kill the little bitch, but her team needed her. She put her anger to better use instead, powering toward her goal.

"MINUS FIVE POINTS BLUE!" shouted the announcer, penalizing the Blue team for interfering with Sadira.

Gavin and Ravius kept moving toward the Mauler. The creature was swinging its massive blades at Blue Calamity. The Shadow-Elf seemed to shimmer in the darkness of the beast's own shadow, never quite where he seemed to be, avoiding the creature's attacks with ease. He whipped the creature, jabbing it with his spear, causing it to turn its attention away from his team-mate, Shield-Splitter. Primal magic pulsed through the massive Ogre as Sapphire Lotus channelled power into an enhancement spell on him. His overhand cleave cut a massive chunk out of the Mauler, as Gavin and Ravius slammed into it, the momentum of their charge driving the cruel points of their weapons through its steel armour. They stabbed at it in a frenzy. Gobs of putrid meat went flying, but the creature ignored their vicious assault, swiping at them relentlessly, its dead flesh oblivious to pain. Finally, it shook its ponderous bulk, sending them staggering away. Ravius was forced to roll backwards to avoid getting crushed. Gavin felt something snake around his leg and tug; he fell hard onto his back, barely able to roll out of the way as the Mauler's serrated arm-blade sank into the sand inches from his face. He thought he heard Blue Calamity snicker, but no penalty call came from the announcer.

Shield-Splitter landed his second blow as Sadira leapt onto the creature from the other side, her sword slicing deep into its meaty flank. The Ogre's muscles, swollen and distorted by the power Sapphire Lotus was pumping through him, heaved as he brought his enormous war-cleaver down in an overhand swing, cleaving one of the Mauler's arms off entirely. Vile fluids spewed. The appendage quivered on the ground, still animated by powerful magic. The crowd cheered loudly.

Karmal's fire and lightning scorched the creature, and Steel Harmony sped into her path preventing her from following up with another attack. Sadira, Gavin, and Ravius hacked, stabbed, and chopped into the Razorfist Mauler, desperately trying to land a telling blow. Sadira felt the deft touch of Blue Calamity's Whip, yanking a powerful swing of her sword to one side. Shield-Splitter roared and brought his weapon crashing down again. The magic feeding the Ogre's strength was so powerful that a blood vessel burst in his arm, spraying crimson as he recovered from the swing.

"MINUS FIVE POINTS BLUE!" yelled the announcer, struggling to be heard above the sudden din of the crowd as the Ogre struck again.

Blood, slimy flesh, embalming fluid, bone, and metal erupted as the Shield-Splitter's War-Cleaver split the Mauler mostly in half with a colossal downward swing. The crowd, brought to life by the dramatic race to destroy the Razorfist Mauler, cheered enthusiastically. Gavin and Sadira looked at each other. They had been winning in points before this round, but the Mauler was a high value creature. They held their breaths.

"RED TWENTY-SEVEN POINTS, BLUE TWENTY-FIVE. RED WINS!" shouted the announcer over the cheering. "GLADIATORS, SALUTE!"

The Red team stared daggers at their opponents as they lined up. Sadira was acutely aware that the purposeful interference of the Blues had nearly cost them the match. They drew their weapons for the crowd; she looked over at Blue Calamity, whose whip had deflected one of her attacks and at Steel Harmony, who had tripped her early on. The former looked back, impassive behind the mask, the later smiled at her sweetly."Welcome to the big leagues, loser," she heard the Quickling whisper.

"A ROUND OF APPLAUSE FOR THE BLUE TEAM, WHO GALLANTLY GAVE UP A TEAM-MEMBER IN THE NAME OF FAIRNESS!" The crowd cheered and clapped as the Blue team bowed, showing more appreciation for them than for the victorious Reds. Sadira snarled at this, while Ravius and Gavin shook their heads. Her team had trained hard and won despite interference from the Blues, but their victory felt hollow as the audience hailed the cheating Blues as heroes for fighting with one less Gladiator in the name of fairness and honour.




  

Chapter Eighteen: Regina's Gambit
 

1143/10/23 AR, Scorpion's Oasis

 

"The Great Games are fixed; there are a thousand ways to make sure that the wrong Gladiator never makes it far enough to become a Chosen." Oratho diKrass, Heretic.

 

"Gladiators are often seen as pawns in the politics of the Domains. The analogy is interesting, for like pawns in the game of chess, some Gladiators can become much greater if they make it far enough." Chosen Mazurin

 

A jovial Sulius ul-Cyrus met with Sadira, Gavin, Ravius, Vintia and Karma, both individually and as a team after their first match in Scorpion's Oasis. The Chief Promoter apologized profusely for his earlier manner, noting that he was under a great deal of pressure. The Reds had not won a season in the resort town for years; Regina diCouture, the Chief Promoter of the Blues, had dominated the little arena near the Oasis since her arrival. Sulius was the fifth in a long line of Red Faction promoters to match wits with her; after several seasons he had come to feel he was only allowed to keep his position because no one else wanted it.

Part of the problem was that most of the Gladiators who signed on with the Reds in Scorpion's Oasis were disinterested in the Faction's fortunes. A few were old timers, master ranked Gladiators who would fight on their own schedules, perhaps a match per season. Some were ambitious mid-rankers, who cared only for their own careers, usually fighting only in matches that they knew they could dominate. Many saw the lush surroundings and low pressure of a constantly losing team as an excuse for a good vacation before moving on to more competitive arenas. Sulius explained to his newest acquisitions that he wanted to win, and that he had been harsh because he could not afford any more fighters in his roster who would not do their best for the Faction.

"Even if you'd lost, your willingness to train so hard showed me that you are worth taking on," was the refrain that Sulius repeated to each of them. "I will give you every resource that I can provide." He was so sincere that all of them, even temperamental Karmal, accepted his apology.

Thereafter the five Gladiators found the Chief Promoter to be cheerful and helpful, showing them every courtesy and treating them with profound respect, proving to be an excellent host in every way. They quickly forgot their initial resentment of the man, especially after they began to see that his assessment of the rest of the Gladiators in their Faction was quite accurate. The rest of the Red Faction seemed rather insular and lacking in spirit. They were nearing the end of yet another losing season and morale was low. As Gavin, Sadira, and the others continued their hard training regimens on the practice grounds, they noted a distinct lack of vigour in many of their peers. The Reds seemed to shy away from the part of the training area where the Blues could see them...

 

-----o

 

For Sulius, beating the Blues in their own challenge had won the Red Faction a little extra prestige in an otherwise disastrous season. His nemesis, Chief Recruiter Regina diCouture of the Blues, had managed to steal a little of his fire with her "four, in the name of honour" stunt, but his team had won nonetheless. Taking a gamble on the new Gladiators had worked out well, so far. With a few more matches like that, he would not have to face the usual humiliation of having Regina's Blues triple his Reds in the points when the season ended. It would be the first time in five years...  Sadira and her team had agreed to fight again in the last challenge of the season in six weeks, which allowed them time to rest and train. Sulius had known that Sadira was one of the best talents the Reds had seen in years. Offering her an early entry into the Faction games, and including her friends had been the only way to lure her to his arena. Even so, he had been surprised that she had chosen Scorpion's Oasis. If she wanted to make her way to Brightsand Halls Arena, there were better options than here. He wondered if the machinations of the Chosen had helped bring this rising star to his side.  Probably he would never know...

To his supreme satisfaction, the other four Gladiators on her team appeared to show real potential. They reacted well to his earlier pressures. They had pride. He sensed their potential. He could make a real star out of the fiery red-head and the others were excellent support material. He hoped bringing them into the high pressure Faction Games this early in their careers would not ruin them. Over the next few days, he gave them a great deal of thought. Part of a Chief Promoter's job is to make sure that all Gladiators working for the Faction reach their potential. It also helped take his mind off yet another losing season. Would giving them more responsibility bring them together? He would not pressure them too hard, certainly not for a meaningless victory this season. He could allow them to make their own challenge; it would give them a chance to establish a strategy for next season and get a better feel for the Faction challenge system. It seemed like a good idea to him.

He continued working, absently dreaming of the astonished look that would appear on Regina's haughty, exquisite Elfin face if the Reds ever managed to beat the Blues in Scorpion's Oasis over a full season.

 

-----o

 

"A single-team trial survival match with standard additions from Marius and Southshire..." Sadira said. She was slowly, painfully gaining proficiency with the complex Faction rules, with assistance from Gavin and Vintia. "Are we all agreed? I need to get this revision to Sulius and the Arena Master today."

"I'm sorry... can you repeat what the additions mean?" asked Ravius, frowning. He had been too busy scouting the Blues to see what kind of Gladiators they might face to have learned much about the complex process of making challenges. "I want to make sure I understand."

Sadira tried not to sound frustrated as she went over it again. "Marius's additions double the loss of points for any team member unable to stand at the end of the match. This makes defence even more important. If the Blues let anyone tap out, this rule will make them pay a rather hefty penalty, enough to guarantee a victory for us. We included this addition because you, Ravius, haves told us that they don't field many defenders and we have Vintia and Gavin." The two defenders smiled. Sadira continued. "The Southshire rules add points for monster kills with a maximum equal to your survival score. This addition will encourage the Blues to attack hard, which might get some of them in trouble.  Also with Karmal and Vintia casting strong spells and my fighting skills, we should be able to keep close to this points cap even though we aren't all attackers. Overall, with our Defenders and Ravius backing everyone up we should be able to last a long time without anyone dropping, and rack up enough kills to max out our score. The Blues will have to field a really well-balanced team to even come close." Sadira exhaled emphatically; she was tired of talking. Faction challenges seemed needlessly complex to her, as if designed to foil the novice on purpose. Gavin had told her the intricacies came from centuries of accumulated rules and rulings.

"What happened to the increased number of monster waves?" asked Vintia, pinching her lower lip while looking at the sheet they were reviewing.

"The Blues rejected it; sorry Vintia," said Gavin. He too, had been looking forward to a longer match; it would give defenders like them a real advantage. They were trained to outlast their opponents. "They also rejected our terrain additions..."

"Well, at least we won't have to deal with them cheating again with the single-team trial bit," smiled Karmal. "Those bastards nearly cost us the last match with their cheap tricks. Although, I wouldn't mind getting my hands on that little spaz Steel Harmony..."

"Just leave some for me if you manage to run her down, Karmal," said Sadira with a half-smile. She had developed a great dislike for the Blue fighters, Steel Harmony and Blue Calamity, after they had purposefully fouled her last match. "Just keep in mind that, as the challenging team in a single-team trial we have to go first; the other team gets to compete against our score. We need to do the best we can to push the score high enough that it demoralizes them and ruins their performance. Also don't forget to register your arena name if you are going to use one. Sulius says that we don't need them until next season, but I figure the sooner we have them the better. I'm thinking of Red Scorpion myself. "

"Isn't that taken?" asked Karmal, eyebrow arching.

"What can I say? I'm a fan of the classics," Sadira shrugged. "I'm surprised you haven't figured that out by now, girl. It is a well-worn Arena Name to be sure, but so long as no one in the region objects when I register, I can take it."

"I'm going with Lionfang," said Gavin, pointing at the lion emblazoned on his breastplate and shield. "Lionheart sounded a little off for a Gladiator, and Sapphire Lion is a little too blue..."

"I like the sound of Lionfang," said Vintia, looking seriously at Gavin. "What do you all think of Stronghold?" She frowned when no one spoke up quickly.

"It is... somewhat lacklustre, little sister," Ravius said cautiously. Living with the small defender had given him more respect for her moods. "It does not bring your better qualities to mind like a good arena name should. This is the epithet people will remember you by, often enough; stronghold does invoke an image that is tenacious, but I don't think it sufficiently captures your grace and courage."

Vintia smiled at him, blushing a little at the compliment. Ravius could be very charming and Vintia's reactions spoke of intimacy. Sadira noticed Karmal raise an eyebrow and wondered if Ravius had seduced her as well. They needed to get the skirmisher his own rooms, quickly; she did not want her friends fighting over him.

"How about Brightshield?" suggested Gavin.

"It’s not bad, actually," responded Vintia, pinching her lower lip as she imagined the crowd shouting it for her. "I’ll keep it in mind."

"I like it," Said Sadira. "It suits you Vintia. Karmal?"

"I figured I would follow your lead, and go with Crimson Dragon." said Karmal, choosing a well-heeled arena name herself, despite chiding Sadira for taking a cliched moniker.

Sadira nodded approvingly. They all turned expectantly to Ravius, who smiled broadly in response, enjoying the attention."Ravaging Rude Ravius!" he announced, his eyes on fire with mirth, making them all laugh, until they realized he was quite serious.

"Right... I'll get these to Sulius and the Arena Master and meet all of you on the practice field in fifteen minutes," said Sadira. "If this draft is accepted we should be fighting in ten days."

 

-----o

 

Regina diCouture, the Chief Promoter of the Blue Faction in Scorpion's Oasis, was renowned as an excellent judge of Gladiators. She had managed a decent record of sixty-five wins, seven loses before retiring from the arena herself; this gave her a good idea of what it took to win. Added to that, she had nearly a hundred years of experience as a recruiter and promoter for the Blues. She knew the Great Games very, very well. She was a dominant force here, and would soon be able to parley her success into an even better position. As a popular fighter for her Faction she had been offered many purely decorative positions right after her retirement, but she had eschewed them all in favour of learning the ins and outs of her new life from the ground up. She had earned her current position through hard work and an infallible eye for talent. Yet, the ability to recognize greatness in a Gladiator was now making her nervous. She could see that Sadira Lacivia had all the makings of a champion Gladiatrix, a better, more popular fighter than any she had; the problem was that Sadira was a Red, which made it Regina's job to act as a foil for the rising superstar. It did not help that the other new additions to the Red team seemed solid as well; the Reds were most dangerous when they had a good, well-rounded team.

To make the situation worse she had received several imperatives from important persons within the Faction stating that she must either turn Sadira into a Blue, or somehow limit the spread of her fame. Naturally, her superiors left the details to her. Politics was second nature to the Blues and few of them had any qualms about using dirty tricks. The stakes were high; there would be a grand Championship soon, and the Blues wanted one of their own to win it. For personal reasons Regina preferred to show fairness to her opponents, but it seemed like the gloves would have to come off this time.

Regina wished she could lure a rising Blue superstar, like the dreaded Valaran diVolcanus, here to oppose Sadira, but Chosen Moltar's latest protege was notorious for only fighting one on one Deathmatches, which made him next to useless in Faction challenges, where that type of fight was banned. There were others who were not as brutish as Valaran, but they were all equally self-centred. Individual ambition was the Blues greatest strength, but it did not serve them well in cases like this.

Other options were equally bleak. Competition for talent was fierce, and she did not have the resources to spend on the kind of "talent-for-hire" that could help her; nor did she think that any of her younger Gladiators, good as some of them were, would be a match for this dynamic Shadow-Elf that Sulius had recruited. If the rest of Sadira's team turned out to be as good as she thought, they would be serious trouble for Regina's Blues next season.

She could tell that Sadira was aggressive, but it seemed to Regina that this had been tempered already in the arena; it was a process she knew well. She doubted that she would be able to provoke the star Gladiatrix into a foolish loss through anger alone. This meant that she either needed to somehow win the glorious miss Lacivia over to the Blue Faction, or to find some other useful vulnerability. The woman seemed close to her friends; rising stars often invoked jealousy in those around them, an area ripe for exploitation. It was also possible that damaging one of these friends would dim her fighting spirit. As loathsome as she found the idea, it merited further exploration.

Regina diCouture did not think herself cruel; she had to be ruthless, or risk losing her position. On the other hand, if she managed to turn, crush, or limit her new foe, then it would go far to advancing her own status within the Blues. That was just the way the world worked, even if she found it distasteful at times.

 

-----o

 

As the issuers of the challenge, the Reds were the first team to take the field. The audience was as apathetic as they had been at their previous appearance, barely acknowledging the Red team's entrance. The Blues had clinched the season's victory in Scorpion's Oasis months before Gavin and Sadira arrived and so today's match had little meaning for the season standings. Most of the spectators had spent the day relaxing torpidly in the peerless baths or enjoying the luxurious massage altars of one of the local resorts, and they were only slightly interested in what was going on at the fighting grounds. The nude acrobats that performed before the Gladiators drew more cheers; the only reaction to their new arena names was a lazy ripple of laughter for Ravishing Rude Ravius. Sadira felt deep frustration at the lack of reaction from the crowd, silently vowing again to make them shout her name. Gavin smiled to himself, noting the look of determination on his lover's face.

"Today, we have the last of our Faction challenges for the season. The Red team has challenged the Blues to a survival match." The announcer barely needed to raise his voice, the audience was so quiet in its lethargy. "Each team will strive to withstand the waves of monsters for as long as possible. Points will be awarded to the teams based on how long they survive, and how many creatures they kill. Extra points will be deducted for every Gladiator who cannot stand at the end of the match. The Blue team will take the field after the Red team to see if they can beat their score."

The audience was already bored by the long description. The announcer frowned at their rudeness and signalled the trumpeters. The bright brass call sounded, and the match began.

Doors opened from all sides of the fighting grounds and a dozen clockwork soldiers moved into the arena, their polished brass armour blinding in the bright, hot sun. Gears whirred and clicked as they marched forward with perfect precision. These particular automatons were armed with a single blade hand and a large spiked round shield. They pressed in toward the Gladiators without hesitation.

Gavin and Vintia took up positions on opposite sides of their friends, shields held high at the ready. Sadira and Ravius stood flanking Karmal in the centre. Bright lightning crackled and flashed from the flame-haired Gladiatrix, striking one clockwork man and leaving it a smouldering, sparking ruin. Its fellows ignored their fallen comrade as they moved toward their targets.

Sadira drew Bellasdoom, her greatsword, enjoying the sound of the blade scraping free of its sheath. She leaped over Vintia, loosing her war-shriek as she landed near her foes, darting under a pair of slashing brass swords, and then swinging her own weapon in a vicious arc that sent the head of her closest assailant flying. Oil flowed from its neck. She felt the rush of battle as she exulted in the black blood of her foe soaking the sand.

Ravius cast his net. Snaring a clockwork soldier, he left it struggling in the sand while he steered others toward the defenders, baiting them and pushing them with his trident. He did not bother taunting the creatures; it was hard to make an automaton angry, but he made clownish gestures to entertain the crowd nonetheless. Gavin drove his spear-blade deep into the gears of a brass-man as it tried to grapple his shield away. He moved back and forth, knocking his metallic foes away from his side of the formation. Karmal and Vintia bombarded the brass men with snaps of fire and bolts of lightning.

A second wave of metal soldiers marched into the arena. Some of them had a strange devices on their arms, like an elaborate bellows. One of these raised its arm, pointing the device at the Gladiators.

"SHOOTER!" yelled Gavin, raising his shield and surging forward to meet this new threat.

Karmal turned to fire a spell, but Sadira had already singled the shooter out for her lethal attentions. She tumbled past the metal soldiers between them, ducking under blades and dodging spiked shields on her way to the bellows-armed brass man. As she neared, it aimed the device at her, firing a spray of scalding steam and a sharp six inch spike. She ducked under the projectile, feeling the wind of it brush past her head and the scalding breath of the steam on her skin. Whirling as she came up, Sadira extended her blade in a lethal upswing. Her elegant obsidian greatsword cut through the brass skin and geared innards of the automaton with ease, cleaving it from shoulder to hip. It fell apart, showering the area with oil and gears, and as she danced away to rejoin her team she gave a little flourish of her blade for the sake of the watching crowd.

Now, the brass soldiers pushed in from all sides, their sheer numbers lending them weight as more and more piled into the arena. Indomitable Gavin and wary Vintia were pushed back slowly, fending off jabs from the wall of spiked shields that encircled them. Their role was to defend their team-mates, freeing them to attack and maintain a strong position. Beaded with sweat now, they all bled from minor wounds.

The audience began to take notice of the dire situation. Watching a few upstart Reds, few of whose supporters could even afford the exorbitant expense of the baths and spas at Scorpion's Oasis, get mauled appealed to more than a few of the exclusive clientele of this arena.

Sadira vaulted over the heads of a trio of Clockwork Soldiers, landing beside Gavin and ducking behind his shield. Karmal moved to stand beside her, heavy blade of her brutal war-cleaver held up like a shield to ward of their foes. Ravius moved back into formation as well, while Gavin and Vintia gave ground and moved in behind, walking backwards toward the rest of the group. The two stalwart defenders staggered against the tide of Brass men pushing at them, putting all their efforts into weathering the assault.

Ravius and Karmal looked to Sadira. She waited, observing the flow of battle, watching as Gavin and Vintia backed up slowly, taking most of the pressure of the oncoming tide of brass men. The two defenders trembled with effort, bloodied from the pounding. Although she felt heartless, Sadira knew the timing of their next move must be right. When they were packed in, almost touching, Gavin and Vintia in tight formation with the rest of the group, Sadira gave the signal.

They raised their weapons and surged forward. Ravius slipped into the ranks of the brass men, like an eel swimming among rocks, hooking the leg of a Clockwork soldier with his trident and sending it crashing backwards. The formation of brass soldiers broke for just a moment as the flailing metal body fell into the ranks behind. Sadira and Karmal let loose twin war-shrieks and leapt forward into the breach.

Karmal's heavy blade did not penetrate the armour of her first foe, but crushed its metal plates nonetheless, driving the armour into its clockwork innards, destroying it. Sadira's sword, lighter but sharper, sheered through the neck of her first target and claimed the leg of another on the back-swing. She channelled power into the pattern of a spell, sending grasping green shoots bursting from the sand to further disrupt their foes.

The three Gladiators pressed forward, pushing into the tightly packed ranks of brass men. who were hampered now by their close proximity to each other. Gavin and Vintia moved in behind, protecting their formation as the others shouldered and slashed their way through their opponents. Sadira felt a burst of pride in her team as they surged forward. Their movements were flawless, as they fought selflessly, with an artistry that mocked the stiff precision of the clockwork men. Now, the audience cheered as well, impressed at last by the five Gladiators.

Ravius concentrated, channelling power into a spell-pattern to dominate the "mind" of a machine in front of him. The clockwork soldier turned, striking one of its metal brethren, sewing further confusion in the enemy’s ranks.

Karmal staggered as a poorly parried blade skidded off her war-cleaver and plunged into her shoulder. She felt her own blood splash against her face and it filled her with fury. She grunted, snarling, her eyes glowing blue. Then she shouted, spitting lightning. Brass men sputtered and sparked, smoked and died. Her heavy sword crashed down on one who still moved. Sadira answered her battle sister with a war-shriek of her own, flowing around her opponents. She cut one in half and leap onto the shield of the next, thrusting her sword downwards through its metal skull and riding it to the ground as it toppled.

Wary Vintia wove a stoneskin spell to protect the bloodied Karmal, ignoring the blades that glanced off her own shield and armour, as rain off the rocks. She and Gavin backed up under the steady pressure of the brass men, too busy with defence to attack in return. Each backwards step was fraught with danger; tripping over one of the broken brass bodies left behind by their comrades would spell instant doom. Gavin revelled in this struggle, the pure physicality of testing his strength and skill against the clockwork mob. He loved the sport, but not the slaughter.

At last, Sadira broke through the other side of the brass mob, followed by Ravius and Karmal. They turned to help Gavin and Vintia when the trumpets sounded, signalling the end of the fight. The clockwork men froze, whirring gears suddenly quiet. The Gladiators relaxed, Gavin and Vintia gulping air to catch their breath. Sadira caught her lover's eye and flashed him a smile. They moved to the centre of the ring and saluted the applauding spectators. Sadira sighed, still disappointed in their response; but at least they were showing some energy.

The announcer came forward, shouting theatrically, his magically enhanced voice carrying over the noise of the audience. "RED TEAM, SEVENTY-FIVE POINTS FOR SURVIVAL, AND SEVENTY FOR KILLS. TOTAL: ONE-FORTY-FIVE. CAN THE BLUE TEAM BEAT THAT?"

They watched as the same elegant, silver-haired Light-Elf woman, dressed today in a regal gown of blue satin stepped forward. She whispered in the announcer's ear and he nodded, frowning. Gavin recognized her from their last match when she had performed a similar action. She fit the description that Sulius had given them of Regina diCouture, the Chief Promoter of the Blues. 

"BLUE TEAM FORFEITS!" shouted the announcer. "THE CHALLENGE GOES TO THE REDS! THE BLUE TEAM WILL INSTEAD END THE SEASON WITH A SLAUGHTER MATCH FOR THE CROWD'S PLEASURE. THIS WILL NOT COUNT TOWARDS FACTION TOTALS. CONGRATULATIONS REDS, THE DAY IS YOURS."

The crowd clapped politely as the five fighters left the arena, but a few minutes from their arming room they could hear them cheer the Blues with real gusto as the fighting commenced again. Gavin could see Sadira's frustration; she had been robbed of yet another chance to prove herself against the Blues by this late forfeiture.




  

Chapter Nineteen: New Seasons
 

1144/02/08 AR, Scorpion's Oasis, Faction Score:  Reds 0 points, Blues 0 points

 

"If you know your enemy’s plan, then you have already defeated them." Commonly attributed to Chosen Marius, who claims he is paraphrasing a more ancient source.

 

"If you cut the head off a creature, it will die quickly, and the crowd will cheer you once. If you cut off a limb, it will linger but die just as surely, and the crowd will cheer much longer." Arena Proverb

 

The nineteenth match of Gavin's career occurred during the first month of the new Faction challenge season at Scorpion's Oasis.

In the Southern Domains the Faction challenge season ends in the eleventh month of the year and the new season begins in the second month of the next year. This gives Gladiators time to travel to meet family or friends over all the Domains for the New Year’s festival. A significant number use this time to train, or even to seek other matches. Many speculate that the real purpose of this break in the Faction season is to give smaller, private arenas a chance to pad their rosters and draw a larger audience during the busy holidays. After all, Gladiators caught up in the complex Faction games come to view regular matches as simple fun and, aside from Deathmatches, they are less cautious about taking them. 

Gavin returned alone to Camp Valorous far to the west and north to finish his training in the Champion school. His teacher this time was one of the Warbound, a retired Gladiator who had chosen the life of soldiering. He learned techniques of the school alongside units of soldiers of the legion, coming to admire their bravery. The soldiers did not have the benefits of the Gift. If they broke bones or suffered wounds, it would take months to heal naturally, and yet few of them flinched from duty. He also enjoyed listening to the stories of the veterans, tales of battles fought, and places visited at the far edges of the empire. Although his trainer, war-born Nasus, was helpful, he was distant off the training field.

Time passed slowly without Sadira; Sulius had used his contacts to find her a teacher in the battle-dancer techniques, a school that the Shadow-Elf Gladiatrix had been planning to train in all her life. They missed each other terribly, and when it was permitted they spent long hours talking to each other using link-crystals, happy just to hear each other's voices.

On the positive side, Gavin did find himself in the company of Omodo, the massive Armodon, and Cleothera, the Grey-Robe they had earlier befriended. He listened with interest to the details of their lives in his absence. Omodo was already of the fourth rank, with twenty-one fights under his belt, and feeling much more confident in front of arena crowds now. The giant Rhino-man had made the most of the last year, and now felt ready to seek a place in a Faction challenge arena; he devoured every word that Gavin had to say on the subject, bombarding him with questions about the team's experiences in the Faction games. Pale Cleothera was more interested in the social lives of the Gladiators. Gavin related that Karmal, Vintia, and Ravius had shared rooms for their first four months in Scorpion's Oasis a situation which had caused friction as the skirmisher's mischief and carousing collided with Karmal's hot temper and Vintia's serious, sensitive nature. The three were on much better terms now that Sulius had moved Ravius into an apartment of his own.

"Was he having sex with either of them?" asked Cleothera, perfectly direct. They were in a secluded booth in the comfortable confines of the Sword and Standard, their favourite tavern in Camp Valorous.

"I'm not sure," Gavin said after a pause. He was sure Sadira would know; he was equally sure he didn't want to hear the details.

"Really?" said Cleothera, raising an eyebrow. She seemed more mature now to Gavin, having lost the youthful, innocent aura that often marks the newest of the Gifted.

"I'm sorry Cleo, I don't really pay attention to that sort of thing," he smiled.

"It wouldn't surprise me if he had," she said with a knowing smile. "Ravius can be really hard to resist."

Gavin's eyes widened. He opened his mouth to ask the obvious question, but quickly shut it. Omodo laughed. Cleothera went on with sphinx-like calm, ignoring his look of shock.

"I bet he got involved with both of them," she said. "I'll have to talk to Vintia and Sadira about it when I visit."

"Why not Karmal?" asked Omodo.

Cleothera hesitated a moment before answering. "Karmal is a creature of great passions. I can't think of any way to discuss her love life that wouldn't make her angry, or end up with her hitting on me again. That woman can be frighteningly intense."

Gavin shook his head. The things he didn't know about his own friends. He did not keep close tabs on their romantic entanglements, having no wish to pry.  He remembered now that Sadira had mentioned she and Karmal had been "very close" in training, and he realized what his beloved had been trying to communicate. He laughed, shaking his head. Cleothera and Omodo looked at him, puzzled.

"I can be a little dense sometimes," he said. "I have such a good relationship with Sadira that I sometimes forget other people haven't settled."

"Don't worry Gavin," responded Cleothera, touching his arm. "I forgave you for that a long time ago; it is part of your charm, I think." Omodo's laughter filled the tavern at this. Cleothera went on, cheerily relating some of the "gossip" she learned in her work as an Officer of the Deliberative. Although Gavin learned more than he ever cared to know about the lives of the Chosen, he was genuinely interested in hearing about the politics of the Popular Assembly and Council of the Chosen.

What really caught his attention were the rumours circling Valaran diVolcanus, the rising star of the Blue Faction, and an apparent rival for Sadira's affections. The giant golden-armoured warrior's streak of Deathmatch victories continued, including a spectacular win over a skilled Gladiator two full ranks above him. Valaran had avoided the Faction games, where that type of match was frowned upon. The man's gleeful, violent executions were the talk of the Domains, a return to the older bloodier days of arena conflict.

"Actually, I’ve heard that my superiors are very worried about Valaran; none of the man's opponents have survived against him." Cleothera's voice was low, a conspiratorial whisper now. "The arena crowds always give the thumbs down to his victims, even popular Gladiators who fought with great courage. It is rare for the crowd not to spare a local favourite who fights well these days. I've heard all kinds of rumours about him, including that he has subverted a few Grey-Robes, which is crazy!"

"Is it true that no one wants to fight him now?" said Omodo.

"Yes," responded Cleothera, her elegant brow furrowing. Gavin had never seen her look so serious "He wanders from arena to arena, going anywhere where they do random draw Deathmatches between Gladiators. He tries to arrive in secret so no one has time to back out."

"They still do that?" interrupted Gavin. A random draw Deathmatch pitted a Gladiator against an opponent in a brutal fight to the death, with neither fighter knowing who they would face beforehand. He had thought they were a relic of the past.

"Yeah," said Cleothera with a shrug. "That type of match is outlawed in most Domains, but they are still really popular with a certain crowd. Even the toughest of those guys back off after Valaran appears on the scene; he usually gets in one fight and then moves on. We want to investigate him but we don't have any grounds for doing so. I stole a quick look at his file, and we don't really actually even know what race he is or what magic he uses. Valaran is causing chaos in the Deliberative."

"Why?" questioned Gavin.

Cleothera shrugged, smiling. "Even if my superiors told me, which they haven't, I couldn't tell you. All I know for certain is that when Chosen Moltar throws his weight behind a Gladiator, many people really get nervous... enough about that, though. Gavin, you must tell me what Sadira is doing with her hair these days."

Gavin rolled his eyes, but in truth he was happy to change subjects as well; Valaran had sent a constant stream of gifts and missives to Sadira since seeing her fight in Camp Valorous, professing his undying admiration for her.

"And tell me all about what the girls are wearing. You have no idea how important style is, and how an up and coming Gladiatrix like Sadira can inform cutting edge fashions." Cleothera leaned in, her bright eyes serious. "I'd like to be on the cutting edge of style when people start noticing her and following suit."

"I thought the Chosen informed fashion?" he asked.

"Silly man, of course the Chosen make fashion." Cleothera sighed dramatically. "But most of the time they wear the same things they always wear. Any time a popular Chosen like Giselle changes her wardrobe it sets fashion trends for years, but that does not happen very often, so we have to rely on beautiful up-and-comers to create interim trends; and we both know that Sadira is turning heads already."

"Scorpions, black and red," noted Gavin, dryly "She has been trying out new hairstyles but I can't say what she is going to choose. Why don't you come down and ask her? You keep talking about visiting us, and I could stay and hang out with Omodo a little longer if I have an escort who doesn't want to stop at every single little outpost on the way back through the desert."

Cleothera readily agreed. He made sure to pay his respects to Arena Master Druth and the Recruiter Camille before leaving Camp Valorous again. He did not visit the little cottage in which they stayed while they lived in the military town; it was occupied by other Gladiators now and he did not want to spoil his memory. Perhaps one day he and Sadira would own a little house like it. Cleothera came with him when he went south, making his trip much more enjoyable.

 

-----o

 

"No, no, NO! Leap. Slide. Twirl. Leap. Slide. HOP. Twirl!" The voice of Sadira's Battle-dancer trainer, the darkly handsome Tiber ul-Sala, snapped at her like a whip. "Am I wasting my time here Gladiatrix? Is this the best you can do?"

Sadira held her temper. She was the only visible person in the vast marble ballroom other than her trainer. Tiber was temperamental and passionate, often exploding with rage when she failed to perform the complex steps of the rhythmic combat techniques that he was teaching her. On the first day of training, she had drawn her weapons on him when he called her "an ungainly, top-heavy, fat-titted milk cow with all the grace of an overweight sand gecko." He had merely laughed as her swords sang into the air, embarrassing her by asking if she was that easy to anger in the ring.

She had, however, learned that he was equally eloquent in his praise, lavishing her with poetic descriptions of her grace and skill when she performed the dance well. She enjoyed earning his grudging good words and she was not oblivious to his considerable physical charms either. It made for an interesting learning experience.

She wished Gavin was still in Scorpion's Oasis; even though she talked to him on link-crystal when she could, she missed his presence. Being unable to express her desire physically was draining.  She chided herself for being childish and weak in this, but this was the longest period she had ever spent away from her true love, and the perfectly toned and handsome trainer did not help either. For a week after Gavin left, she was unable to sleep without masturbating, a fact that offended her pride and eroded her good humour. She was proud that she could live without sex, but she was not happy about it. Unable to salve her desire, she had thrown herself wholeheartedly into her training, becoming expert in all three of the novice dances taught by the school as well as working on some of the more advanced steps in preparation for later training.

Ignoring Tiber she launched herself into the dance again. Each movement required a combination of balance, graceful footwork, proper breathing, and sweeping weapon movements. It was much harder than just dancing with a blade in her hand; her weapons had to be part of the dance and each step had to flow into the next step without missing a beat. It was both mentally and physically taxing; even the simplest movements taught by the school were exceedingly difficult, like a formal dance with unpredictable, violent partners and six pounds of steel in each hand.

She leapt, slashing her twin obsidian blades in deadly arcs, blades to each side, slid to the side thrusting the lethal point of one blade in front of her, whirled gracefully on her toes, sabres carving through her imaginary partners, leapt again, slashing low, viciously cleaving phantom legs in her mind's eye, slid forward standing up into an uppercut slash with both blades, hopped forward and slashed down in one fluid motion, then ended with a deadly sharp-edged pirouette balanced on one leg. She had watched Tiber use the very same series of steps in a battle in the Brightsand Halls arena; she could not wait to try it out in a real match.

Now, Tiber clapped his hands. "Bravo! You do that so beautifully; I have met few women who could perform that dance half as well with as little training as you. None of them have your grace or beauty, my dear... It is a shame your heart belongs to another."His tone was mock-sad, but low and inviting.

A brief image of her pushing him to the floor flitted through Sadira's mind, but she loved Gavin and was proud of her dedication to him. Her desire for Tiber felt traitorous, so she bowed gracefully to her teacher, smiling at his compliment. After this little pause she resumed training, pushing herself to exhaustion and beyond before Tiber dismissed her for the day.

 

-----o

 

Handsome, arrogant Tiber ul-Sala watched Sadira leave, unabashedly enjoying the sway of her hips, the shapeliness of her silhouette, and the fullness of her breasts and buttocks. He wondered idly if a lion admired a lioness in the same way.

"I am surprised she has resisted you so far, Tiber!" A woman's voice came from behind him; he did not turn. There was an undercurrent of power, unfathomably strong, in the silken sound. "I know I would have given in..."

Chosen Giselle, oft called the Silken Scorpion from her days as a Gladiatrix, stepped out of a cunningly screened alcove and moved into the marble ballroom to stand behind him. He could feel her presence, full of energy and heat like the bright beams of the sun shining on him. He found it difficult not to turn immediately; the Chosen was impossible to ignore.

"As I said before, Chosen, she is in love and her will is very strong. She will not give in to pure physical lust, no matter how tempting." He shrugged, about to turn, but the Chosen clasped her hands around his waist and leaned her head on his back. Her physical body seemed too small to contain the force of the presence that he felt; it always shocked him.

"It is a small matter; but she would be better served facing the challenges that lay before her without the encumbrance of love. Life in the arena will strip her of this without our interference, I suppose. I am pleased with your service, Honoured Gladiator." He felt her breath on the back of his neck, a hand both delicate and strong caressed his bicep. Desire surged through him, overwhelming. Unlike Sadira, Tiber did not have love to shield him. The Chosen laughed, a tone both musical and cruel. "And now since the faithful Sadira has rejected your considerable charms, my pet, I will make sure they do not go to waste."

 

-----o

 

Gavin and Sadira's reunion was both tremendously joyous and physically exhausting. They took a few days off their busy training schedule to get re-acquainted and to entertain the visiting Cleothera.

 

-----o

 

As the winners of the last season the Blues were allowed to make the first challenges of the new season, setting the terms of the match against the Reds. Their very first challenge was issued specifically for Sadira and her team.

Team specific challenges were uncommon, but by no means rare, and Sadira was thrilled to have the attention of her enemies already; she took it both as a great sign of respect but also as her rightful due. She intended to make her mark in Scorpion's Oasis this season, gaining the attention of the Chosen and earning a promotion to a bigger arena, hopefully Brightsand Halls. The rules of the challenge were quite simple. Both teams would compete to slay the same monster for points. Tripping and shoving were allowed; in fact, each time a Gladiator fell or hit the ground the other team would gain points. Other, deadlier forms of contact with the other team, including magic and weapon strikes were still prohibited and fully penalized.

"I know it's a trap," acknowledged Sadira as she discussed the match with her team-mates, "but I can't let this go. I want to show the world what we can do this season and I'm not going to back down from a challenge."

"I agree, little sister," intoned Ravius gravely. "This match is obviously meant to bait us; just look at the rules: they'll be all over you like ants on honey, trying to trip you up. But if we know how they plan to play we might be able to turn this against them..."

"Well, we know they want to bring Sadira down..." said Gavin thoughtfully, turning to Sadira. "What if we use you as a distraction?"

"I can be our primary offence if they concentrate on Sadira," said Karmal, relishing the idea of being centre stage. "If they stay off me I can bring out the big magic."

"And I can run interference and try to trip up the people who go after Sadira, in turn," added Ravius.

"Do I get any say in this?" said Sadira with mirth. "You people seem to really like the idea of dangling me in front of the Blues as bait..."

"You have to admit it is a good plan..." said Gavin. "You are very tempting, after all."

"I know, I know, I'll do it," she said. "But only because you have put up with my training sessions..." 

"Yes! I love it when a plan comes together!" Vintia's voice was pitched high with excitement. "We will use their own tactics against them. If we know who their main attackers are, we can shut them down in return; it will be easy to get our shields between them and the monster if half of them are chasing you Sadira..."

Sadira laughed, gleefully. "You know, this idea is actually growing on me... this is a team match, and I am only a single part of the team, after all. We know they will try to humiliate me and take me out of the fight, yes? So while they waste their efforts on me, the rest of you can buy us a victory. They think the four of you aren't worth any consideration; let's show them otherwise. I'll be the best distraction they've ever seen."

"Bloody Reckoning, YES!" added Karmal with loud enthusiasm, a vicious smile on her face. With Sadira acting as a distraction, she knew that she would shine.

They sent word to Sulius asking him to accept the challenge on their behalf; he did so with an air of resignation. The Blues always won the first challenge.

 

-----o

 

The Red team, considered less popular, took the field first. It being a fresh season, the normally indifferent patrons of the Scorpion's Oasis arena were more attentive. They took stock of the newcomers, eyeing them curiously and those who had seem them fight last season provided insight to any who were curious. Gavin, Sadira, Ravius, Karmal, and Vintia drew their weapons in vigorous salutes as they were announced. A smattering of polite applause came from the crowds. Ravius carried his normal armament; a net, trident, and buckler. Astute observers of the Great Games would note that his net carried no barbs or hooks this match, allowing it to be used to snare and hinder other Gladiators without technically being considered a weapon strike.

The Blue team consisted of the huge Ogre, Shield-Splitter; the swift Quickling, Steel Harmony, beautiful, silent Sapphire Lotus, the black-masked Blue Calamity with his whip and spear, and an unfamiliar Gladiator named Blue Hornet, a light armoured fighter, armed with two gauntlets sprouting eighteen inch needle-like, sharp-edged spikes, and wearing a yellow, spiked buckler mounted over each for extra defence. He wore a partial helm, a rarity for light Gladiators, adorned with sparkling blue eye covers designed to look like the compound eyes of an insect. He was taller than Gavin, nearing seven feet, but cadaverously thin.

The trumpets sounded and a large gate yawned open. The ground shook as their target lumbered into the arena. It was a single, towering metal colossus, all brass limbs, steel plates, sharp spikes, and whirring gears: a clockwork siege golem. Slightly smaller than a proper giant, the metal monstrosity belched steam and fouled the air with plumes of black smoke as it strode into the arena. Its massive arms ended in vicious looking round saws, with whirring blades the size of wagon wheels. The audience cooed in awe of this shining monster of industry as the Gladiators sprang forward to attack, each team seeking to take it down before their opponents did.

Swift-footed Sadira charged toward the creature, keeping an eye on the fast moving form of Steel Harmony and the whirling whip of Blue Calamity as the two Blues moved to intercept her. Ravius trailed her silently, trying not to draw attention. Sadira let them think she was reckless and eager for the kill, seeming to pay little heed to their movements, letting out a piercing war-scream as she powered forward. Steel Harmony ran with limb-blurring speed, attempting to blindside her.

Blue Calamity stopped, suddenly wary, shouting a warning to his Quickling team-mate, but it was too late. As Steel Harmony dropped her shoulder to ram Sadira's legs, her target suddenly shifted and dropped, sticking her leg out. The Quickling's own incredible speed work against her, making it impossible for her to shift in response. Sadira's foot hooked the little blue's boot, sending Steel Harmony flying through the air and sending up a spray of sand as she crashed down, rolling.

"BLUE FALL: THREE POINTS TO RED!" shouted the announcer. Sadira grinned viciously at her fallen foe, revelling in the petty triumph and further antagonizing the Quickling.

Ravius closed on Blue Calamity while the other lashed his whip, trying to snare Sadira who danced backwards smoothly, her motions enhanced by the elegant flow of the war-dancer's movement techniques.

"Fail and Fail! HAHAHA." Ravius howled with mad laughter, slashing his net at Blue Calamity's feet, forcing the other to move back.

Meanwhile, Gavin and Vintia jogged toward the golem, Karmal trailing them, channelling power and weaving the patterns of her spells as subtly as she could. They reached the golem just before the massive Ogre, Shield-Splitter, arrived, the air around him rippling and shimmering from the powerful enchantments gifted to him by his team-mate Sapphire Lotus.

The Ogre raised his immense war cleaver to strike as Gavin ducked under a swing of one of the huge whirring saw blades on the clockwork siege golem's hands. Much to the Shield-Splitter's surprise, his swing was foiled as Vintia threw herself into the path of his blade, slamming it with her heavy shield. The powerful attack was pushed to the side, leaving a deep scratch in the giant golem's armour but doing no real damage. Shield-Splitter's face contorted with rage.

"I'll break you for that, little girl!" he roared at Vintia, who answered with a disdainful stare.

Cleothera, watching from a comfortable, silk cushioned seat in the audience could not help but gasp as she watched. Tiny, bright-eyed Vintia, a woman only a little taller than herself, seemed far too small and frail to be interposing herself between the mountain of muscle with a giant cleaver and the looming golem. And yet, as the ogre swung his massive war-cleaver at the metal giant again, Vintia fearlessly repeated her manoeuvre, skillfully deflecting the Ogre's attack yet again, but getting knocked off her feet in the process. Cleothera's heart skipped a beat, and she leapt to her feet cheering loudly as the little Gladiatrix bounced back upright.

"RED FALL: THREE POINTS BLUE!" This did nothing to dissuade Vintia, who positioned herself in Shield-Splitter's way once more. They could afford to lose the points if massive Shield-Splitter could not take down the golem. She ignore her bruised and battered body. When the ogre snarled at her, she favoured him with a mocking smile.

Gavin kept the clockwork siege golem's attention on him, using a simple spell. He dodged and ducked, deflecting the huge whirling saw-blades on its arms with his trusty shield causing a shower of sparks, testing its metal skin with his spear, searching for a weak point. Beside him, Karmal swung her heavy blade over and over again, denting the metal plates of the creature's leg. She had not yet let loose with any of her spells, trying to avoid attention while she channelled power. She caught Gavin's eye, nodding upwards at the golem. He followed her gaze to see Blue Hornet nimbly climbing on the brass-skinned giant's back, shooting small bursts of lightning into it while trying to dig through the armour with his needle-spiked gauntlets. Karmal could not use her most powerful spell without hitting Blue Hornet, which would likely get them disqualified. They needed to get him off.

Sadira danced, agile and untouchable as whip-wielding Blue Calamity and Steel Harmony tried to tackle her, trip her, and push her down. She was as elusive and yet tempting as a dazzling debutante is to a drunken deadbeat at a Faction grand ball. Their attempts to catch her were made more difficult with Ravius following in their wake, taunting them, and foiling their efforts to flank her. Sadira smiled a cruel, challenging smirk, daring them to match steps with her, knowing that every moment they ignored the rest of her team in favour of stopping her only made her own team's strategy more effective. She let slip her war-shriek and pointed her twin obsidian blades at them, loving every moment of the chase. They stormed after her, Ravius following after them, cackling like a madman.

Gavin was hard pressed to avoid the siege golem's swinging blades. It had adjusted its attack style, using broad, low swipes, making it harder for the Gladiators to dodge. One blade glanced off Gavin's shield, grinding and sending up sparks, nearly knocking him down. He was worried about Vintia, who was taking a pounding keeping the mighty Shield-Splitter out of the fight. He could hear the Ogre snarl in frustration as his attack was foiled once more. Deflecting the ogre's powerful swings was knocking Vintia off her feet again and again. He could not risk helping her; the metal giant took too much of his attention. He had to trust her to do her best, while he focused on guarding Karmal.

The flame-haired Gladiatrix kept pounding away with her war-cleaver, using minor magics to send small lightning bolts and bursts of flame, unwilling to set off her lighting strike with a chance that Blue Hornet might get hit and disqualify them. She shouted and bellowed, her heavy cleaver biting deep into metal, putting up quite a show, hoping that the Blues would be distracted by her physical efforts and not realize her true purpose.

For the fifth time, Vintia was knocked down, the announcer shouting out the loss points as she stood up, her body bruised and aching, and her huge tower shield dented and dirty now. Shield-Splitter loomed over her.

"Had enough, little Girl?" he snarled, radiating pure muscular aggression.

Vintia thought back to her training. She was much smaller than most other heavy Gladiators and had always been mocked for her lack of size; she had made up for it by training hard, pushing herself to the limit, and using her skills to take advantage of her stature. This was nothing new. He was their heavy hitter; if he could not bring his massive strength to bear against the clockwork giant, her team stood a good chance of taking it down first. She met the ogre's gaze and readied herself for the next bone-crunching blow. I know my role, she told herself, I will not waver. Behind Shield-Splitter, his team-mate, Sapphire Lotus, stayed back, channelling power into spells directed at the ogre, increasing his already formidable strength. In the stands Cleothera cheered again as a defiant Vintia faced the massive ogre; others echoed her praise, enjoying the sight of the small woman facing off with the massive brute.

Gavin was forced back as the golem's whirring table-sized saw-hand spilt the ground in front of him, showering him with sand.

On the perimeter Sadira and Ravius continued their cat and mouse game with the two Blue Gladiators trying to foul Sadira. Blue Calamity's whip, obscured by sudden shadows, struck Sadira in the face, drawing blood, but she kept her balance and did not stop. Much to her irritation no penalty was announced for the strike. Cursing, she reversed direction to fool the Quickling, while Ravius snared Blue Calamity's whip with his net.

Blue Hornet dug deeper into the back of the metal colossus, tenaciously clinging to it, as his needle-like gauntlet spikes dug deep. His tenacity started to bear fruit as he began to pry off some armour plates. Suddenly the siege golem reared up, shaking like a wet dog, dislodging him; he dropped nimbly to the ground, landing catlike on his feet, grimacing in frustration.

With Blue Hornet out of the way, Karmal stepped back and let the power she had channelled flow through the pattern of her spell. The amount of energy that she had built up was overwhelming, a mighty tide of magic. The Blues suddenly realized their mistake as they sensed her releasing such power, but could do nothing to stop her. She felt the magic surge through her, and let loose a triumphant shout. Lifting a few inches off the ground, glowing brightly, she called upon the full fury of the elements.

Gavin felt his hair prickle, and his ears popped as the pressure changed. White lightning erupted from the ground, coursing through the clockwork giant and streaking skywards, dissipating with a thunderous crash as it hit the nearly invisible protective barrier above the fighting grounds. He blinked, blinded momentarily, smelling burnt oil and scorched metal. Then, he heard the roar of the crowd as his hearing returned. The clockwork giant sparked, smoked, melted, and stumbled. He rushed forward, shoving his spear blade into a vulnerable knee-joint. The golem fell, forcing both Gavin and Blue Hornet to dive to the side. Karmal ran forward eagerly, bringing her heavy war-cleaver down on the huge metal neck, severing tubes and sending cogs flying in a spray of oil, shooting a blasts of fire into the severed mass of tubes and steam-pipes for good measure, setting off a series of small explosions all over the massive metal body. 

The crowd cheered lustily for the underdog Reds.

Vintia relaxed, but kept her eye on Shield-Splitter; the mountainous ogre was heaving with fury, glaring with hate at her; she had succeeded in keeping him out of the fight, after all. Sadira and Gavin came to stand beside her as the points were tallied. She was tempted to taunt him, but it wasn't her style.

"BLUE FIFTEEN, RED TWENTY-THREE!" roared the announcer. Sulius ul-Cyrus, watching from his spacious booth, felt his eyes moisten as the Gladiators and vassals of the Reds around him exploded into cheers; it was the first time in nearly five years that the Red Faction had won a season opener at Scorpion's Oasis. He began to plan the celebration on the spot...




  

Chapter Twenty: Image
 

1139/02/27 AR, Scorpion's Oasis, test match for the Fourth Rank 

 

"Never underestimate the importance of popularity in the arena; a Gladiator will not become a grand champion without winning the respect and the support of the People. That is why we call ourselves the Chosen; we would not have gained our exalted position without the people's consent." Chosen Giselle

 

In spite of the busy Faction challenge season, the Gladiators still had to pass their Ranking matches, which took place every five sanctioned matches regardless of the time that passed between them. Since ranking matches take precedence over all others, this put even more pressure on Gavin, Sadira and their friends who were already participating in every challenge match that they qualified for, fighting far more matches in a short time span than was normal.

Sulius, who now doted on the six Gladiators like a loving grandfather, arranged for the famed image consultant Amoura Vogue to make a visit to Scorpion's Oasis, in order that his prized fighters might benefit from her worldly wisdom. Sadira, Karmal, Ravius, and Vintia were eager to make appointments with the famous fashionista, who had made so many Gladiators and Chosen the objects of current styles and trends. Gavin declined with a smile, noting that he already had someone to tell him how to dress; in truth even now, part of him rebelled against the idea that style mattered almost as much as skill in the arena.

 

-----o

 

In spite of her busy schedule Sadira gladly went to meet Amoura Vogue in the Shato diOre, the most expensive of the exclusive resorts that surrounded the crystal clear waters at the heart of Scorpion's Oasis. She looked ridiculously out of place here in her armour, weapons sheathed at her side, Deliberative escort walking with her.

"I'm glad you're here with me Cleo. I feel like I stand out enough without some stiff, disapproving Grey-Robe watching over me." She glanced around as they walked through shaded marble halls decorated with elaborately carved fountains of beautiful nymphs frolicking playfully, graphic paintings of scenes from famous "romances", and other decorations designed to invoke an atmosphere of casual lust. Sadira started, hands instinctively darting to her sword-hilts, when one of the more life-like fountain nymphs winked at her; she was ill at ease in such sumptuous surroundings.

"That’s not the best way to show the ungifted that we magic-wielders are harmless my dear." said Cleothera in her most matronly voice, tapping Sadira's hand. "Oh, my...!"

Her lecture was stopped short as a nude woman with skin that looked as if it was covered in liquid gold walked out of a side passage door, her voluptuous form glistening. The sounds of dozens of voices raised in ecstasy, and the distinct crack of a whip followed by a cry of anguished joy washed over them before the door swung shut behind the golden apparition. The woman, enjoying the effect her appearance had on the two visitors smiled, swaying seductively as she strolled over to them.

"Welcome to Shato diOre, girls; are you two here for the Masquerade? I love your costumes! One of my clients took me to the arena to watch the season opener. You have the best Red Scorpion outfit I've seen all day! The men are just going to eat you girls up at tonight's party; How did you get the look down?"

Sadira's eyebrow arched dramatically. "It’s the weapons actually; the right accessories go a long way."

She drew her twin obsidian swords as far as the peace-bond would allow; a graceful, sweeping flourish while channelling power through the runes to make them spark to life. She sheathed them again, savouring the familiar grace of the motion, and the distinct sound of her blades coming to rest. The golden-skinned woman's very human eyes were suddenly wide; she bowed, her composure lost.

"Honoured Gladiatrix, I... I did not recognize you." the golden-dipped girl stammered, looking down at the ground. "How can I be of assistance?"

"We are here to see Amoura Vogue, sister," she smiled reassuringly at the attendant; this woman was one of her fans, after all. "It would mean a great deal to me if you could help us find her... this place is kind of crazy."

"It would be my pleasure," said the Golden-dipped girl, clearly delighted now. "Follow me."

Cleothera frowned at Sadira. "Let's not do that again. The bit with the weapons was funny, but we would spend a month under house arrest at least if another Grey-Robe caught us. You’re supposed to have those weapons peace-bound."

"True," said Sadira. "But what are the chances of finding an Officer of the Deliberative in a private pleasure palace like this?"

"Surprisingly high," replied Cleothera sardonically as she resolutely resumed walking. "You'd be amazed at how much of the business of the Domains gets conducted in places like this. Also, not all of us are stuffy; I'd come here, if I could afford it. I've read all about this place. Let’s hope that we don't find Miss Vogue in one of the orgy rooms. Now bind your weapons properly, before you get us into trouble."

"What kind of books have you been reading, exactly?" teased Sadira as she wrapped the binding chains, used to keep Gladiators from drawing their weapons in public, around her swords.

They passed all manner of opulent decadence and joyful depravity before finally making their way to the sunny, secluded enclosure where Amoura Vogue held court. Their guide bowed to Amoura, then Sadira as she left. The Golden-dipped girl threw the Gladiatrix a wink as she disappeared. A footman, unremarkable but handsome, covered in glistening gold as well, was rubbing oil into the skin of a platinum-haired human woman lying on a coral coloured marble altar covered in red satin cushions. Both were naked, but this was no surprise; Sadira and Cleothera had encountered fewer and fewer clothed people as they moved further into the resort. Amoura Vogue stood up to greet them, her ripe, full lips curling into a slight smile. Sun-bronzed skin glistened with oil as she turned, revealing a physique that could only be the product of heavy body-sculpting; breasts ostentatious in their bounty and shape, topped an hourglass figure with pleasantly rounded hips and long, shapely legs.

After pausing brazenly for a moment, letting the two women get a good look at her, Amoura walked over to Sadira coquettishly, kissing the Gladiatrix on each cheek in greeting. Sadira felt the tingle of magic and wondered if the image consultant was trying to seduce her. She smiled, mostly amused by the ostentatious display. She noticed the woman's eyes were exceptionally large, an unnaturally bright topaz colour, and ringed by voluptuous lashes that sparkled in the sun. Everything about Amoura glowed. An indescribable scent, pleasant and intoxicating, filled the air.

"Well hello, my beautiful Sadira," Amoura cooed, her mysteriously accented voice laden with sensual undertones. "It is a pleasure to meet you at last... and who is this sweet little thing that you've brought me, hiding herself away in such a drab garment?"

Cleothera met the woman's gaze for a moment, colouring slightly as the bombastic Amoura bent to kiss her cheeks.

"I am Cleothera Orphania, third rank Officer of the Deliberative," she said, bowing low. "I am Sadira Lacivia's escort today."

"Cleothera is also a big fan of yours, Miss Vogue," added Sadira with a sly smile.

"Oh, I do so love to meet another fan. You are far too pretty to be a Grey-Robe, my dear Cleothera," said Amoura, sitting down again on the cushioned altar, the golden-skinned man moving forward smoothly to massage her shoulders. "Those lively eyes are wasted looking through the dull pages of laws and covenants; I could teach a young Gifted girl like you to steal the hearts of all she meets. It only took me fifty years to work through my Vassal-ship, you know."

"Yes, I have followed your exploits Miss Vogue." Cleo's cheeks reddened again. Perhaps it was simply that the little Grey-Robe was unused to being called beautiful. It was hard to stand out in the company she kept. "I am so happy to meet you. You are even more beautiful in person."

"How gracious; thank you, my dear. Consider yourself a friend rather than a fan." Amoura smiled at Cleo with matronly affection, a far cry from her earlier, predatory seductive attitude to the pair. "If only all of the Deliberative were as charming and beautiful as you. Now, I have a lovely massage table in the next room for my favourite friends, complete with all the amenities. Why don't you run along, take off that silly robe, and enjoy all those things you've read about while Sadira and I get better acquainted." She smiled again at Cleothera as the Grey-Robe left. Sadira realized that the woman was quite comfortable in her presence, not at all worried about being alone with an armed Gladiatrix with no Grey-Robe nearby. She could not help but admire the way that Amoura disarmed the normally dutiful Cleothera. Her esteem for the flamboyant image consultant rose. Music started up from the other room, just loud enough to cover any sounds that might pass between the walls. The image consultant's face was thoughtful now as she turned to Sadira; she met the Gladiatrix's gaze with a look of frank appraisal.

"I have to admit I'm impressed, Miss Vogue," said Sadira. "You handled my friend quite well; it is difficult to part a Grey-Robe from her charge."

"I have had a great deal of practice, truth be told." The image consultant laughed. "The secret to dealing with the Grey-Robes is to realize that they are still people, like the rest of us, underneath their robes of office, But don't worry about Cleothera, she won't come to mischief here. I mean what I say; I take care of my fans, Sadira; I like to think of myself as their mother in some ways. Does that seem strange to you?"

"No, I feel the same way about my fans and my audience," said Sadira seriously.

Amoura smiled, radiating approval. "That is very good to hear. I say this because it puts you ahead of the game, my dear. Most Gladiators would do well to spend more time cultivating a relationship with their fans. Image is an important part of building your legend. I can see that you are a woman who pays attention to her own appearance; tell me Red Scorpion, what do you think of the way I look?"

The question caught Sadira off guard. Amoura turned slowly, moving her body into provocative poses, her face calm and challenging now.

"Well, you have spent a lot of time and effort body sculpting," said the Gladiatrix, unsure.

Amoura rolled her eyes, smiling as she did so. "Yes, an important observation, but a little shallow. You can do better. Follow it up, see where it leads you. Don't worry about insulting me; with the lifestyle I lead, I have heard it all."

"You enjoy showing off..."

"Yes! What do the changes I have made tell you about the people for whom I enjoy showing off?"

Sadira remembered her trip through the halls of the Shato diOre and the decadent delights half glimpsed and heard within. "The people you show off for are obsessed with sex and pleasure; they are too decadent to desire a type of beauty that can be readily found in nature..." All the theories of beauty and image she had read slowly filtered into her mind. "They are purely materialistic, and thus prefer to see others as objects... hence you have objectified yourself by exaggerating your sexual characteristics and accentuating appearance traits that they would consider attractive... am I on the right track?"

"Absolutely, darling! It’s not that difficult, as long as we are willing to jump the first hurdle, which is talking about it honestly. I've invested an incredible amount of time, money, and effort turning myself into a walking masturbation fantasy. I did this on purpose. It is my choice, my Image." She turned and sat down again, her platinum mane twisting into a tight bun as she loosed an effortless glamour. Sadira was envious for a moment; she was not permitted to use even such simple magics in public without supervision. "Most who look at me see me as a plaything; yet I have used my charms to gain great power in the circles in which I move. Powerful people, some of them Chosen, have given very much to enjoy my company. Many of the women who desire the same kind of attention that I get have given even more to be like me. What does this say about Image?"

"Image is powerful...," Sadira spoke thoughtfully, enjoying the discussion now. Something about Amoura reminded her of Gavin, strangely. "Your personal style is tailored toward the groups you wish to influence... obviously, while your Image has gained you admirers in some places.... it must have also gained you detractors who look down upon you for how you have objectified yourself... or who envy you."

"Yes, excellent points every one; I can see you are going to be a joy to work with Sadira Lacivia." Amoura spoke glowingly to Sadira again. "Note that those who envy my Image are actually my greatest allies: they want to look like me; they want to live like me; they want to be my image. This gives me power over them. They want to make love how I do; go to the places where I go; and do the things that I do. Their envy drives them to adopt my image and often they pay a great price to do so. I can sell that image or allow others to use it for their own gain; much the same way a popular Gladiator bolsters a Faction."

"...So Image is a weakness, as well. The people who envy you and adopt your style are falling into a trap; they can't be you, can they?"

Amoura nodded sagely, her dramatic eyes sparkling. The golden-dipped man behind her kept massaging her shoulders. "Yes. Most people know this deep down, but they will still spend money and power trying to get a little of my reflected glory. Those who follow Image blindly and fervently, out of envy or idolization, are as doomed as fanatics of any other sort. But using another person's image is not entirely a losing strategy; many a clever girl has used my tactics to entice some lusty suitor into an advantageous match. They use my image to their advantage. Control is the key; they turned my image to their purpose. The same is true for many of those who use image for their own gain."

"I see. I must also control my image, or if I am following in another's footsteps, I should be aware of the dangers of losing control." Sadira paused, considering. Was she consciously following another’s image? She had modelled her career after that of Chosen Giselle, even taking the name Red Scorpion in homage to this woman she admired; if she took her admiration too far it would give Giselle a kind of power over her. "Very interesting: I did not expect this kind of honest discussion, Amoura Vogue."

"And that would be another advantage of the type of Image I have adopted," said Amoura with a smile both beautiful and savage.

"They think you are a one-dimensional woman," said Sadira, nodding, "that you are interested only in sex and power and not worth considering otherwise. As a Gladiatrix I understand this; people think all we do is fight and strut. People are shocked when they hear I like to garden, even though my magic is Druidic."

"Exactly so! I feel you have great potential Sadira, not just as a Gladiatrix. The Faction politics are a child's game in truth, an illusion that covers those who play the game at a deeper level. I am a pawn in that game, but knowing that gives me power." The man massaging her gave a slight start, his hands on her shoulders stopping a moment. Amoura almost laughed. "And if a pawn may be of use to one who will be a queen one day, then it is in my best interest to help...so long as you don't get knocked out of the game."

Sadira considered the implications of Amoura's statement. Some would rebel against the idea of being a game piece for the Chosen, but Sadira was of a more practical bent; she knew that much of life was far beyond her control, so she set her will to changing what she could, instead of railing against those things which she had no way to influence. "I'll think on what you've said Amoura. You have my thanks; consider it a pledge."

Amoura smiled again, almost moaning as the golden covered man behind her returned to his massage with vigour; she still found it strange that a man like him would be so good at such things. She was also surprised at Sadira's pledge; the woman had a way of cutting right to the heart of the matter.

"Well then Honoured Gladiatrix, let us discuss your Image and see how I can help you develop it. Let's start with the easy stuff.  How do you feel about fighting topless?"

"I'm not actually opposed to it; I actually stripped naked in one of the Campus Martius arenas one match." She almost laughed remembering her first fight against Gavin. "But I want to be appreciated for more than just my body... also it cuts down on intimidation."

"Excellent. You've learned well; that kind of appeal works for some lesser fighters, but you have a much broader appeal than that," Amoura lauded. "You like being seen as beautiful and desirable, but you do not want to be seen purely as a sex object. You wear less armour to demonstrate your courage and grace, not just to show off your skin. You want the audience to appreciate your skill above all. You want your enemies to fear you, and your fans to adore you. You are the woman who wants it all. Sound right?"

An hour later, the Gladiatrix left, head full of images and ideas. A languid, smiling Cleothera walked along with her.

The gold-drenched man behind Amoura kept up his massage after The Gladiatrix left. She looked back at him; his strong, plain face was clear to her even under the slick second skin. She smiled. His features were too blunt, too "common" for a servant at the Shato diOre, yet the untrained eye would not register this. The man never seemed out of place, be it on the meanest streets, or in the exalted halls of the assembly of the Chosen. It helped that he knew when to keep quiet, in spite of who he was. She thought this was one of the things that she loved most about him.

"She's not what I expected," he said, looking down at her. "Not nearly as savage as most of Giselle's favourites; I hope she finds her way through all of this intact."

"Giselle will be furious if she hears that I talked to Sadira without her consent." She spoke softly, the music drowning her words. "Will you protect me, my lord?"

"You don't need to call me that; and you know I don't see you as my pawn, Amoura." His deep voice held hints of laughter and sorrow, but it did not carry the power of his station. He sounded a little hurt a her playful jibe; it was an old argument.

"This is what we do," she responded with an old saying to which he had always taken exception, challenging him with it, kindling the fire in his eyes.

 

-----o

 

Gavin fought his ranking match on his own; Arena Master Bloodsmith had insisted that the new Reds pass their test matches individually. The stern, Grey-Robed Orc stated bluntly that he was worried that Gavin, Sadira, and their friends had been called up into the Faction games too early and that an individual evaluation was the only way to prove they were ready.

The Scorpion's Oasis arena was nearly empty when Gavin took the field mid-morning; the handful of people in the stands were mostly there to enjoy the arena restaurants, or get good seats before the main events began later on. The Reds were keeping up with the Blues so far this season, and although patrons of Scorpion's Oasis tended to support the Blues on principal, the added excitement of serious competition was still invigorating. He trotted out to the centre of the arena, bright sun shining off the silver-white lions on his shield and breastplate. Standing tall, he squared his shoulders and delivered a crisp salute to the audience, raising his spear high. He heard Sadira, Cleothera, and Vintia cheering him enthusiastically and smiled; he was glad they had returned in time from their meeting with the image consultant. It was always nice to have friends in the stands.

Gavin was now wary of ranking matches; the last two, the Manticore with its infectious visions of madness, and the frost giant with its waves of icy dread, had been very tough on him.. As with anything involving the Deliberative, there were many theories about the tests; some felt they were individually tailored to test a Gladiator's weaknesses, others insisted they were rigged to impede the progress of fighters who would make less than ideal Chosen. Gavin was not quite sure what he believed. but it felt good facing the test alone; this way; if he failed, at least he would not drag anyone down with him.

A lone trumpet sounded, summoning his opponent. A half-dozen smaller doors opened, revealing shadowed corridors. He waited, seeing nothing. The doors closed. He looked around. Still nothing. Gavin heard footsteps behind him and turned. Nothing. A shiver went down his spine. The arena was oddly silent.

Sadira, sitting on a comfortable seat between Cleothera and Vintia watched anxiously as the shadowy humanoid form of Gavin's opponent circled, trying to get behind the confused Gladiator. Although he did not realize it, Gavin was facing an invisible Sand Stalker.

"You're sure he can't hear us?" she asked Cleothera. She had tried yelling a warning to her lover.

The Grey-Robe shook her head. "No, not in this match; he can't see the Stalker as well as we can either. They bespell the audience protection barriers to make it easier for us to see. It would be a boring match to watch otherwise, but the same spell makes it hard for us to communicate with him. I'm pretty sure even if he knew to look at your gestures, the wards would foil you pointing it out to him. Its pretty well thought out."

"It's never flawless though," noted Vintia.

"Will I be facing one of these Stalkers in my ranking match?" asked Sadira eagerly, watching as her lover turned toward the sound of the approaching Sand Stalker, raising his shield and bracing for an attack, but still looking perplexed.

"I don't think so. My superiors would have frowned on me taking you to a match like this if they wanted to spring one on you as a surprise. I can't say for sure though; Arena Master Bloodsmith is pretty tight-lipped about the tests he has planned for you... Don't worry; he will be fair."

Gavin heard his opponent moving through the sand, but he could not pinpoint its location. He looked at the sand for signs of footprints but saw none. His heart hammered. Even with his magic, he was having difficulty detecting the creature. The footsteps ceased. A new sound came from behind him. He threw himself forward into a tumbling roll, feeling a weapon or claw slice through the air, just missing his back. As he came to his feet, he turned and lifted his shield to face the direction from which he had just rolled.

He felt, rather than heard the next movement and turned, desperation gifting him with speed. Raising his spear to ward off the invisible blow, he tried to present as little of his body as possible to attacks from that direction. The blow impacted his shoulder-armour, staggering him. For just a moment he caught sight of a human-like shape, a being made of sand, shadow, and wind. He thrust his spear at the vision, but it caught only air. His phantom opponent responded with a slash of its invisible weapon, cutting him on the back, leaving a bloody line.

Gavin fought for calm, backing up in a defensive posture to ward off attacks he could not see. How could he beat this thing? He could hear it, but the creature was both cunning enough to realize this, and patient enough to move slowly and quietly when needed. He could not see any traces of the creature's movements. It was just as elusive to direct mental contact using his magic. What other ways did he have of detecting it?

Reaching out with his mind, Gavin channelled magic all around him, passively waiting for the creature's thoughts and emotions to appear. He sensed a glimmer of hatred and an impulse to attack beside him, and he turned, pushing his shield forward as he adopted a firm stance. A weapon of some sort glanced off his shield. He could not physically pinpoint the creature by sensing its mind, but he could use his magic to attack it through that tenuous connection. He called forth the pattern of a spell that would debilitate it with searing mental pain, and channelled his power into it.

With some satisfaction, he felt the creature's pain as the spell took hold. Sensing another attack, Gavin dived aside as something sharp cut into his back. He stood up, rolling his shoulder to make sure it still worked, feeling blood trickle down his back. Taking a deep breath, he cleared his mind.

The creature always tries to attack me from behind, he thought. With his magic, he could now sense its impulse to strike. He guessed it was using some kind of sword or long knife from the way it attacked and the wounds it had left. He now knew how to sense it and how it would attack. A plan formed in his mind.

Gavin held perfectly still, closing his eyes, feeling strangely like a hero in a child's fable. He took a deep breath, switching his grip on his spear and shield just a little. Time slowed. He suddenly realized that he could not hear the cheers of the crowd because they had been magically silenced for this match. He felt the creature's hatred, its impulse to attack, and when he heard the tiniest of sounds from behind him, Gavin exhaled, dropped to a crouch and thrust his spear underhanded into the air behind him. Something cut through the air above his head and the satisfying shock of solid impact ran along his spear arm, followed by an inhuman shriek of pain.

The invisible creature backed off more quickly than he had hoped, pulling itself off his spear. He saw no blood, only a clear fluid evaporating on his spear. He could not target the creature's mind, but he could sense its pain and target it with his magic through that connection. 

Gavin channelled power, a heady amount which flowed through the spell pattern, forming a Brain Burster spell which flowed along his mental link to his invisible opponent's emotions and slammed through its mental defences. He could sense the creature's brain swelling painfully. Then he heard an eruption, as the creature's head burst like a huge, ripe melon had dropped from a great height. Something fell, heavily. Ten paces away, he saw the now visible body of his foe, lying headless on the ground. Its blood, now red like his, stained the sands as he turned with a smile to salute the crowd, hearing the sound of his friends cheering enthusiastically amidst a smattering of applause as the sound barrier was lifted.

Gavin did not mind that the small audience seemed rather ambivalent about the fight; he felt a certain satisfaction at overcoming the problem placed before him, facing an invisible foe and overcoming it with his own wit and skill. He retired to the arming room with a thoughtful smile lighting up his face. 




  

Chapter Twenty-One: Six Bladed Blossom
 

1144/03/16 AR, Scorpion's Oasis, Faction Score: Blues 356 points; Reds 318 points

 

"Gladiators achieve the rank of Master after passing their tenth Ranking match, having fought a minimum of fifty matches. At this time a Gladiator can retire to teach, suffer through the Sundering and become a free vassal, or join the Warbound. A few, the best and the most stubborn, continue fighting, striving to become champions, the final stepping stone on the way to becoming one of the Chosen." Codex of Arms and the Arena

 

"Some of the machinations of the Chosen are subtle, ripples of a stone dropped far across the lake. In the Domains, things that seem like pure chance are often the fruits of meticulous plans made by subtle minds long ago." Chosen Marius

 

Morale was much higher among the Red Faction in Scorpion's Oasis. As the rain brings out the long hidden blossoms from the hidden desert flowers, Victory nourished the Reds and brought them out of their habitual torpor. Sadira and "her team" were the focus of intense well-wishing from the rest of the Red Gladiators. Some of the other Reds made a good showing in the first month of competition, as well. Their section of the training grounds was now much more active, the strength of new hopes having broken the chains of past failures.

As the competitive season entered its second month the Reds were only slightly behind the Blues in overall points. Sulius ul-Cyrus, Chief Promoter of the faction, was overflowing with joy, lavishing praise on all his Gladiators, taking an active hand in helping them plan and train.

It was their turn to issue a challenge to the Blues. Sadira retained her position as leader of the team, but she preferred to let others have their voice when crafting the challenge; Ravius, Vintia, and Gavin were more at ease with complex strategies, while she and Karmal trained to prefer a more aggressive, direct approach. She found it relaxing to be a participant, let the others take the lead instead during these discussions. It also gave her time out of the spotlight, which was becoming more precious to her as her renown increased. She only interceded if she had a useful insight or if the arguments over planning got out of control.

"I noticed that most of the other challenges the Blues put up last season, other than against us, were individual or pairs," said Vintia. "I have a chart that you can check on your link-crystals that shows all of the matches and rules used. They definitely seem to avoid team matches."

"Why don't you just say 'we should challenge them to a five-man team match' Vee?" said Karmal; strategy sessions bored her, but she had been taking more interest in them after winning praise from the other Reds for last month's victories. Their last match against the Blues had given her a chance to be the team's main offensive weapon and Karmal relished the attention this role had brought her.

"I like backing up what I say with a little research Karmal," Vintia responded with a hint of frost in her voice. "I think we have a definite advantage in teamwork, and we have a more versatile team."

"I agree," interjected Sadira before Karmal could respond. "Most of the Blues act and think as individuals on the field."

"As do I, little sister," added Ravius, smiling approvingly at Vintia. "We have shown that we make a strong team and we'd be better off with a match that lets us make good use of our exceptional versatility. Do we want to go head to head with them, or go with trials like we did in the last match of last season?"

"Trials would prevent them from interfering with us," said Gavin. He could sense that Ravius wanted someone to ask the obvious question. "Why would we want to go with anything else?"

"Trials do prevent them from trying to foil us," said Ravius in his most diplomatic tone, "but do not forget that we turned their interference into a losing strategy last match. Since we set the specifics in this round of challenges we can make it work even better for us."

"I like that plan Ravius," said Karmal, practically beaming at him as she spoke. Sadira noted the venomous look that Vintia shot the red-haired Gladiatrix; even though Ravius was no longer living with them, he was still causing friction between the two. Sadira felt a little guilt for not having enough time between training, fans, and Gavin to ease the growing tension between her two childhood friends.

"Are you sure they'll fall for it again?" asked Vintia. "We beat them pretty handily last match."

"In my experience, little sister, an arrogant man will often double down on his errors." Ravius smiled. "I'm sure some of them are dying for another go at us. Gladiator pride is a prickly thing; I imagine most of them will rationalize our last victory as merely luck; we may as well take advantage of this before they are forced to take us seriously."

"I can see that, but it still seems risky to try beating them at their own game again," said Gavin. "They are very good at foiling us, and though we turned this against them once, we might be the arrogant ones for thinking we can do it again. In a trial match we don't even have to worry about the other team; they aren't on the field. Is there more to your strategy?"

"I'd also like to add that if we get unlucky, we could lose quite a few points," added Vintia. "All it takes is for the arena master to miss a few calls..."

"Yes, you are both quite right. But..." Ravius paused dramatically, his perpetual grin broadening, "if we dangle this in front of them like a tasty carrot we have a much better chance of them agreeing to other provisions that favour us in the Challenge. I bet some of them are so eager to get another shot at us that they won't even think very hard about what we propose. That, added to the fact that we can turn their interference attempts against them means we have a strong argument in favour of competing with them directly instead."

"So you think we can leverage a chance for them to play dirty again into a more advantageous match for us?" asked Sadira, cutting the argument down to its core concept. Ravius nodded.

"Interesting," said Gavin thoughtfully. "We can load the match with tempting little rules for them and then try to stack as much as we can in our favour."

"That's not how I would put it, little brother," said Ravius. "You make it sound so devious and ignoble. I prefer to think of it as extending an olive branch to our most worthy adversaries; if we reap the rewards and get a more favourable match by being considerate of our fellow Gladiators on the Blue team, it is only virtue's just reward."

"Maybe we could get a match where you just bury them under a steaming pile of words," snorted Karmal.

 

-----o

 

Sadira brought the results of their discussion to Sulius ul-Cyrus the next day. The Chief Promoter looked them over, smiling appreciatively after he finished.

Despite her initial confrontation with the man, Sadira had come to appreciate the leader of the Red Faction in Scorpion's Oasis. He had been more than fair to them after their initial match, going out of his way to find scarce trainers for herself and Vintia, quickly finding accommodations for Ravius when she had noticed the friction his living with the two girls was causing, and seeing to their every comfort. He had even offered to help them find Vassals to help with their household, which Sadira had refused so far; she did not like the idea of servants. Sulius had also introduced her to the surprisingly interesting Amoura Vogue, which was enough to earn forgiveness for him on its own. The Chief Promoter was accommodating, honest, and helpful; qualities the Gladiatrix could see clearly now.

"You're trying to bait them into accepting the rest of your terms?" he asked. "Very clever, my dear; I wonder if Regina will allow any of her fighters to respond to the obvious bait..."

 

"Regina?" she asked after a moment's silence, "that’s the Blue's Chief Promoter?"

"Yes," he responded. "She is the one who keeps ruining your fun with surprise announcements, the exquisitely dressed Light-Elf woman you saw talking to the announcer in your two matches at Scorpion's Oasis last season." He sighed. Sadira could read Sulius well enough to see that there was more to this, something worth exploring perhaps.

"Tell me about her," she prompted. "I need to know more about my opposition, not just the Gladiators I will fight."

"Where to begin..." He grabbed a small pastry from a heaped tray in front of him, chewing it thoughtfully before going on. "Unlike me, she began her career in the arena, as a Gladiatrix; she was good but had a string of unfortunate losses late in her career. She has a great eye for talent, better than most recruiters. In fact I think she may have actually worked as a recruiter for the Blues at one time... regardless, she not only gets good fighters for her team, she has a great record of getting under the skin of my own fighters. She has been running the Scorpion's Oasis Blues for more than two decades and they have never lost a single season under her guidance. I have not even come close to defeating her while I have been here. I am not the first Chief Promoter she has crushed either."

"Sounds impressive," said Sadira.

"Yes. I should have lost my job years ago, but no one else wants to tackle the Blues here at the moment," Sulius sighed. "Most Red fighters who show real promise don't even last a season here. She finds a way to get to them, or they transfer out as quickly as they can. The Oasis is tough on any Red with ambition; most of our roster are either treating it as a vacation or have lost their competitive edge. Take some time to talk to some of our older fighters; many of them were good, maybe even great once, but they have long since been worn down..." He paused, distant for a moment. She could tell from his expression that it weighed heavily on him.

"You should get out of this arena as quickly as you can, Sadira," he said, staring at the plate of food instead of looking at her. "Build your reputation and go. Scorpion's Oasis is a graveyard of broken Reds. Regina will undermine them, if the apathy of the crowds here doesn't drain them of all ambition first. This is a beautiful town, but I'm afraid it won't be good to you if you stay too long. With the way you have been fighting, you’ll get an invitation to Brightsand Halls or another big-time arena very soon. Take it, before this place gets to you."

Sadira considered Sulius, wondering what he had been like before the years of failure had eroded him. The man obviously cared deeply about his fighters. Perhaps he had seen too many "ruined". And yet deep down she could see him struggling to throw off his torpor. A mad impulse seized her.

"No. I am a woman who finishes what she starts, Chief Promoter," she said slowly, adopting a more formal mode of speech, letting her determination show in every word. "I came here to make my mark and I will. I will be staying for the whole season, no matter what offers I get. My team will be fighting as often as we can. I personally will take every challenge I can answer. I intend to leave this place wearing victory laurels; I swear I will not leave here until I have earned them."

Most Gladiators would only fight at most two to four matches in a regular Faction season; training, preparation, and conditioning took much of a fighter's time. More importantly, most Gladiators preferred only to participate in challenges that would make them look good, which meant being picky about what matches they chose. For Sadira to answer every challenge for which she qualified,  she would have to risk damaging her enviable, unblemished record. Selflessness was a rare quality in a fighter of her calibre. Sulius ul-Cyrus stared at her. He felt as if he could not quite comprehend what she had said. The resolve in her voice energized him. He could only think of one answer to her wilful words.

"I do not fully understand the life of a Gladiatrix, but I know enough about the Great Games to recognize the risk you are running Sadira Lacivia," he said, his rounded form quivering with emotion. "Few Gladiatrices of your glowing reputation would gamble their precious records or turn down a quick exit from Scorpion's Oasis. If you do this, win or lose, I will do everything in my power to help you rise to your rightful position in the world. If you, or your team need anything: trainers, rune-smiths, vassals to serve you... anything... no expense will be spared. I am your man, now and forever."

"Thank you Chief Promoter," she favoured him with a smile. "I am honoured by your trust. I will send you a list of what we need. Now, by your leave, I must return to my team to prepare; let me know when the Blues respond to our Challenge."

He nodded, watching her as she turned and marched away.

"This time we win." he said softly, savouring the sound of the words, impossible as it might seem. The harsh desert air seemed somehow sweeter now. Sulius returned to his paperwork, ignoring the trays of delicious food around him, humming an old tune under his breath.

 

-----o

 

Sadira informed the team of her discussion with Sulius when she joined them on the training grounds. "I want to take this broken down Faction and lead them to victory. To do so, I'm willing to fight in every challenge I can, even if it means taking fights that I might not be able to win in order to get a few more points, or turning down a quick promotion to the big leagues. I've always rushed to get ahead in my career, but I see I can make a difference here, and I'm going to try."

"If it were anyone else, I'd say they were crazy," said Gavin, chuckling, "but, truth be told, we all expected this from the start. You aren't the type to turn your back on this kind of challenge. We'll follow your lead, my love."

Sadira looked at each of them, reading their moods; it appeared Gavin spoke for all of them, except perhaps Karmal, but the flame-haired Gladiatrix would go along to show that she was just as good as her friend. "You’re not going to try and talk me out of it?"

"No. I think I'd have more luck trying to talk the desert sun into setting an hour early so we can get some shade." Gavin grinned. "This is who you are; I'll fight at your side in every match I can. If you will have me."

She embraced him, pleased by the show of faith. She could dare anything with this kind of support.

-----o

 

Regina diCouture was in a foul mood. The Reds were doing far better than usual this season, invigorated by new talent. She liked to take the wind out of her opponents early in the season, draining their morale. She was afraid that a few more victories might awaken a deep hunger for a redemptive victory in her normally submissive opponents. Scorpion's Oasis was a plum position for most Gladiators who aligned themselves with the Blue Faction; they were guaranteed a partisan crowd, frequent victories, and winners' laurels at the end of every season. Consequently, with the Reds showing signs of life, many of her fighters were becoming cautious, and might soon start to avoid tough challenges to protect their precious records. Worse yet, she could lose out on top recruiting prospects when they learned they might have to face tough opposition. It was amazing how things could turn sour so quickly.

It was the nature of her Faction though. The Blues sought out the ambitious and the individualistic. It was a good strategy, but the downside was that most Blues cared more for themselves than for the rest of their Faction. Their personal drive was usually a great asset, but it became their team's greatest weakness in cases like this. To top it off, Regina was getting a great deal of interference from her superiors. They wanted her to do everything she could to hinder Sadira Lacivia's career, even if it meant losing the season and risking her own fighters to do so. Foolishness! She could sense the hand of the Chosen at work here; young Sadira had attracted the attention of the immortal lords of the Domains. She was not surprised; all but the elder Chosen were once Gladiators and they could not resist interfering in the Great Games. A Gladiatrix like Sadira could be groomed to become a champion, and eventually a Chosen herself.  How could she meddle with a rising star protected by the great and powerful?

Despite her lofty position in the Faction, Regina could not afford to deny her superiors. They cared little for her proven record or long service to the Faction. If she could not satisfy them, they would cast her aside in an instant; it was the way of things...She sighed. It was unfair, but she could do nothing about it. She buried her feelings and considered her options.

 

-----o

 

They met Master Sax a day before their second challenge of the season. Gavin and Ravius were practising in a busy area of the training grounds. Cleothera, Sadira, Vintia, and Karmal were taking a trip to the nearby city of Brightsand Halls, to watch the famed Tiber ul-Sala, Sadira's war-dancer trainer, in a match. Gavin did not really want to go with them; he knew Sadira was attracted to Tiber and would enjoy the match more if she could ogle the man and make comments with her friends. He kept his jealousy in check; Sadira was faithful to him, and after all she had not complained once that he had travelled with Cleothera.

Gavin was lost in the motions of training, trying to perfect a complicated forward sliding upwards lunge with his short sword. In the back of his mind, though, he wondered idly why he hadn't dreamt of the Heretic, Olek Agvarson since coming to Scorpion's Oasis. So, it was Ravius who noticed Sax first, intently examining Gavin's broad-bladed barbed war-spear on the weapons rack. He caught Gavin's eye, and motioned toward the towering Ogre. Now, it must be said that Gladiators are very particular about their weapons; they are often mocked, behind their backs, of course, about their great attachment to the tools of their trade. Among Gladiators it is considered taboo to touch another's weapon, a mortal insult to many of them, a form of flirtation with others. Thus Sax's behaviour was close to being a breach of etiquette.

Gavin looked the Ogre over. The newcomer wore light armour and was leaner and taller than most Ogres, a race that tends toward muscle and bulk. He knew that the Ogre was one of the higher ranking Reds, a master class Gladiator who had been at the Oasis for a year.

Sax was so intent on his examination that he did not notice the two Gladiators until Gavin cleared his throat. "Is this your spear?" he asked, turning to face Gavin.

"Yes it is," said Gavin, somewhat coldly. "What is your interest in it?"

In response the tall Ogre stepped back and drew his blade. It was done slowly and respectfully, but Gavin noticed the sudden presence of a worried looking Grey-Robe. The world seemed to stand still as the sun caught the brilliant gleaming greatsword that the Ogre held up. Without saying a word Sax turned smartly, presenting his blade to Gavin with a bow. Gavin sheathed his own blade and took the heavy sword, too long for him by several feet, feeling more puzzled than offended now.

"Look at the maker's mark." said the Ogre, his stormcloud-grey eyes piercing. Ravius peered over Gavin's shoulder. "I have not seen another weapon of this make in many years. My friends call me Sax. I would be very interested to hear how you acquired this weapon."

"I'm Gavin, this is Ravius." Gavin could see that the massive sword did indeed bear the same jagged symbol as his spear. "Yes, Rune-smith Olga from Dreadwood Junction told me this weapon was a rare find, made by one of her old friends. I just picked it out of a shop in the Campus Gladius at random actually. I have not been able to find out more though."

"A retired Gladiator named Liam Valcoeur made these; he is an old friend of my father and he started making this blade for me on the day I chose to become a Gladiator." said Sax in a matter-of-fact tone, still measuring Gavin with his gaze. "It is unusual for one of his weapons to end up in the hands of someone who does not know him. I think fate was smiling when you selected this spear, my friend."

"The spear has served me well," responded Gavin, looking at his trusty weapon. "I'd like to hear more about this smith if you wouldn't mind telling me."

"Valcoeur is a very private man. For the full tale you will have to seek him out in person." said the Ogre. "Having one of his weapons will gain you an audience with him, but it is a very long journey to his abode in the north. I can only tell you a little without being disrespectful to him."

"I'd like that, Master Sax." said Gavin.

And so Master Sax and Gavin, Ravius in tow, retired to a comfortable room in the Red Faction residence where the Ogre related part of the tale of the reclusive weapon-smith, Liam Valcoeur. The man who made Gavin's weapon had once been a promising Gladiator. Sax's father had met him when they both fought for the Red Faction. Liam had been interested in smithing even then, his ungifted father having been a village blacksmith. He gave up fighting in the arena after a personal tragedy and become a smith instead. Sax would not comment further on this, and instead went on to list famous fighters who used the man's weapons. After this the discussion turned to other topics and the three Gladiators talked until the women returned from the city.

 

-----o

 

The audience was a little less sluggish this time as the Red team took the field, graceful Sadira following the rest of her team in. Gavin and Vintia, flanked by Karmal and Ravius, raised their shields, making a platform onto which Sadira leap, saluting the crowd with her naked blades. The spectator's cheers were genuinely enthusiastic; they recognized Sadira as a winner now.

The Blue team came in next. The Reds recognized the oddly attired Blue Hornet and whip-wielding Blue Calamity, but the other Gladiators facing them were new to them: Desert Star, Azure Dream, and Bull Dangerous. Gavin heard Ravius and Karmal laugh derisively at the last name.

Desert Star was an athletic, graceful human woman in a tasteful traditional tribal fighting costume made from bright yellow and orange silks with runed patterns and stars. Her large, dramatic eyes were very dark, almost black. She carried a pair of heavy bladed scimitars. She seemed distant, untouched by her surroundings.

Azure Dream was a tall human woman, dark skinned, with piercing blue eyes and a regal bearing. Her medium armour consisted of a breastplate, bracers, and greaves all made from a semi-transparent blue material; it looked like she was wearing armour carved from sapphires. Gavin guessed that it was just enchanted metal; gemstones were far too brittle to make good armour. Of course it could be sapphires enchanted to be as tough as metal he supposed, but that struck him as more difficult. There was a gold coloured heraldic device over her heart, too small for them to make out. Azure Dream's weapon was a graceful, long-hafted sabre halberd. Most of them guessed she was a skirmisher; perhaps it was because she grinned like Ravius and winked when they looked at her.

The aptly named Bull Dangerous was a male minotaur, large and muscular, dressed in heavily spiked and studded medium armour. He had a nose-ring; an adornment considered somewhat taboo by most minotaurs and he sported several tribal patterns enamelled into his armour. Sadira wondered how he kept his Piercing from healing over; she could not even wear earrings; perhaps it was a clip-on. His thick horns were painted blue and capped with sharp steel. He strutted for the crowd as he entered the arena, flourishing a greataxe with a blade nearly as large as Gavin's shield.

"MESS WITH THE BULL, YOU GET THE HORNS!" he shouted. Ravius, unable to contain himself at this pronouncement, howled with mocking laughter. Gavin just shook his head. The announcer cleared his throat.

"This match is a common mixed team monster slaying match. The match will take place over a single-round and uses Droik's hardcore rules, so expect some tripping and pushing folks," the announcer said, his tone jovial. "And now without further ado, RELEASE THE BEASTS!"

The Gladiators tensed, caught in that fateful moment before the final piece of their match became known. They all knew the rules for the match beforehand but only the Arena Master knew which monsters would be used. Gates opened on all sides of the arena; Sadira could see the glint of metal and she heard the whirring of gears.

"They really like their clockworks here..." said Ravius."All that shiny metal I guess, reminds them of..." He trailed off, eyes wide, smile fading, as the first of their quarry emerged fully into the sun. What they saw was indeed a clockwork, but unlike any the Gladiators had heard of before. It undulated into the arena, a long serpentine form made up of thousands of segmented brass plates. Its large snake-like head was maned with bristling metal spines. In place of a mouth, it had a profusion of greedily grinding sharp-toothed gears. More of the snake golems moved into the arena, lazily at first, as the Gladiators sized them up.

Sadira noticed that the Blue team seemed as wary as her own. What could they expect from these beasts?

"RAAAAAAGGGGHHHHH." The Blue team's massive minotaur, Bull Dangerous, broke the silence, charging the nearest mechanical serpent, his head low and axe held in high striking position. The mechanical serpent cocked its head, paused a moment, and dove forward. There was an explosion of sand; when it cleared the serpent was nowhere to be seen. Bull Dangerous skidded to a stop, furiously looking around him.

The other serpents followed suit, thrusting their heads into the sand, wriggling their long brass bodies in after. For a moment the Gladiators lost sight of the monsters. The crowd forgot its apathy, watching intently for signs of the metal snakes.

Blue Calamity and Azure Dream started moving, the rest of the Blue team following cautiously in their wake, watching. An ominous ripple appeared in the sand. Sadira started running. The sand erupted just behind Azure Dream, catching her unaware. The long metallic form of the serpentine automaton looped around the struggling Gladiatrix with astonishing speed; she let go of her halberd, grasping the beast's throat in both hands in an effort to keep the maw of grinding gears from her face.

Sadira leapt, thrusting her twin obsidian blades at the gleaming serpent's neck just below Azure Dream's grip. Blue Calamity's whip snaked toward her. Bull Dangerous thundered in, intent on saving his team-mate from the metallic serpent. Sadira's elegant curved blades slipped into a vulnerable area between plates, the sharp points ripping through the beast's neck. Oil spurted from the wound. She felt a tug on her legs as Blue Calamity pulled on his whip. Her momentum made it impossible to free herself. She tried to roll but he kept pulling and she tumbled to the ground as Azure Dream freed herself from the serpent. Before Sadira could gain her feet, Bull Dangerous was on her.

Gavin watched with horror as the heavy minotaur scrambled to avoid colliding with the fallen Sadira. Stepping on her on purpose would be a foul of the worst sort, and no Blue would want that. The Minotaur’s momentum was too much. Collision seemed sickeningly inevitable. At the last moment the athletic Azure Dream, now free of the serpent, surged forward, throwing her shoulder into Bull Dangerous. From behind him, Gavin heard the sound of electricity and burning metal, but he could not tear his eyes away. Sadira rolled, frantically, the whip still foiling her movements. A huge hoof crashed to the ground beside Sadira's head as Azure Dream pushed her team-mate off course.  The minotaur ground to a halt, relieved that he had not stepped on Sadira. Both Blues shot hateful glances at Blue Calamity as he withdrew his whip.

The announcer and arena master, who had been watching the possible collision, finally called out the penalty.  "RED FALL: THREE POINTS TO BLUE."

Sadira felt the whip go slack and she quickly freed herself, looking around for the source of her fall,  Blue Calamity. She saw him in the grasp of a metal serpent as she regained her feat. He could not hold back the creature long enough and the beast's mouth-gears chewed his face, mask and all, into a bloody ruin before Desert Star could cut it apart. The crowd erupted into cheers. Sadira looked for her next target, smiling. Some of the Blues did not look too upset at his fate.

Ravius moved out of the way of a leaping serpent with a perfectly timed sidestep. The mechanical beast landed, coiled, and turned to spring at him again with a single fluid motion. This time the Gladiator held his net in front of him, guessing that the clockwork's vision was not its primary sense. The automaton sprang at the Gladiator with little mind for his net, its mouth gears stalling as they ground against the strong fibres of the mesh. The serpent tried to dive into the sand, thrashing like a captured fish Ravius rushed forward thrusting his trident into the back of its head.

Powerful Bull Dangerous caught a serpent with one hand as it sprang out of the ground, and he and Azure Dream hacked it apart while Blue Hornet and Desert Star took down another in a frenzy of frantic jabs and slashes. The crowd roared.

Vintia shielded Karmal, while the flame-haired Gladiatrix blasted another serpent to smoking slag with fire and lightning.

Sadira sensed motion beneath her. She held still, channelling power into a spell-weave that sent a pure, powerful surge of adrenaline coursing through her body. Gavin, his eyes finding her, channelled power into a spell of his own, enchanting her further. The two magics mingled, life entwined with thought; Sadira felt immense strength and vitality coursing through her limbs combined with the stillness of perfect focus. She waited.

The serpent seemed to leap at Sadira in slow motion. Its coils began to close around her, too fast for the audience to follow, yet barely moving from her perspective. Calm suffused her. When she moved it was like a cyclone of motion to those who watched her, but to her the motions were simple and unhurried. She whirled, feet moving in the most intricate of dances, through three perfect steps as the clockwork serpent coiled inwards. Her deadly twin obsidian blades cut elegant flowing arcs on both sides of her as she completed each step. It was a perfect motion, like a steel flower opening at the sun's touch, done so quickly and perfectly that to the audience her blades appeared to make all six cuts in a single motion: a six bladed blossom. The serpent fell into six pieces, oil pouring onto the sand. And then Sadira stopped, absolutely still and poised, the powerful magics coursing through her forming a brief pyrotechnic halo. The world seemed strangely out of focus for her as the effects of the spell wore off. She breathed deeply, adjusting to the normal flow of reality again. She could still feel the afterglow of her magic mingling with of Gavin's, leaving her breathless. She felt somehow, profoundly different, as if she had crossed some great unseen threshold.

Wonder suffused the arena; for a heartbeat no one spoke, and no one moved. A threshold had been crossed and the scene had etched itself into the mind of everyone watching, that steel edged flower opening to reveal the Gladiatrix within. They knew now, all of them, that they were in the presence of one who would be Chosen. Sound built slowly, dammed in by awe, and when it came the roar of the crowd was as if each man and woman was a lion. They forgot themselves, caught up in the moment, shouting their praise, revelling in the transcendent.

Sadira woke to the world slowly as her focus turned outward again. Everyone was looking at her, cheering or staring: her team, even the Blue team. She turned around surveying the cheering crowd. Every eye was on her. The lethargic, jaded, Blue Faction loving, on-a-lazy-holiday Scorpion's Oasis spectators were on their feet shouting her name. The feel of victory, pure and sweet, coursed through her. Underneath this though, she felt calm and radiant, pregnant with greatness.

"BLUE TWENTY-SEVEN, RED THIRTY THREE!" boomed the announcer after a long delay. No one seemed to care, not even the defeated Blues.

Gavin came forward. He lifted Sadira onto his shoulder. She smiled down at him as he lifted her high for all the world to adore.

 

-----o

 

Sadira never forgot the touch of their magic, the way it mingled and became something greater. It was a technique that would later serve them well in dark times.




  

Chapter Twenty-Two: Finding Flaws
 


1144/04/28 AR, Scorpion's Oasis, Faction Score: Blues 829 points; Reds 776 points

 

"To beat a stronger opponent, use their own strength against them. Above all remember that the Law of Strength holds true even in the arena: if you allow stronger opponents to get a hold of you, they will break you." Mistress Firetongue, in a lecture to fifth year Gladiator Trainees

 

"While reaching Master Rank without a lost match is very rare, most Gladiators have far more wins than losses. The Gladiator is the representative of the People of the Domains in the ritual of the arena, and while the audience loves drama, they do not like watching their representatives lose. Most losses in a Gladiator's career come on the rare occasions when they fight other Gladiators directly, and are thus exceptional and dramatic." Codex of Arms and the Arena, Commentaries

 

"A single lost match can change the trajectory of a Gladiator's life." Liam Valcoeur

 

Gavin was the first Gladiator to enter the arena for his twenty-second match. The audience clapped with some vigour as he raised his spear in salute. He had no idea who he would be facing. The Blues had issued a series of single opponent challenges with randomly determined fighters facing each other in single combat. This type of match was commonly called a blind draw match, frequently used in the upper ranks of arena competition, since the best Gladiators often had trouble finding others of their rank willing to risk fighting them. It was a testament to the fact that the Blues were wary of Sadira now.

Many of the Reds, including level-headed Vintia, had declined the challenge. Blind draw could easily lead to an unfavourable match. This was doubly certain for a Red Faction Gladiatrix trained as a defender in Scorpion's Oasis. Gladiators of equal skill frequently battle each other to a draw, and the partisan crowd would likely vote Blue. Defenders were also at a disadvantage because many audiences found their fighting styles a little dull compared to the more aggressive chargers or the versatile skirmishers.

Gavin wondered if pride had driven him to accept a potentially bad match. In the end he had to admit that perhaps he had agreed to do this because he did not want to seem weak by not facing the challenge. Sadira had leapt at the chance and he had followed suit, but she was an invincible charger and he was an unsure defender.

"And his opponent... SHIELD SPLITTER!"

The Ogre, an imposing mountain of muscle, entered the arena to loud cheers. The seven foot length of his thick-bladed war cleaver rested easily on his plated shoulder guards. He seemed even bigger than the last time Gavin had faced him. He was a heavy class, wearing thick metal armour made in the old Orcish tradition; it covered less of his body than most heavy armours but it was much thicker, almost impenetrable, on the arms, shoulders, and vitals. Spikes and snags, designed to catch a parried blade, stuck out of the armour, giving the Ogre a hungry, menacing look. Shield-Splitter raised his massive weapon with one hand in salute to the audience, who cheered his display of strength. He turned to Gavin.

"Your team cost me quite a few points," the Ogre smiled in anticipation. "It’s time to pay the blood price for your victories, little man."

Gavin rolled his eyes, shaking his head. He was not the least bit intimidated by the Ogre's banter. The trumpets sounded the start of the fight; Shield-Splitter did not move.

"I hope your woman is watching." His grin was positively demonic now. "I'll show her how useless you are without her. Maybe after I beat you, she'll let me have a taste of that sweet..."

Taking the initiative, Gavin channelled power into a mind-blast spell that dazed his opponent, jolting the Ogre into silence mid-sentence. He shifted forward, sliding into a ferocious lunge, the point of his war-spear darting toward the Ogre's throat. Shield-Splitter recovered in time to turn his shoulder and Gavin’s weapon glanced off a thick armour plate.

The Ogre used the momentum of his defensive twist, returning the attack with a broad backhanded swing. Gavin was too close to back out of the way and he was forced to block the attack, placing his shield in the path of the Ogre's tremendous weapon. The massive adamantine cleaver met the mithril of his lion-headed shield with a resounding clang. Gavin staggered backwards under the impact, his shield arm dislocated by the sheer power of the hit. He gave ground before the next two swings, popping his shoulder into place between steps.

"That little girl on your team can take a hit better than you..." The Ogre appeared to be enjoying himself immensely. "Would you like to call her in to take your place? I bet you love to let your women do all the real fighting for you, don't ya, boy?"

Rage flooded Gavin and the desire to prove the Ogre wrong drowned his tactical sense. He channelled a manic burst of power, weaving the pattern for the brain-burster spell. Shield-Splitter stopped in mid laugh, shaking his head. Gavin increased the pressure, mustering all his power into the spell-weave, shouting wordlessly as he did. The giant Ogre reeled backwards under the onslaught, bellowing now, blood dripping from his ears and nose, but Gavin felt resistance build; with a staggering effort of will, the Ogre threw off his attack. Moving in, Gavin stabbed him in the leg, retreating as his massive opponent cut the air wildly with his wicked war-cleaver.

"Who's laughing now Big Man?" snarled Gavin, as the Ogre shook his head. "Looks like I have some sting after all."

Shield-Splitter took a deep breath, straightened up to his full height, and looked at Gavin. One of his eyes was entirely red from the burst blood vessels caused by the spell. Although angered, he did not charge forward recklessly in response to Gavin's taunt.

"You should not have done that, Lion-fang." The Ogre growled, eyes blazing with fury. "You humans all seem to think we Ogres are stupid and weak-willed. Did you think your fancy magic was going to finish me? It’s not enough... I'M STILL STANDING!" The last three words echoed like thunder, eclipsing even the noise of the crowd.

Then he rushed at Gavin, bellowing a war-shout, weapon held high. Gavin smiled; a charging opponent often makes mistakes. The smaller Gladiator sidestepped the Ogre's colossal overhand swing, quickly attacking as he moved. The metal of his lion-headed shield smacked against his opponent's head with a dull thud. The Ogre, better prepared than he seemed, shrugged off the blow, throwing himself forward and slamming a heavily armoured shoulder into Gavin. The smaller Gladiator was tossed back like a boat hit by a great wave, barely getting his shield up in time to meet a sideways slice from Shield-Splitter's massive weapon. He reeled under the blow, toppling, rolling back and over his shoulder to regain his feet.

"No women around to save you, boy." said the Ogre, shaking off the last of the effects from Gavin's attack. "If I were you I'd stay down next time, bitch; you'll be saving yourself from some real pain."

"You Ogres, you think all we humans are puny and cowardly," mocked Gavin, hoping to keep his opponent angry. "Did you think your overcompensatingly large weapon was going to finish me, muscles? I'm still standing..."

Shield-Splitter chuckled in response, hefting his cleaver and trotting toward his quarry. This time, the Ogre did not break into a charge, taking a more measured approach as he closed, throwing himself into a series of attacks designed to wear Gavin down. His swings were less powerful, but quicker, and much harder to predict. Gavin was pushed back by the relentless onslaught, his shield arm numb from the pounding. He battered the Ogre with brain damaging spells, trying to slow him down, but the beast just shrugged them off and kept swinging.

Gavin fought for calm; he was trained to deal with these situations. He needed to take the big man apart, bit by bit. He feinted, moving left, baiting the Ogre into swinging too quickly. As the heavy war-cleaver came down, burying itself in the sand, Gavin lunged, jabbing his opponent in the leg with his spear. The barbed point ripped into the flesh just behind the Ogre's armoured kneecap. Shield-Splitter's leg buckled and Gavin swung his shield, bladed edge first, toward his opponent's face. A massive armoured arm deflected the attack, as the Ogre scrambled to his feet, channelling power.

Gavin felt a wave of unnatural cold pass through him, leaving him nauseous and weak. Necromancy! He struggled to overcome the spell as the Ogre drained his life force. Shield-Splitter's own wounds began to knit as he syphoned life energy from Gavin. He would never have guessed the Ogre was a necromancer; perhaps there was some truth to what the Ogre had said about humans underestimating his kind.

The Ogre smiled. "Thanks for the energy, boy. I could taste your fear; quite invigorating!" He stalked forward again, favouring his good leg a little. "Are you sure you are in the right line of work, boy? You lack the Gladiator's spirit; I think perhaps you would have made a better vassal."

Gavin said nothing as he circled; Shield-Splitter's insult hit too close to home. He did often wonder if he was fit to be a Gladiator.

The Ogre chuckled, swinging hard at Gavin. The smaller Gladiator ducked under the massive cleaver, jabbing with his spear. Although the point bounced off Shield-Splitter's armour, it opened a small flesh wound which the mountainous Ogre ignored.

"At least I come by my wins honestly, little man. Without Sadira you are NOTHING!" He lunged unexpectedly, one-handing his huge slab of a weapon, forcing Gavin to backpedal out of reach. "How does it feel to ride on your woman's coat-tails?"

Gavin's face flushed with anger, then shame as the Ogre's barbed words dug deep; the simple truth was that he did, at times, feel inferior to Sadira, unworthy of her affections. This small seed of festering jealousy was watered by a healthy dose of guilt; he felt as if he was a traitor to his love.

The Ogre swung again, his cleaver blade ringing off Gavin's shield. The smaller man attacked the beast's mind again, but his opponent easily disrupted the spell. He struggled against his anger.

"Is it cold in her shadow?" Shield-Splitter taunted him.

"You tell me!" Gavin shot back.

"Ha!" The Ogre chuckled again. "You don't even know you're whipped, boy. Guess you'll find out when she leaves you for a real man." The image of Valaran diVolcanus reared suddenly in the back of Gavin's mind as the Ogre's taunts struck home.

Driven by blind anger Gavin lunged recklessly, stabbing Shield-Splitter in the side, shoving the point of his spear deep. Instead of withdrawing his weapon and backing out of reach he twisted it spitefully, its barbed teeth shredding his opponent's flesh. The bloodthirsty crowd cheered as red gore spilled from the wound. Although the towering Ogre grunted in pain, he did not topple. Gavin felt a sweet moment of exultation as he twisted the blade, as if his opponent's pain would somehow erase the bitter truth invoked by his words.

The moment passed. The Ogre's massive armoured hand closed on the haft of the spear like a vice. Gavin did not have the strength to twist the spear against it, or pull the weapon away. The wise move would have been to let go and draw his short blade. But now, muscles heaving, the Ogre lifted his monstrous blade in his other hand and swung it at Gavin. Although the smaller Gladiator threw his shield up to deflect the titanic war-cleaver, its impact drove him to his knees, shattering one of the sapphire eyes on his lion-headed shield. The blue shards fell like glittering rain in the bright desert sun.

"Spend a lot of time on your knees, boy?" The Ogre lifted his war cleaver again as Gavin staggered to his feet, numb and dazed. This time, Gavin let go of his spear, scrambling backwards out of reach, drawing his short sword. Roaring with defiance and pain, the Ogre wrenched the grim spear from his side, barbs dripping gore, and planted it in the sand. The audience thundered its approval.

In spite of his wounds, the Ogre smiled at Gavin as he stalked forward toward the smaller Gladiator, hefting his monstrous broad-bladed war cleaver in both hands. Gavin watched him come, aware that his own short blade had very little reach, but the desire to best his opponent burned within him. He needed to show Sadira, watching in the audience, that he was worthy of her.  So he waited. He would have to get very close. The sensible tactic would be to defend and wait for an opportunity to strike, but the thought of backing off, watching for mistakes, and whittling his opponent down had left his mind, driven out by the need to prove himself. Gavin's pride demanded a quick and brutal victory, as if the utter humiliation of his opponent would somehow prove him wrong.

The mountain of muscle and steel strode forward resolutely. Gavin tensed, refusing to give way, waiting breathlessly for his opportunity to attack. Shield-Splitter raised his towering war-cleaver, runes flaring up along the blade, and as it descended, Gavin stepped nimbly out of the way,  thrusting his short blade into the Ogre's unarmoured belly with frenzied speed. Savage triumph filled him as the sword bit deep. The beast roared in pain, dropping his cleaver as the tip of the blade emerged from his back. The spectators roared their approval.

Angrily, Gavin pulled his blade out with a cruel twist, but his savage desire to hurt the Ogre again made him reckless and he stayed too close. As he thrust his weapon again, a massive arm caught his shoulder and a metal-covered fist the size of a melon smashed into his face, with enough force to shatter the skull of a ungifted man. Gavin lost focus; his head swam. The Ogre hit him again.

The crowd cheered its approval as the massive Shield-Splitter lifted the smaller Gladiator off his feet, wrapping him in a crushing bear-hug. Gavin fought back as best he could, channelling power into mind blasts. Blood poured from the Ogre's nose.

The harsh law of strength is, however, rarely overturned, even in the arena. Gradually, with painful slowness Gavin's bones snapped. His constricted lungs struggled. He felt himself lifted high into the air. He tried to move, but he was spent. He could see the tip of the sun setting over a far-away dune, blood-red and beautiful. He felt himself plunge downwards. He heard the Ogre roar. He heard the crowd scream. He felt his back break against Shield-Splitter's armoured knee. Darkness and pain were all that remained.

 

-----o

 

The first thing Gavin saw was Sadira's face. Their eyes met, and he could read the relief and love in her gaze. It shamed him.

"You're awake." Her smile was as bright and as warm as the desert sun, but it did not banish his inner turmoil. "You've been out for a little less than a day, beloved. Shield-Splitter won, but you still racked up a decent number of points. We're holding steady against the Blues."

"I shouldn't have lost," Gavin muttered. He felt so unworthy of her love, and he wished he could disappear back into darkness instead of facing her.

"Well..." she paused thoughtfully, trying to find words that could salve his wounded pride. "Winning isn't everything. You were pretty brave going toe to toe with a beast like that; it may have cost you the match but the crowd loved it. You knew it was a risk for you to take a match like this, but you did it anyway and won some points for your team." She smiled compassionately, but was forced to look away, unable to face the pain in his gaze.

"He played me for a fool Sadira, I should have backed off and run out the clock." He spoke with bitter self-recrimination. "You wouldn't have let him get his hands on you." She opened her mouth to protest. "Don't," he interrupted as gently as he could manage. "We both know the truth. He taunted me, played me into making a stupid mistake. The same stupid mistake twice in fact. I should have backed off instead of trying to hurt him more. I know better."

"Gavin, beloved, please don't be so hard on yourself." Fear gripped Sadira as she realized his old wounds and insecurities were still there; how could she not have seen this? She, who would face anyone or anything in the arena without trepidation, quailed at the thought of losing her love to his own inner darkness. Would she still love him if the light in his eyes dimmed; if the world broke him? "Whatever vile drivel he spat at you wasn't true. You can't let it bother you!"

He struggled to say more, to tell her his problem; she was his friend, lover, and partner and deserved to know. She could help. But he did not want to admit his vulnerability, even to her. He was still unsure of his own worthiness, unsure too, of his future. He no longer knew if he wanted to be a Gladiator. Sometimes the world in which they lived seemed so ugly. The moment stretched, his silence becoming a yawning abyss that he could not bridge. "You're right, of course." He smiled weakly. She was not fooled, but accepted the illusion, afraid that to confront him might be to lose him.

And so they both put on a brave face, and went out to face the world.

 

-----o

 

"How did you know it would work?" asked the Ogre called Shield-Splitter. His private persona was far more calm and precise than the mask he wore in the arena.

"It was an educated guess." Regina diCouture smiled. "Many men are unwilling to stand in the shadow of a woman, no matter how great she might be." But the truth of the matter, which she did not reveal to her Gladiator, was that Regina diCouture was intimately familiar with the perils and pitfalls of loving a rising star; she was just following a script from her own life, played out long ago.

 

-----o

 

That night Gavin dreamt once again of the noble Heretic, Olek Agvarson, but when it came time for the execution, it was he himself who was trapped in the Heretic's body while a leering Shield-Splitter with Sadira's eyes cut his throat.




  

Chapter Twenty-Three: On the Training Grounds
 


1144/05/11 AR, Scorpion's Oasis, Faction Score: Blues 1345 points; Reds 1219 points

 

"A skirmisher's job is to keep the enemy off balance, to keep picking at them, to force them to make mistakes. Against a charger, the skirmisher will act as a distraction and a screen, never presenting a solid target. Against a defender the skirmisher will aggravate him into attacking prematurely or lure him out of position." Codex of Arms and the Arena.

 

"In the end a Gladiatrix's goals are different from those of the Factions. Each uses the other for their own ends, but a Gladiatrix should never confuse the prejudices of her patrons with her own." Chosen Giselle.

 

After his loss to Shield-Splitter, Gavin pushed himself hard. Increasing his training regimen by an hour a day, he spent all of his remaining time reading the great works of some of the best Gladiators and famed observers of the arena. He had less private time for Sadira, but she accepted this without complaint, hoping that he would expunge his inner darkness, sweating it out on the training grounds.

Ravius, Vintia, and Karmal were busy as well, following Sadira's example and meeting every challenge they could; the Reds remained within striking distance of the Blues in the Faction points tally.

Inwardly Gavin questioned his fitness as a Gladiator. Shield-Splitter had baited him into losing the match and he knew it; so did everyone else. Gavin found it hard to reconcile his feelings. On the one hand, he did not want to let his team down, especially Sadira, and he felt driven by a desire to prove his skill as a Gladiator, to show he was a worthy competitor.  Also, he enjoyed using his magic and perfecting his skills, competing against worthy foes. Yet he hated so many aspects of the arena, the slaughter and bloodlust, the politics of the factions, and the role of petty popularity in winning over the crowd. The tangle of conflicting desires was too difficult for him to sort out. He wished he could be free to go wherever he wanted and live his life the way he desired without having to forfeit his magic; this was a most Heretical thought.

Sadira could sense that her team was in danger of fracturing from the pressure of keeping up such an unforgiving schedule. Few fighters took more than a handful of matches every year; even a Gladiator's constitution and iron-will suffered under more. They started bickering over the details of the next challenge they would send to the Blues; she was forced to put her foot down when the debate became heated, choosing a simpler challenge in favour of keeping team harmony. In the end she decided to call for a break in their gruelling training schedule. She decided to take Vintia and Karmal for a luxurious day at the Shato diOre Spa; what was lost in practice time would be gained in morale.

Ravius disappeared on their day off, telling Gavin he was headed to the brothels to spend his hard earned coin. Gavin wondered at this; the smiling skirmisher had never seemed the type who needed a prostitute. Perhaps one of the working girls had caught his eye. Perhaps his friend had some other liaison in mind. These events left Gavin to train on his own; after losing to Shield-Splitter he was simply not inclined to take the day off. He began early; finishing a hearty breakfast of eggs, mesa goat's milk with vespid honey, roasted snake meat, and flavourful pepper-bacon just before sunrise. He finished off by drinking a small cup of the strong southern region's coffee he'd become accustomed to in Scorpion's Oasis, while walking to the training grounds. The powerfully bitter brew woke his senses and erased the last vestiges of sleep.

There were more Gladiators than usual in the residence dining room; several of them nodded in his direction or greeted him as he passed. Gavin was not inclined to talk to anyone, since most of them would just attempt to show sympathy over his recent loss. He smiled politely and said hello as he moved quickly past, wondering if their strong showing this season was pumping new life into the Reds of Scorpion's Oasis. Why not? Sadira was setting a good example for all of them, indomitable and unconquerable, risking her career for her team and record. He just wished he could live up to her example himself. She seemed superhuman at times, even to him. But then again, that was what it was all about wasn't it? Finding the best person to join the ranks of the Chosen. No one fit that description better than Sadira, not even the famed Valaran diVolcanus.

Walking out onto the spacious training grounds, Gavin made his way to the running track. He saw a few tired looking Grey-Robes and nodded to them, wishing Cleothera had not returned to Camp Valorous. He could talk to her about things he would not want to discuss with another Gladiator, even with Sadira. The only other Gladiator he saw on the grounds was the athletic Azure Dream of the Blues. He studiously ignored her; he did not hate the Blues like many other Red Faction fighters professed to, but he did not desire a confrontation. The last thing he wanted was a Blue to start making fun of him for his poor last performance. He started stretching, pushing the limits of his flexibility, getting lost in his thoughts; going over his failures, recent and old, thinking what he would do if he could take them back. He did not notice Azure Dream until she was right beside him, clearing her throat. Grey-Robes appeared nearby.

"Hi. You’re Gavin, right?" The tall, dark-skinned Gladiatrix's confident smile was disarming and infectious; it nearly put Gavin at ease. "Where is the rest of your team?"

"They are enjoying a holiday actually," he said, not bothering to hide his suspicion. The only time the Reds and Blues really talked to each other was to trade insults, in his experience. He waited for the jibe he was sure would come.

"Sounds like fun!" she said, still smiling, her tone casual and friendly. "Can you pass a message on for me, please?"

"It depends on the message," he responded, thinking back to Dreadwood Junction and Bella's death at Sadira's hands; he could not stomach a similar situation. Sadira was a prime target to any ambitious Blue who wanted to gain fame by beating her, although few of them had the spine to try it seemed.

"I just want to talk to Sadira," she said, grinning broadly. "Nothing serious, nothing for you to get worried about, defender; I wanted to thank her for stopping that clockwork cobra from eating my face in the last match we were in together. I also would like to compliment her for her match against the Blue Hornet last month. And that last strike in our first match together, the sword blossom, I sometimes dream about that. She is really good..."

"Yes, she is." He suppressed a chuckle; it seemed that his beloved was making fans even among her competition. If Azure Dream wanted to cause trouble, she was doing a superb job of hiding it. "I will pass your message along; she will be glad to hear it."

"My thanks, Gavin, Ezuis keep you." She smiled at him again, coquettish and challenging, before leaving. Pure skirmisher, he thought, shaking his head.

While he finished stretching, he pondered Sadira's growing fame; he wondered if he was jealous. Some days, he did not want to share her with the rest of world. How would their lives be changed when she stood among the Chosen? Would she still want him at her side? He ran wind-sprints until his lungs burned, trying to clear his mind, and then jogged around the track until his legs ached. For an hour it seemed as if he could outrun his doubts, but they always caught up to him. He spent the last hour of his jog trying to reclaim the peace of the first. After this he returned to the Red Faction residence and spent an hour swimming. The pool was his preferred form of endurance training and conditioning; it did not give him as much time to think as jogging, which made it more relaxing when he was feeling moody.

The spring fed waters of the pools of Scorpion's Oasis were particularly soothing, giving credit to the rumours that they were fed by a pure font of elemental water somewhere below the town. Gavin was not sure of the truth of this, but he always felt greatly revitalized after a dip in the pool here. Perhaps it was psychological. He would have loved to explore the caves beneath the hills one day and see the truth for himself.

Later, he went out to the sands to practice his kata, a series of repeated motions performed over and over again that help the Gladiator master complex fighting moves He jabbed with his spear, shifted his balance to the heel of his back leg, jabbed again, and repeated; a simple series to start. He practised one thousand jabs before moving on to the next kata, his movements carrying him across the training grounds and back several times as he flowed through dozens of fighting moves he had learned over his life as a Gladiator, from the simple to the complex.

He moved slowly at first, ensuring perfect motions. Gradually he increased his speed, moving faster and faster, trying to improve his lightning quick manoeuvres without introducing reckless movements into the flow. He flew through the kata at blinding speed now, stopping only when his concentration strayed which, of course, always caused him to falter. He spent the next two hours repeating this, pausing only when his mid-day hunger got the best of him.

And yet doubt still shadowed Gavin as he walked back into the residence; it was as if he was at war with himself again. His foolish loss had uncovered some deeply hidden character flaw. He could not shake the feeling that Shield-Splitter was right; he owed most of his success to Sadira. What would he be without her? The massive Ogre had just been engaging in the usual banter between two fighters, trying to throw him off, and yet the taunts had been an echo of his inner turmoil. He often did not feel he was pulling his weight on the team, or that he was worthy of the love of the skilled and lively Sadira.

He moved through the richly laid buffet like a ghost, passing trays heaped with fresh fruits from all corners of the Domains, weaving his way past well-coiffed servants carrying trays of delicacies, barely noticing the wondrous aroma of spices and the sounds of frying meats. He grabbed two green apples, some juice, and a few pieces of a potent-smelling, northern-style soft cheese from the Sky Isles and sat down in a corner, alone with his thoughts.

Gavin considered if he had made the wrong choice in becoming a Gladiator, a thought that often haunted him on dark days. Like all those born with the Gift who chose the arena in their youth he had been sure he would fight his way into the rank of the Chosen one day, but that dream seemed distant now. He remembered looking down on all of the broken, failed, retired Gladiators with pity and contempt for giving up;  he now realized how foolish this attitude had been. Not everyone could become a Chosen; there were only a hundred and five of those and their ranks only increased by one every fifty years, unless one of them disappeared or somehow died.

Would he be happier if he had become a Vassal instead of a Gladiator? A Vassal could earn his freedom through service to the Domains; it was a much surer path than trying to win your way into the ranks of the Chosen. Free vassals could even raise children. He and Sadira often talked about having a child, but active Gladiators were not allowed to raise any children they bore. Of course he could become a Vassal even now, go through the ritual of severing and be cut off from the more dangerous aspects of magic. He didn't think he could do that; he loved his magic, even the more violent and destructive aspects of it. He would be giving up his freedom to use his Gift, for freedom from the trials of the arena. What kind of monstrous society would demand he make such a choice?

A shadow passed over his plate.

"Mind if I sit here?" said a voice that rumbled like rocks in a slow motion avalanche. It was Sax, the master ranked Ogre who had taken an interest in Gavin after learning that their weapons shared the same maker's mark, a fact of great significance to the older fighter. Although Sax too was an Ogre, he bore little resemblance to Shield-Splitter; he was nearly as tall but much leaner and his storm-cloud grey eyes seemed to take in everything without shifting. Gavin nodded in greeting; he was curious about the taciturn Gladiator.

Sax nodded to him, sat down, and started to eat without saying another word. He had a rather modest meal for a Gladiator of his size, and Gavin recalled that he was a light-armoured fighter; most of the naturally larger races tended toward heavy armour simply because they were already strong enough to carry the extra weight without any special training. Some, like Sax, still preferred mobility over protection; a fast moving fighter with the natural strength of an Ogre was often able to end a fight before it started. Idly, he wondered how Sax would have handled the massive Shield-Splitter.

"I would have hit him and backed off," said the Ogre suddenly, looking up from his plate for a moment. The unerring accuracy of his comment unnerved Gavin, making him wonder for a moment if Sax had read his mind with a subtle spell. "Tire him out and slow him down before moving in for the kill." Sax chuckled at the expression on Gavin's face. "Don't be surprised. I saw you on the training grounds today. You made a few mistakes in your kata; it doesn't take a Cogimancer to see that you're upset at losing your last fight. We can talk about it if you want; I won't be offended either way."

Gavin stared at the older Gladiator for a heartbeat. Strange how Sax's face was no more lined than his own, and yet Gavin could see something in his eyes and expression that spoke of many more nuances learned. The Ogre seemed to be surrounded by an aura of calm, like nothing ever bothered him, despite his taciturn mannerisms. "Sure," he answered.

"You might not like what I have to say," added Sax.

"I got too aggressive, I guess," sighed Gavin. Sax looked at him, eyebrow cocked, grey eyes drilling into his.

"Really?" Sax let a little harshness creep into his voice. "You were winning and threw it away because you were too aggressive? I don't think so. You looked angry. There is a world of difference between anger and aggression. You fell for some campus-ground taunt. You're lucky it wasn't a dirty-fighting skirmisher you were up against, boy; they would have made you look much worse. Some Gladiators thrive on your mistakes. That Ogre gave you two good chances to win, maybe three, and you pissed 'em away because you couldn't control yourself."

Anger shot through Gavin, molten and electric. He stood up slamming his fist on the table, face twisting. Other Gladiators in the hall looked toward the commotion, and he saw a flash of grey appear out of the corner of his eyes. 

Sax held his gaze, calm and appraising. A small knowing smile appeared on the Ogre's face. Embarrassment overcame Gavin's anger and he looked away. He felt shame at losing control. He thought about storming off, but what would that accomplish besides worthless drama? After an endless moment he sat down, looking the Ogre in the eye.

"Something is bothering you, son. Something deep down I'd wager," said the Ogre in a low tone, once everyone had stopped looking at them. "I know you aren't ready to talk about it yet. I don't think you'd want to listen to this broken down old Ogre's advice even if you were. However, do remember that the path is not easy for everyone; the worst obstacle many of us face is ourselves. You are a better fighter than you let yourself be, Gavin."

Gavin looked up at Sax. He still felt a little resentful and ashamed of how quickly his anger had overcome him. But the Ogre's words rang true. Sax looked back at him; his even, measured gaze reminded Gavin of Master Ironwall, the Dwarf who had tutored him in the Enduring Bulwark school of shield defence.

"Don't feel too badly," said Sax with a hint of a smile. "I've been there before, more times than I'd like to admit... but enough talk. I may actually get a match in this season and I need someone tough to practice on. Would you mind helping me out?"

 

-----o

 

Sax joined Gavin on the training grounds often after that day, and eventually he became a regular part of their training sessions. Sadira was pleased to see this; the Ogre's presence seemed to mollify Gavin a little. The veteran Gladiator was a great help to her as well, taking away some of the pressures of leadership.  He would offer critiques when asked, and he was a repository of practical information about arena tactics and useful moves. He seemed imperturbable and even the normally confrontational Karmal was respectful of the grizzled master.

 

-----o

 

True to his word, Gavin mentioned to Sadira that Azure Dream wanted to talk to her.

Sadira wasn't sure she wanted to meet with the Blue Gladiatrix; the competition between Factions was anything but friendly, and so she did not pursue the matter further herself. Yet she was not surprised to see the statuesque Gladiatrix walking toward her, smiling, one day on the training grounds. She moved over to Azure Dream before any of the other Reds could intercept the dark-skinned woman to cause trouble.

"Hi, you're Azure Dream, yes?" Sadira had to look up to meet the tall human woman's eyes. She did her best to look friendly. She offered her hand, and the other woman took it without hesitation, shaking vigorously. Azure Dream had a strong grip, even for a Gladiatrix, and an infectious smile.

"Yes. Hi... I'm happy to meet you at last, Red Scorpion" She leaned on her halberd, looking at the ground for a moment, digging her foot into the sand. "You probably don't remember this, but I was in Dreadwood Junction when you were there. I saw your Deathmatch with Bella there, before you left."

Sadira raised an eyebrow. She wasn’t sure what to think. The other woman's face was full of sincerity, but Azure Dream was trained as a skirmisher, like Ravius, who could seem very sincere even when he was not. Sadira decided to trust her, for now; it was a waste of energy to be suspicious of everyone, after all. "I'm afraid I don't know much about you, Honoured Gladiatrix. I have to admit you've caught me off guard."

The Blue Gladiatrix laughed. "I know your real name is Sadira; mine is Minerva." Her teeth flashed when she smiled. "Listen, we may be competitors in the arena right now, but I really like your style. You might say I'm a fan. I'm also really thankful that you stopped me from getting my face chewed in that fight with the clockwork snakes. We can let the boys get silly and territorial about Faction loyalty, but we women know better, right?"

"I consider us even, Minerva," Sadira smiled. "After all you kept your minotaur team-mate from accidentally stepping on me that fight. Speaking of faces getting eaten, how is Blue Calamity?

"He might not fight again this season," Minerva said thoughtfully,"although I heard that he was more worried about his 'beautiful face' than the loss. That's why he wears the mask I guess; he's a little weird if you ask me. So tell me, what was going through your head when you beat Blue Hornet last month. That was an absolutely brilliant match!"

"Thanks." Sadira smiled, enjoying the praise. She could see Karmal making a face at them, reminding her that not all women were less territorial than men. "His spells were tough, and he was a lot faster than I thought he would be, but I don't think he was counting on my magic. People often overlook spells that aren't flashy, but I find regeneration is better than a fireball..."

They fell into conversation easily, just two fighters talking trade. They stood there for half an hour, out on the training field for all to see, not caring what their respective factions would have to say about it.

 

-----o

 

The Blues were now wise to their tricks this challenge phase. They had to re-write and re-submit their challenge ten times. Eventually the Arena Master stepped in and re-wrote the challenge himself, imposing the final set of rules. Sadira was frustrated by the process; time spent issuing and re-writing challenges could be better spent training or enjoying life.

The version of their challenge that the arena master settled on was fairly bland, but it was one that they were familiar with and had won before; a single-team trial survival match, which boiled down to each team surviving the onslaught of monsters and killing as many as possible with no chance of the other team interfering. Gavin was pleased by this. In trial matches the teams took to the field separately and compared scores. He wasn't sure he was calm enough to face a head to head match against other Gladiators this month.

 

-----o

 

The audience was much more receptive as they took to the field this time; their team was well known now: the youngest and most dynamic of the Red teams, leading their Faction to its strongest season in this arena in many years. Sadira's match against Blue Hornet the previous month and her spectacular finish against the clockwork serpents had been the most exciting matches that many of the local patrons had seen in their lives, dramatic and acrobatic. They roared in approval as Karmal tossed Sadira high into the air, the Shadow-Elf twirling as she landed on Gavin's upraised shield. They drew their weapons in unison to salute the crowd.

"Like the view down there?" Sadira smiled down at her beloved, before stepping off his shield.

He rolled his eyes. "Ask the Lion; I can't see anything good through the shield." She laughed

The trumpets blew, signalling the entrance of their enemies. Doors all around the fighting grounds opened and clockwork soldiers waddled forth, their mechanical limbs moving with precise, inhuman perfection. These ones were silver with long, shining plumes sticking from their metal heads.

"Bloody Reckoning," swore Ravius, "Shooters!"

The Gladiators scrambled as the silver automatons raised their left arms, which ended in devices that looked like metal forge-bellows. Gavin and Vintia moved to cover the rest of their squad with their shields. For a moment Gavin envied Vintia with her larger shield and heavier armour.

The brass men expelled their projectiles with a hiss, sending a spray of metal spikes flying toward their targets. Sadira ducked behind Gavin. Karmal and Ravius took shelter behind Vintia. The two defenders blocked most of the projectiles, but sheer volume of fire dictated that several would hit home. Gavin and Ravius flinched as their flesh was pierced. The brass men reloaded without pause, spikes chambering automatically as they aimed. Their weapons were simplified versions of the gas-powered spike throwers used by many units in the legions.

Ignoring the pain of his wounds, Gavin waved off Sadira, preferring to let her attack the ranks of brass men than to spend her efforts healing him. Karmal and Vintia loosed bright lightning at the constructs, causing two of their weapons to spark and erupt explosively. Sadira's war-shriek split the air as she closed the fifteen yard gap between their lines and the gleaming constructs in three long strides. She whirled into them, cutting the plumed silver head from one of her foes, spilling its oil as her sharp blades sheered through metal and tubing. She dismembered another before dancing back and taking shelter behind Gavin’s shield as the air became thick with projectiles.

The sharp spikes whistled through the air. Gavin felt a strange sensation as his skin hardened, protected by Vintia's stoneskin spell. This time all the Gladiators received cuts and abrasions from the projectiles, but the spell spared Gavin from any serious injury. He advanced on the ranks of clockwork gunners, Sadira darting out from behind him as he moved.

They all sensed the tremendous shift in power as Karmal dropped a massive pillar of flame on a group of silver men, causing two to start smoking and fall, and one to melt into slag. The crowd roared, feeling some of the heat of the powerful spell even through the protective warding that separated them from the fighting grounds.

Sadira leapt high into the air, bearing down on her prey like a shrieking, blade-winged raptor,  burying her sword-points in the chest of one of the clockwork soldiers and then sheering it apart with an energetic scissoring motion. Oil splashed on her skin, like blood of a living foe. The fallen automaton's comrades forced the Gladiatrix back as more of them strode into the arena. Ravius jumped in to help her escape, tripping two of the clockwork soldiers with a low, graceful sweep of his net.

Another volley of spikes lanced into the Gladiators. There were almost twenty gunners in the arena now. This time most of the Gladiators were struck hard; only heavily armoured Vintia escaped painful perforations. Sadira did not run forward to attack, as she was inclined; instead she channelled power into a complex spell-weave, creating a font of healing energy. All of her team-mates felt some relief as her verdant healing magic flowed over them. Karmal shouted, sending blast after blast of bright lightning arcing into the enemy ranks. The air filled with smoke, hissing spikes, and shards of blackened silver.

"Pull together!" yelled Sadira. The Gladiator's tightened their formation making it easier for Gavin and Vintia to protect all of them and for Sadira's font of healing spell to cover the whole group. Spikes flew; they staggered, but no one fell. Gavin felt like a human pincushion. If they could all stay on their feet until the time limit was up, they could win an immense number of points.

Ravius darted out from the formation, casting his net with an expert motion, entangling a group of clockwork men, who fell struggling uselessly and getting in the way of their comrades, and then finished one off with a quick thrust of his trident. Although his movements were far from graceful, as he was hobbled with pain, they were effective nonetheless.

Gavin scrambled the mechanical brain of one of the constructs with a mental blast, while Vintia hacked another down with her longsword, finishing it with a blast of fire as it thrashed on the ground. More of the silver skinned automatons poured into the arena.

Another lethal volley slammed into the team. The machines were relentless, heedless of the casualties they were taking. The Gladiators staggered under the hail of spikes. Gavin could feel metal sticking into his legs, arms, and belly. He felt blood dripping from dozens of cuts. Still, he felt exhilarated, alive, defying his enemies. He forgot about his flaws and losses. He could see the rest of the team still moving. Grinning to spite the pain, he raised his spear defiantly.

"We're stilled standing!" he shouted. His team-mates took heart.

Sadira's powerful healing spell continued to counteract the damage done to them, closing wounds. Karmal managed another lightning blast. Smoke from wrecked automatons filled their nostrils. Ravius threw his trident, taking the head off an advancing machine, and drew his mace.

Two more volleys struck them before the trumpets rang. Sword and magic rang against metal armour. Blood and oil mixed on the white sand. The Gladiators huddled together, supporting one another and presenting as small a target as possible until the match ended. As the automatons stopped moving, Gavin pushed himself up, as did the rest of the team, bloodied and limping. The audience cheered the enduring Gladiators with gusto, awed by the sheer persistence of the fighters. None of the Reds stayed down; all of were able to stand under their own power.

"SIXTY EIGHT POINTS RED!" shouted the announcer.

"I do not feel well at all..." muttered Ravius through gritted teeth. Like the rest of them, he had several metal spikes sticking out of him and numerous cuts. "Sadira, I think you might need to keep that spell up while I bathe." They all laughed, pulling out spikes and limping from the arena.

 

-----o

 

The Blues, taking the field next, killed more mechanical men, but two of their Gladiators were unable to stand at the end of their turn. Their final score was Sixty. Sadira later sought out and complimented Azure Dream on her part in the match. The two would soon become fast friends, startling the more partisan members of their respective Factions.




  

Chapter Twenty-Four: Red Days
 


1144/06/14 AR, Scorpion's Oasis, Faction Score: Blues 1755 points; Reds 1661 points

 

"Elemental magic has always been a crowd favourite. The spells are impressive both in appearance and effect. There is also a dramatic aspect to many of the more powerful magics; they take a while to build up and have the capacity to end a fight in one awesome, explosive demonstration of power. Many fans find this kind of pyrotechnic climax very satisfying." Gaius Gerald White, Announcer and Colour Commentator.

 

"Out of every generation of Gladiators only one or two become one of the Chosen. Sooner or later this realization tears every friendship among our kind apart. Betrayal is the mother's milk of Champions." Chosen Moltar

 

"What do you think?" Sadira had finally decided she was tired of the spiked hairstyle she had adopted when they fought the Manticore at Camp Valorous. The Shadow-Elf Gladiatrix was slowly, thoughtfully tuning her image; taking her discussions with Amoura Vogue to heart. She had been working on this particular style for several days and was very proud of the results. Holding still in a dramatic warrior's pose, she waited for Gavin's assessment; she was sure he would approve, but the anticipation of his gentle sanction never failed to excite her.

The thick, lustrous black hair on the top of Sadira's head was drawn up into a wide crest rising a full hand-length above her head like the plumes on an ancient hoplite's helm. The hair at the sides of her head was swept back, slicked close to her scalp and braided where the sides met with the central crest. At the back the crest and sides melded into a short, intricate war braid.

"I like this one," Gavin responded, catching her eye in the mirror and smiling. "I think it does a good job of conveying your personality."

"Oh? Tell me more..."

"Ferocious and majestic, a queen among Gladiators," he said, honestly, despite his bombastic wording. "It is eye-catching,  beautiful, rebellious, complex, and daring; a style that suits you very much, I think."

"Thank you, beloved!"

"It's obvious you put a lot of thought into it: are you going to colour it?"

"I might, but only when the mood strikes me," she turned and smiled at him directly, showing her full approval of his compliment. "A tribal-braid pattern tattoo would be perfect with this...."

"Why can't you glamour a tattoo onto yourself?" he asked, his eyes dancing around her delicious curves before coming to rest in the warmth of her gaze. "I know we will heal any permanent inking but you should be able to whip something up that will last at least a match."

"Nope, counts as armour under current arena regulations." She rolled her eyes. "A few hundred years ago some idiot came up with the bright idea they could use an armoured tattoo to gain an advantage and ruined it for the rest of us. We’re lucky we are allowed to use any glamours at all with the way people cheat. I'm sure someone is going to figure out how to turn an oil-skin glamour into some form of contact poison or skin hardening one of these days."

"What about poisonous lip gloss or armoured eye-shadow?" Gavin joked.

"Both legal, actually," Sadira responded, turning back to the mirror. "You would not believe some of the stuff that has been upheld by the Council of the Chosen."

"So I could die a horrible venomous death if some Blue vixen kisses me next match?" said Gavin, taking his eyes off Sadira, closing the brass bound volume on magical theory he was reading, and getting out of bed.

"Well it depends. If you kiss her willingly, you'd likely have to worry about me before any poison could kill you. Besides, it's tough to get a truly lethal poison on your lips without endangering yourself..." She trailed off, applying a glamour that turned her lips and eye-shadow a dramatic black colour before returning to her favourite red make-up. "That's why it’s legal, I think. If you can pull off a win that way, more power to you. It would be a real crowd pleaser, I think..."

"Should I be worried?" he asked.

"I'm not giving away all my secrets," she said, eyes flashing. "Besides, for all you know, you could already be poisoned and the only thing keeping you alive is an antidote you get..."

"...from a kiss?" he finished her sentence.

"Close enough..," she laughed. "You'd be amazed at what you can and can't do with glamour in the arena. One of these days I'll persuade you to let me help you decide on your next look."

Gavin wondered if she was hinting at some lack of style on his part, but Sadira was simply thinking how glad she would be to share her knowledge of these arts with her beloved.

 

-----o

 

It was the Blues turn to challenge again. Regina's Gladiators had met with good success in matches like the one that pitted Gavin against Shield-Splitter. Thus, the only challenge issued for which Gladiators of Gavin and Sadira's rank qualified was a blind-draw mixed pairs versus match; they would each be paired with a random faction-mate, of the opposite sex, and would fight against a similar team from the Blue Faction. The Blues were more practised in this type of match, but it did not bother Sadira. She approached the situation with her characteristic fearlessness; After all, why worry about what she could not control?

Gavin was nervous. His loss to Shield-Splitter still stung. He did not want to let down the team again. He needed to prove, perhaps to himself, perhaps to others, that he was worthy of being a Gladiator. He also felt a need to redeem himself, in spite of what Sax had said about him getting control of his temper.

Sulius ul-Cyrus, the Red's chief promoter, was happy and cheerful; almost half a season had played out and his team was still within striking distance of the Blues; it was unheard of. He felt healthier and more energetic than he had been in years. He put his new-found vigour to good use helping his Gladiators train and seeing to their needs. He provided detailed scouting reports on the Blue Faction fighters as well, after calling in a few favours....

Regina diCouture, his counterpart among the Blues was as frustrated as Sulius was pleased. Her superiors were quite displeased at her team's poor showing this season. If the Reds actually won, they would be furious and her superb record would not save her from their wrath. Other powerful figures were even more displeased with her inability to derail Sadira's career. A rising star could foil their carefully laid plans, after all. To top it off, most of her newest recruits were no more willing to face the deadly Red Gladiatrix than her regular fighters, too intimidated by Sadira's growing reputation to risk their own records.

 

-----o

 

For her match Sadira was randomly paired with a recent addition to the Red faction roster named Cassius. They drew Azure Dream and a male Gladiator named Twilight Crescent as their opponents. As the match began, both Blue Gladiators went for Sadira, but this turned out to be a mistake. Cassius, a skirmisher by training, showed his worth by foiling their attacks with his deftly wielded battle whips. Sadira took advantage of their momentary vulnerability and dealt bloody wounds to both of their opponents. After that, the outcome of the match was never in doubt, even though the Blues fought on with great bravery and managed to last the full time limit.

Sadira found the audience very receptive to her new look, and she gloried in their cheers. After the fight, she embraced Azure Dream and complimented her while the audience roared their names.

 

-----o

 

After her match Sadira met Gavin in the Arena baths, bidding farewell to Cassius, who was somewhat disappointed not to be joining her.  Refreshed and revitalized, they returned to the apartment they shared in the Red Faction residence, where a strange surprise awaited them.

A small, compact human girl dressed in a golden silk gown stood before their door. Her skin was nearly as pale as Sadira's, contrasting with her scarlet hair and bright blue eyes. She carried a covered birdcage in one hand and bowed low, gracefully to the pair as they approached. She kept her eyes carefully lowered after an initial glance at them.

Saying nothing, the girl handed Sadira a perfumed envelope with a runed seal. She looked very young, but Gavin guessed she was a vassal. Many high ranking Gladiators had gifted servants and companions. He and Sadira had never really felt the need. Sadira read the note and handed it to Gavin with a frown, looking at the strange girl standing before them.

He read the flowing script; the style of writing and calligraphy was, unfortunately, familiar.

 

Greetings Red Scorpion, Blinding Brilliant Bright Star of Scorpion's Oasis!

 

I have followed your destiny since I first saw you fight in Camp Valorous; they say that you are the only other Gladiator who is as skilled as I am. I must concede that this is true. However, a fight is not the type of match with you that interests me, for my heart has belonged to you since that fateful day when I saw you display your unmatched beauty on the fighting grounds.

I have sent you this skilled servant and this treasured bird as tokens of my great esteem and undying affection. The girl is a Vassal trained as a personal assistant to the exacting standards of my homeland. She is exceptionally adept at massage and perfectly obedient; I could barely resist trying her out myself!

The bird is a Volcanus Peacock Phoenix, a rare specimen and worth a king's ransom. I hunted the bird's mother down in the ash plains near Mount Wreckfire. It reminds me of yourself, beautiful and lively. If neither one suits your fancy, I am sure that a place can be found for them in my lord Moltar's household.

 

As you may have guessed, the bird is the true treasure, but the girl is well versed in its care.

 

                                                                                                                In Anticipation, Valaran diVolcanus

 

Gavin was livid by the time he finished reading. Valaran often sent Sadira gifts, but this was one they could not ignore. Vassals were very poorly treated in the Domain of Chosen Moltar, Volcanus; the image of the two half-nude, sad-eyed vassals sitting on Valaran's knees was still seared in his mind. If he were a Chosen, he would invoke the right of Challenge against Moltar and take Volcanus; he would change the way people were treated there. He took a deep breath to calm himself.

"We can't send her back," he said. "They would consider it a failure and punish her."

Watching the girl's reaction as Gavin spoke told Sadira, all she needed to know. The Gladiatrix felt a surge of pity as she examined the scarlet-haired girl, "What is your name?"

"I am called Lina, mistress." The little woman's eyes flicked up, meeting Sadira's for the barest instant before darting again to the floor, demure and submissive.

"You need not call me mistress, Lina," said Sadira. "My name is Sadira, and I am always happy to hear it spoken by a friend. Why don't you take your things inside and make yourself comfortable while I talk with Gavin." The woman shot Gavin a look of alarm, but obeyed swiftly.

"Well after what I've heard about Volcanus, I agree that we can't send her back," she said to Gavin after she was sure Lina was out of earshot; her voice was quiet but full of iron resolve. "We can make space for her. She can earn her freedom with us away from Moltar's cruel Domain."

"I won't argue; we can make it work," he put his arm around Sadira's shoulders and kissed her on the forehead. "In fact, even though she was given to you by a man I despise, a man who is trying to steal you away from me, I think it’s the right decision. I approve of your compassion, my love."

Sadira laughed gently. "Just don't tell any of my opponents I've gone soft. Let's go talk to our new friend."

The cage was already uncovered, perched artfully on a table as they entered. The peacock phoenix, a glory of sparkling sapphire blue, shimmering molten gold and radiant emerald green, regarded them with expressive eyes. Its feathers seemed to sparkle and glow as if from an inner fire, bathing the room in a rainbow of warm colours. They both stopped for a moment, enraptured by the dazzling bird. Lina was kneeling in front of the door, waiting for them, like a dog for its master. Sadira regarded her and motioned for her to stand.

"Lina, you are no longer in Volcanus." Sadira's voice was quiet but firm. "I am not sure how the laws of that Domain function, but here Vassals may choose their service. The Deliberative safeguards your rights..." She stopped, confused, as she saw tears forming in the young woman's eyes; the girl was trembling with fear.

"What's wrong?" Gavin asked.

"My family still lives in Volcanus sir. If I do not please the mistress..."

Gavin and Sadira exchanged glances. This is why I want to become a Chosen, thought Sadira; I want to end such treatment. Gavin's sentiment echoed hers but was tempered by the desire to end the grim prejudice against the Gifted that had forced this young woman into Vassal-ship.

"I do not know what lies they have told you Lina, but you may remain in my service as long as you wish," said Sadira, smiling gently. "You will earn your freedom as quickly as it is allowed, and enough money for you and your family to move away from Volcanus. I will write immediately to Valaran and tell him how pleased I am with you. I'll see if I can get word to your kin as well. We will convert one of our rooms for your use, and tomorrow you and I will go shopping with my two friends, buy you some clothes, and discuss your future with us. Okay?"

Lina was relieved, embarrassed, and grateful in equal measures. Since becoming a Vassal in Volcanus, kindness had become almost foreign to her.

 

-----o

 

Gavin's randomly chosen partner for the challenge was Karmal. Although he was relieved that he had a partner he trained with regularly, he was apprehensive that it was Karmal. They stood in the glowstone-lit marble corridor outside their arming room, idly talking about recent events. It was a rare occurrence to find them together alone; Gavin did not often seek the company of the abrasive and fiery tempered Gladiatrix.

"So is your little slave any good?" asked Karmal.

"Don't be ignorant Karmal," Gavin rolled his eyes. "She is a Vassal and as free as you or me."

"She gave up her magic; I have no sympathy for geldings," she smiled, green eyes full of scorn. "She was too weak to face the arena and so she let herself become a victim... but that isn't what I asked Gavin. You and Sadira have quite the love life, and I'm wondering how your new friend fits in."

"That's disgusting; I doubt she's even sixteen," said Gavin a little coldly. Karmal simply laughed at his discomfort. "Can we focus on the match please?"

"What's to know? We train together every day," Karmal shrugged her broad shoulders. "You defend me; I kill them. Easy. Now, back to my original question..."

"No one has touched Lina," he said indignantly, hoping the trumpets would sound soon. Karmal was a great fighter, but he could not help feel that she did not like him.

"Really?" she said, tartly. "I happen to know Sadira just loves young red-heads."

Gavin turned, eyes wide. The trumpets sounded. Karmal met his gaze, her green eyes penetrating.

"Time to do what we do," she said quietly, as she brushed past him on her way into the arena.

The crowd cheered, but not nearly as vigorously as they would have for their team-mate Sadira. Both of them noticed this, for their own reasons, and it pained them. They lifted their weapons in salute to the merciless audience.

The brass call of the trumpets rang out again and their opponents entered the fighting grounds. Gavin was secretly relieved when he did not see Shield-Splitter. They had drawn Steel Harmony and Bull Dangerous this match; the tiny Quickling woman ran circles around the massive Minotaur as he rumbled into the ring, his hefty two-handed battle-axe resting on his shoulder.

"YOU MESS WITH THE BULL YOU GET THE HORNS!" shouted the Minotaur in a magically amplified voice, pointing at Gavin.

"You really are a credit to your species Bull Baby," called Karmal in a sweet singsong voice. "Maybe you should change your arena name to Bullshit Tenderflank!"

Bull turned his focus to Karmal. The vicious Gladiatrix stood watching him, leaning on her war-cleaver. Gavin was just glad her venomous remarks were aimed at someone else. He moved a little closer to her, setting himself so his back foot was perpendicular to the front, shoulder length apart, ready to receive the inevitable charge from the two aggressive Blues. Bull out-massed him by a few hundred pounds, and Steel Harmony was blindingly fast; he would need to focus.

"I love a man who knows his role," said Karmal from very close behind him. Just her breath made the back of his neck tingle.

He shook his head; she laughed loudly. The trumpets rang again. The two Blues sprang forward, Steel Harmony moving in a blur of speed, while the much larger Bull Dangerous sent sprays of sand flying as he powered toward Gavin and Karmal. Gavin shifted forward to intercept them. Steel Harmony would be on them first, but Bull would hit with the force of a steam-wagon. He sensed Karmal channelling behind him. She had decided to let him hold them off while she tried a powerful spell. Lovely, he thought, now I know how Vintia feels.

The Quickling tried to move around Gavin, so fast that even his enhanced Gladiator's senses barely registered her movements. Most of the audience saw her only as a blur. Gavin could not let her get to Karmal. He turned, thrust his deadly barbed-headed war spear at her, forcing her to skip sideways to avoid its bite. At the same time, he placed his shield between his body and the incoming Minotaur. He did not, however, have enough time to brace himself against a charge of that magnitude from the side. He would have to roll with it.

Bull slammed into Gavin, metal-capped horns clanging as they glanced off his shield, lifting him into the air with a toss of his head. Gavin, expecting this, did not try to resist but rather moved with the impact. He flew backwards, righting himself in the air, landing at Karmal's side as the massive Minotaur buried his heavy-bladed greataxe in the sand, just missing him. Gavin thrust his spear again at Steel Harmony as she sped by. Bull was left facing fiery Karmal, who glowed with power. She smiled.


The massive Gladiator's eyes widened as he sensed his danger. "Oh sh...!"

Gavin could feel the tremendous power Karmal channelled into her spell, like a sudden, drastic change of pressure before a brutal storm, but the spell's effect was not immediately apparent. Bull pushed forward, desperately trying to get to the flame-haired Gladiatrix, but he was too late. Suddenly, the Blue Gladiator stopped in mid-stride, rearing back, screaming, bellowing flames as fire exploded deep within him. The audience roared.

"Roast beef anyone?" said Karmal, a vicious grin lighting up her face. "I think I'll carve off a slice for myself!"

Steel Harmony ran past Gavin, raining rapid blows onto his shield while shouting an incomprehensible stream of words at Karmal,  "IdunoIdratherchopupsomehor!"

Gavin could not quite catch what the Quickling said, but Karmal turned away from Bull Dangerous with a rabid snarl, eyes blazing. Behind her, the Minotaur raised his head, struggling to stand. Smoke poured from his nose and mouth.  Gavin cursed; Karmal should have finished him off instead of responding to the Quickling's taunts. He moved in on the massive Minotaur, hoping to finish him off before he could recover.

Now Steel Harmony ran toward Karmal, leaping to the side when the bigger woman swung her massive war-cleaver. Instead of counter-attacking though, the Quickling cast a healing spell on the wounded Minotaur, helping him overcome his wounds.

Too late, Karmal realized her mistake. She pivoted, channelling power into a spell-weave that sent a small shard of flaming rock hurtling through the air at the Minotaur. Reinvigorated by Steel Harmony’s healing, however,  Bull Dangerous got his axe up in time. Shoving Gavin aside with a swift strong-arm, he charged Karmal. Although Gavin sprinted to intercept him, the Minotaur was too quick for him to outdistance. All Gavin could do was throw his shoulder into his massive opponent, pushing him just a little off course while grazing him with his spear.

Karmal, strong as she was, could not hope to match the charging Minotaur; he pushed her back with a roar, winding up for a colossal swing of his greataxe. Steel Harmony closed in from Karmal's flank just as Gavin arrived, yelling a warning to Karmal.

"Jump back!"

Gavin leaped high, pushing Karmal back with one hand, giving her the added momentum she needed to back out of the reach of Bull's powerful axe. He tucked his legs under him as he flew through the air, praying that the axe-blade would pass under him and not lop off his feet. Karmal's green eyes widened with alarm as the weapon kissed her. The crescent blade sparked against her armour but did not cut her flesh. Steel Harmony, her target suddenly replaced with the incoming axe blade, was forced to duck underneath Bull's massive swing, sliding flat along the ground. Her eyes met Gavin's, ever so briefly, as the blade passed between them. The Quickling smiled at him as she skidded by. The crowd roared, surprised and joyful, as all four Gladiators unexpectedly emerged from the tangle, unscathed.

Gavin landed, rolling, turning to see Bull take another swing at Karmal.  The flame-haired Gladiatrix parried, blasting the huge Blue Gladiator with a spell of frost and ice. The powerful impact of his axe on her blade rang out, and she staggered back. Gavin was so concerned with his partner's safety that he lost sight of Steel Harmony who had recovered from her slide with alacrity. Without warning, the tiny Gladiatrix cut the back of his leg with her sickle, leaping, turning in mid-air and thrusting the slim point of her rapier at his face. He flinched back, turning so that most of the thrust was deflected by his thick shoulder guard; the blade merely cut his scalp instead of taking his eye. He swung his shield, backhand, at his assailant.

"Where are you, Gavin?" shouted Karmal, sounding angry and desperate. The red-haired Gladiatrix continued to hammer at the Minotaur with her spells, while he pushed her back with powerful swings of his axe. He was pressing her hard, using his superior strength to hamper her offence.  Karmal was uncomfortable on defence. Steel Harmony, leaving Gavin hobbled by her sickle slash through his hamstring, sped off toward them. Although Gavin could not give chase, he threw his grim war-spear, aiming at the broad back of Bull Dangerous, channelling power into a mind-blast spell aimed at the Quickling as he did so. Steel Harmony, caught off guard, staggered in mid-charge.

Gavin's throw was lucky and well timed. The spear-point hit the Minotaur squarely in the back, between the shoulder blades, just as he raised his axe for a mighty downward chop. Karmal, already raising her blade to parry, took advantage of her adversary's pause, and stepped in, raking the jagged edge of her war-cleaver down his chest and abdomen. Blood showered from the deep cut. The Minotaur staggered backwards, trying to get his blade up to parry her next swing. Vicious Karmal, laughing, slammed her heavy blade into his shoulder and forced him to his knees. Once again, Gavin staggered Steel Harmony with the force of another mental blast before she could reach Karmal. Then the trumpets sounded, signalling an end to the fight.

The Gladiators stopped moving and began to assess the damage. Gavin moved painfully as the muscles on his leg knit back together slowly. Steel Harmony had to support her much larger team-mate even to get him standing, Karmal's assault having wounded him terribly. She could not heal him now, the spectators needed to see the wounds in order to judge the victor, and the little Gladiatrix was getting drenched in her partner's blood. Both Gavin and the Minotaur stood as tall as they could, putting a brave face on for the crowd. In truth, Gavin was impressed that Bull could still stand.

They stepped forward as the announcer called out each of their names, in order,  raising their weapons to salute the crowd. The patrons of the Scorpion's Oasis arena, thrilled by such a brutal fight cheered all of them, but when vicious, beautiful Karmal stepped forward, standing tall and unharmed, her fiery hair lit by the afternoon sun, all doubt as to whom they would proclaim the winner vanished. She raised her massive, gore-stained, war-cleaver, a look of fiendish triumph lighting up her face. Sated by victory, Karmal actually helped Gavin hobble out of the arena; she was surprisingly gentle.

 

-----o

 

Gavin undressed and began to work feeling back into his leg. The healer had mended it with a simple spell, but it still felt tender. It might take him a few days to condition the new muscle. He was surprised when Karmal walked into his dressing room, brazenly naked. Gladiators are not body-shy, and he had seen Karmal without clothes more than a few times after training, but Gavin still felt uncomfortable. Something in the way she moved spoke to him of seduction, and he struggled for a moment with arousal before mastering himself.

"Is Sadira joining you for the baths?" she asked with a languid smile at odds with her emerald eyes, predatory and piercing. What was she playing at? Perhaps he was just imagining her advances.

"She always does," he responded, not shying away from her gaze.

"Perhaps some other time, then," she said turning, gloriously naked, and walking slowly out of the room, her hips swaying. She was taller than Sadira and more muscular, a different variety of shapely. He watched her go, poisonous desire making it hard to tear his eyes away from her shapely posterior. He could not believe that she would try to steal him away from Sadira. Then again, she had not said which of them she was jealous of.  He wondered if her strange behaviour was connected with the incident involving Meady Mox in Dreadwood Junction. As far as he knew, not even Sadira and Vintia had heard the full story of the events that had provoked Karmal into killing the abusive Arena Master, and why the Deliberative hadn't punished her.

Gavin let out a long sigh, shaking his head. He did not want to meet with his beloved with any traitorous thoughts of Karmal still infecting him.  He hoped the emerald-eyed Gladiatrix was just being friendly. They did not need this kind of trouble. It was some time before he gathered himself and went to meet his love.




  

Chapter Twenty-Five: Old Friends
 

1144/07/01 AR, Scorpion's Oasis, test match for the Fifth Rank

 

"Corruption in the Deliberative is rare, but to think that it does not exist is foolish; every position of power will attract some who seek to exploit it for their own gain." Ordo Grevex

 

"The Keystones are relics of the Age of Wonders before the Reckoning. Their power will preserve the life of any who are attuned to them, so long as they stay within a certain distance. A Gladiator, whose body is conditioned to regenerate, is almost impossible to destroy if attuned properly. The few accidental deaths every year in the arena are mostly due to failure to use the stones properly. Any known magic that can kill an attuned Gladiator outright is too powerful to use in the warded confines of the arena. Rumours always abound of spells that can, but these are likely the product of the confusion of a handful of unsolved deaths over the thousand year history of the Great Games." Codex of Arms and the Arena.

 

"Keystones have been used occasionally in warfare, but with questionable results. Several tons of rock are hard to move around and the benefits are questionable; a horribly injured Warbound is just as useless in a battle as a dead one, and if the enemy really wants to kill her they only have to drag her body a few hundred measures to render the magic ineffective..." Warbound Deirdre Riverschild

 

"Half way to master level," said Sadira, smiling happily, lying languid on a massage table as Lina rubbed warm jasmine and rose-scented oil into her skin. "Just twenty five more matches to go. Then I'm eligible to get invited to Championships and join the Master's League. You're about to get your twenty-fifth too, beloved; are you excited?"

Gavin considered this. It seemed like ages since he had first stepped into the Campus Martius, twenty four fights and almost six years ago. He had visited interesting places, travelled across the breadth of the Domains, learned dangerous magics, proving himself against crazed Manticores, monstrous giants, and relentless clockworks. Along the way he had made some good friends and somehow earned the love of an incomparable woman who could one day become one of the Chosen. He had many reasons to be happy.

Yet many of the things the other citizens of the Domains took for granted were impossible for him. He was not free to go where he chose; Officers of the Deliberative tracked his every move. He wanted to travel, to learn, to live his own life as he felt it should be lived. He wanted to be free to visit those mysterious ruins and wondrous landmarks that he passed in his travels, and to be free to use his magic, all of it, without the restrictions placed on him by the Covenant.

Unlike Sadira, Gavin did not expect that he would be invited to any Championships after his fiftieth fight, even if he kept fighting for fifty more. Somewhere along the line he had come to the realization that he lacked some quality possessed by the Champions of the Great Games. Perhaps he questioned himself too much to ever make it into the ranks of the Chosen. He was not sure he wanted to, either, since he often felt out of place in the arena, even now. He wondered if the Chosen, with all their great power, were any less prisoners of the societal machinery of the Domains. Could he only achieve freedom by becoming an outcast, a Heretic? Such thoughts were dangerous.

Sadira chuckled, watching her beloved think while Lina's masterful fingers and verdant magic soothed her. She had gotten used to the long pauses in their conversations.

"I am excited. It is a real milestone; I'll feel better after I have passed though," he said. "The Deliberative always seem to want to play some kind of cruel mind game with me on my tests..."

"At least yours are interesting..." said Sadira. She had had to fight a monstrous tainted spike hound that got stronger the more she hurt it for her latest ranking match. "And please don't brood about your career beloved; you are better than you think."

She knows me well, he thought, and smiled at her, although he did not believe her assessment of his skills.

"Karmal had to fight a swarm of blood bees," said Lina, with a hint of amusement. Gavin got the feeling that the young vassal could detect Karmal's contempt for her kind.

Lina looked up at him as she spoke, eyes meeting his. Although she was still decidedly timid, she had taken charge of their household quickly, organizing their apartment, bringing food to them on the training grounds, running errands, and acting as a personal massage therapist, assistant, and healer. Sadira had come to feel that the young woman was indispensable, freeing up more time for training. She did her best to make sure Lina felt like a friend instead of an indentured servant. Gavin wondered how he would feel in Lina's place, serving others instead of fighting in the arena. He would certainly not want to be a personal servant, especially an attractive young woman. That field was rife with abuse: even the seemingly omnipresent Grey-Robes had not been able to put an end to that. Perhaps too many among the Chosen enjoyed lording it over their lesser brethren.

He was about to ask Sadira what she thought the Deliberative would throw at him today when they heard a polite knock at the front door of their suite. Sadira groaned, turning her head to look at Gavin.

"Beloved, could you?" she implored, not wanting to end her massage. Gavin thought he could detect the faintest of smiles curve Lina's thin lips.

He grimaced petulantly, and walked quickly to the sitting room of their apartment. The peacock phoenix lit up as he entered the room, and he could not help but stop to admire the bird for a moment. Lina had begged them to take it out of its cage and they had built a nest for it in the sitting room. The phoenix seemed quite intelligent to Gavin, tame and easy to care for. The knock came again and he opened the door.

A red-liveried page stood at the threshold, looking nervous. He bowed to Gavin. "Sir, a guest has arrived asking to see you."

"Why didn't you show him up?"

"Um... well...," the page seemed uncomfortable. Gavin forced himself to relax and put on a reassuring face. "The guest is a Gladiator, and not part of the Red Faction. I was sent to make sure it was all right with you."

Suddenly Gavin was besieged by a nightmare vision of the famed Blue Gladiator, Valaran diVolcanus,  who had arrived to challenge him and attempt to take Sadira. He felt his temperature rise and his heart pound as he thought of the smug, self-assured, golden Valaran. He nearly asked the page if the Gladiator in question had asked to see his beloved, but he stopped himself. He trusted his Sadira to handle her own affairs.

"A Gladiator you say?"

"Yes, a member of the Green faction. An Armodon named Omodo; he says he is a friend of yours, Honoured Gladiator," said the page. "He asked for Gladiator Ravius first, but he was... indisposed... Would you like to come with me and meet him at the entrance? We need you to verify that you know him before we allow him in."

Omodo. Gavin smiled, happily surprised and secretly relieved. All thoughts of the hated Valaran vanished. It had been too long since he had seen his old friend, with only a few heavily regulated link-crystal conversations since they had last met. Gavin remembered Ravius saying that the Armodon had switched over to the Greens. "Wait for me here for a moment, I'll be right back."

He went back to the bedroom to tell Sadira and Lina they had company.

 

-----o

 

"I am deeply saddened that you did not send for me first, little brother," said Ravius to Omodo, emphasizing his hurt feelings with a melodramatic gesture.

"I did. But you were apparently so engaged that you scared the poor page into running back to the foyer. I wonder what you were doing that was so important?" The hulking Armodon grinned at Ravius, who laughed loudly.

Sadira, Gavin, Vintia, Karmal, Ravius, Omodo, and Lina were all seated comfortably in the sitting room of Sadira and Gavin's apartments. The peacock phoenix watched them with intelligent eyes from its nest, having already dazzled them with its radiance. Gavin thought Omodo looked good, more confident than before.

"So, the big question:" said Gavin, burning with curiosity. "What made you leave our illustrious Faction for the Greens? Ravius said you were rather cryptic in your links."

"A sad tale, and one that was hard for me to relate over long distances with the restrictions on Gladiators' communications," said Omodo, shifting his bulk on the pile of cushions that served as his seat. Gavin made a mental note to get some furniture large and sturdy enough for the Armodon's next visit. "After finishing up at Camp Valorous, I went to an arena in the far north, Bryndon's Quarry, lovely place, a trade and mining town."

"I read the arena there is built at the bottom of an old marble quarry," said Vintia, happy to share her knowledge. "That arena is famous for being the first place that Jezebelle, Zorgor, Dis, and Butterhoof fought after leaving the Campus Martius. Just think of it! Our Omodo fought in the very same arena where the legendary Band of Four started..."

"Oh, yes. It is a very interesting place to fight, with lots of history for a small arena. It is definitely less beautiful than the arena here, but it has a sort of rough charm to it, with big crowds, full of enthusiastic workers and merchants." The Armodon smiled at the reminiscence, and the others were reminded of his previous nervousness around large groups of people, something he had obviously overcome. "In the end, I chose it because it reminded me of Camp Valorous and all the good times I had there."

"What are the local monsters like?" asked Sadira. "We get endless clockworks of every type here..."

"These weird crab creatures called Shellies are really popular; apparently they are the number one cause of death for miners in the region. Lots of trolls too, some of them nearly as popular as Gladiators," said Omodo. "It wasn't the place that bothered me at all. The problem was the Red Faction's Chief Promoter there. A dwarven man named Mack Maglion, really well connected with the local guilds and unions as one might expect. Problem was old Mack took an avid interest in my training. He insisted that I needed to get bigger, pump myself up with Path of the Colossus training and go for Titan after that. I told him I was comfortable with my size."

"A man who doesn't want to get bigger..." said Karmal slowly, lips stained crimson with red Bloodgrape wine. "I’ve heard everything now..."

Ravius and Omodo laughed. Everyone else rolled their eyes. Lina hid her frown behind her hand.

"Very funny Karmal," said Omodo with sincerity, earning a smile from the fire-maned Gladiatrix. "However, being ten feet tall, although it does give one advantages in the arena, does not make life any easier. Honestly I was considering that type of schooling at the time, but having a Promoter come and order me to train in a particular way really... upset me. When I refused, he suspended me. I did not want to sit around while the Deliberative sorted my appeal out so I quit and joined the Greens. It turned out to be a good decision for me."

"What are the Greens like?" asked Sadira. After becoming friends with Azure Dream, she saw the other Factions in a new light, feeling less partisan toward those who fought for other colours.

"Well, they have a strong presence in Bryndon's Quarry; one of the Band of Four actually founded the Greens later on." Omodo said, taking a deep breath and settling back onto the cushions. "The Green Faction has never held the popular assembly. They have had some say in coalition assemblies, but only the Reds and the Blues have ever held a majority of seats."

"The Orange Faction did at one point, very briefly," Vintia added. "The Blues and Reds like to remind everyone how disastrous those years were, even though it was decades ago..."

"Yeah, that sounds about right," said Omodo. "I didn't know about the Oranges, actually. I miss your insights Vintia; I learn something new every time we talk. Regardless of the truth, the Reds and Blues are considered the only viable Factions by most people; that's the politics of the assembly. On the other hand, the minor Factions like the Greens and the Oranges are not as caught up in their own stale traditions as the older Factions. I like that. The Greens are popular, like the Reds, but I find they are more in line with my views on issues of race, environmental problems, and relations with the Chosen."

"Sure,  but that's not what we want to know about, little brother," said Ravius, laughing. "Well maybe Gavin and Vintia do. We want to know what it is like to be one of the Green's fighters; we don't see them very often in the south."

"Ah, of course," Omodo touched his horn, thinking. "Well, there are a lot of differences really. The Greens don't field nearly as many Gladiators as the Reds or the Blues, and we have very few permanent residences outside the largest arenas. We actually travel a lot, gaining support at smaller arenas when we can. Lately we've made use of circus arenas, taking the Great Games to people who have never seen them before. We also have a big presence in the Free Leagues up north, which is where I will be headed soon."

The discussion went on, but Gavin's mind remained fixed on the idea of travelling, wandering the Domains as a Gladiator for a minor Faction or joining the Free Leagues. It sounded good to him, closer to the freedom he desired.

 

-----o

 

The evening before his next fight, Gavin and Sadira went on a long, late-night carriage ride through the desert. It was a rare indulgence, but with the unrelenting pace of their training and matches, Sadira considered it important to indulge in serious relaxation, now and then. They were both pleased with the amount of time that they could reclaim each day now that they had Lina's help.

The desert evening was surprisingly cold, but this mattered little to two Gladiators whose bodies could, and had withstood much worse; all it did was encourage them to sit closer to each other, enjoying each other’s body heat as they whispered, kissed, and gazed at the stars. They did not bother to use the elemental heating system. The carriage was pulled by eight purebred horses of the southern breed, called Aradians after the Chosen who founded the bloodline. Those pulling the right side were pure black, while their partners on the left were white with manes like pale gold in the starlight. They were much stronger and faster than their normal ancestors, able to pull the heavy carriage tirelessly through the desert at a pace that would outstrip all but the very best steam-wagons.

The carriage itself, being furnished for the wealthy patrons of Scorpion's Oasis was impressively luxurious. Lush red velvet cushions covered the seats, further deadening the already negligible impacts of any rapid movement that could be felt through the carriage's superior suspension. The interior was made from dark, fragrant wood, a true rarity in a desert land, with fixtures of polished silver and platinum. The outside of their conveyance was a highly polished black with intricate geometric carvings. The carriage also had a drake-skin leather roof that could be drawn up over them for privacy, but they had it down, preferring to see the stars. Their Grey-Robe escort, a gruff woman named Claria, talked quietly to the driver, never once glancing at them. She seemed absolutely unconcerned about the possibility that the two Gladiators might try to overpower her and make a run for freedom.

Gavin and Sadira spent the hours of their ride talking and gazing at the night sky. She forgot about the pressures of leading her team and becoming a rising star in the arena; he let go of his uncertainty and rebellious need for freedom. They revelled in each other's company, sometimes sharing dreams and deep thoughts and other times engaging in flippant lover's talk as the carriage rolled on under the bright, uncaring desert stars.

 

-----o

 

Gavin was still feeling refreshed from his romantic desert sojourn with Sadira the next day. It was some time since the two of them had enjoyed an evening together like that, and he realized that it was something he coveted, especially now that Sadira was becoming famous enough that he had to share her with the rest of the Domains.

He was still thinking about this as an arena attendant approached with a Grey-Robe, leading him into Gavin's arming room. He raised an enquiring eyebrow; this was a rank testing match set by the Deliberative, and he was on guard against trickery in the arena, but this surprised him nonetheless.

"Gladiator, the Keystone does not carry any signs of your vital essence; did you forget to attune?" The Grey-Robe was a severe looking dwarven man; Gavin had not seen him as he passed through his pre-fight inspections.

"No. I attuned to it in the presence of the inspector, as is required," said Gavin, alarmed. He wondered if this was some devious part of the test. There were many possibilities...

"There must be some mistake Gladiator," the man said flatly. The hood of his robe hid his face in shadows, but Gavin could see the glint of the man's eyes.

The officer motioned for Gavin to follow and led him through the winding stone bowels of the arena back to the Keystone. Gavin could sense the rune covered stone tug at his life-force as he neared, signalling that he was indeed attuned. What was going on? He tightened his grip on his spear, a thousand grim scenarios playing through his mind. It was like a scenario from one of the arena murder mystery books he had once read.

Four additional Grey-Robes awaited them in the room, arrayed around the rough, runed bulk of the Keystone, their faces hidden in the depths of their hoods. Gavin could not tell if the Grey-Robe who had supervised his inspection and attunement when he arrived was among their number. His neck hairs tingled. They were all channelling magic and he could sense they had spell-weaves ready.  They were expecting him to resist. A cold chill settled on him.

The severe looking dwarf who had escorted him to the chamber turned abruptly and motioned toward the stone.

Gavin took a deep, measured breath. "Sir, there must be some mistake, I can feel the attunement between myself and the stone. Can't you feel it?"

"I will not argue Gladiator. This is for your own safety: attune to the stone," he motioned again to the Keystone, grimacing.

Gavin took a step forward, his mind racing. The Grey-Robes could cut him off from his magic with a thought, and without magic he would not be able to resist them. They could kill him here and he would be lucky to take one of them with him. And yet...

"I can feel the link Officer." He spoke firmly, but with respect, looking into the other's inscrutable eyes. Was this part of the test, or something else.

"Will you resist Gladiator?" said the Grey-Robe, his voice hard. "As officers of the Deliberative we are authorized to use whatever force is necessary to make you obey us."

Chills ran down Gavin's spine. It might be very well be part of the test, but they could also be using his ranking match as a veil for mischief. He almost gave in to their demands, but that quiet, rebellious streak in him rose to the fore. Instead of re-attuning he stood up a little straighter, his eyes shifting back to the Dwarf. It was better to face the consequences here than act the coward and give in to this plot, whatever it might be.

"I will not fight you, Officer." He was pleased that his voice did not betray any of his inner turmoil. It almost seemed to be coming from another man, calm and powerful. He slowly, deliberately put his spear down on the ground. Afterwards he took a deep breath, exhaled and continued. "But I will not re-attune to this stone. I can feel the attunement link within me. You cannot force me to re-attune. If you wish to fail me, or give me a forfeiture I accept that, I feel strongly about this."

The Grey-Robe looked around at his companions. He snorted. "Are you sure? Are you truly prepared to face the consequences of your disobedience, Gladiator?"

The air was thick with power waiting to be unleashed, cut with an undercurrent of menace. Gavin took a deep breath. "I am," he intoned.

"Very well," The dwarf stepped forward, slowly reaching into his robes. Gavin tensed, knowing he could do little now. He took a deep breath. The dwarf took out a sheaf of papers. "Sign this please."

Gavin looked at the form. Surely this was a joke, part of the test, or could it be some sort of elaborate plot like those he'd read about in the histories of the Domains... he shook his head, exhaled and took the paper from the dwarf. It was a simple form that absolved them from responsibility if the Keystone failed to protect him; startlingly similar to the papers a Gladiator had to sign stating they understand a Deathmatch. He did not have time to read it through, not under pressure. What was going on here?

He handed the papers back to the Dwarf. "I will not sign these."

"Gladiator, you are being very difficult," said the Dwarf, sounding angry.

"Grey-Robe: I tire of this dance," he said without thinking, shocking himself. The Dwarf's eyes widened, just a little at the Gladiator's suddenly powerful tone. "I have stated my position. I know my rights. I will not re-attune. I will not sign this form. If you are worried that I will die in the arena because I am improperly attuned to this keystone, your comrades here can act as witnesses to clear you at any official enquiry, I am sure."

"And what if they were to say to an enquiry that you attempted to kill me Gladiator, and that I was forced to slay you in self-defence?" A small smile played across the Grey-Robe's face.

"Then I would trust justice to take its proper course... Officer," Gavin felt relaxed, sure of himself now that he was committed. "I wonder though, is the inspector who checked me on entering part of your little cabal? I will not use my magic to defend myself against you and my weapon is out of reach. There will be an enquiry, and as we both know the Deliberative is very thorough and has seen nearly every trick imaginable in its long history of investigation. Could you get away with it?"

The dwarf frowned. Gavin met his gaze unflinching, blue eyes firm and cold. The Grey-Robe looked away. "Very well Gladiator. You may go." He turned away, his comrades following, leaving Gavin to wonder as he hurried back to his arming room.

 

-----o

 

Gavin's mind was still troubled later, as his match started. The event seemed surreal, almost fantastical, like a part of a conspiracy plot. He decided it must be a mistake or part of the test; he was not important enough to conspire against. Although he received little applause when he raised his spear to salute the crowd, he barely noticed. It was not a Faction challenge and the arena crowd was small, lethargic, and disinterested. Sadira, cheering Gavin loudly, could sense something was amiss from her beloved's posture. He usually looked for her when he took to the fighting grounds, but he seemed preoccupied.

The trumpets sounded. Gavin's opponent stalked into the ring, a towering figure whose features were obscured by massive iron-coloured armoured plates. Was it a clockwork automaton? Gavin could not see any of the tell-tale steam escaping, and he could not hear the sound of gears grinding. There were more advanced types of artifice-based automaton, but those were rare in the arena. It could be a troll, the armour was the right size and width, but it moved with mechanical stiffness. An elemental or some other form of Golem perhaps. Strong magic surrounded it, but he could not make sense of the patterns.

The trumpets sounded again, forcing Gavin to shelve his thoughts as the figure moved toward him, brandishing an immense two-handed hammer the head of which likely outweighed him. He shivered at the thought of what that hammer could do with him; what if the Grey-Robes were right and he had failed to attune to the life-protecting Keystone? The thought chilled him.

He sought the figure's mind and felt... nothing. He contemplated this as he ducked under a powerful, precise swipe of his opponent’s heavy-headed hammer. He felt the wind of the swing pass over him, and he stepped back as the enemy followed up with a perfect back-swing. His spear glanced off its armour three times, gouging the metal a little. Normally, every living creature had a mind that he could reach with his magic. Even a mindless construct animated by magic would have some sort of residual echo of the spell-weave used to give it a semblance of life and command it.

He sidestepped a downward overhand swing, feeling the ground shake as sand sprayed into the air under the impact. He lunged forward while the black armoured figure hefted its weapon again. His war-spear glanced away from the thick armour of the figure, leaving an inch deep score on the metal. He could sense no give underneath. Most clockworks merely wore an armoured shell over their gears. This one felt much more solid; was it a True Golem made entirely of metal?

Gavin deflected the next attack with a perfectly angled shield, thrusting his spear at the figure's face with absolute accuracy. It did not flinch like any living opponent would, not even when his spear-tip pushed an inch into the eye-socket of its helm. Concentrating hard, his mind worked out the possibilities.

A surprisingly fast swing of the armoured figure's massive hammer forced him to block imprecisely, sending him flying backwards. He felt the wind knocked out of him as he hit the ground, but kept himself from panicking as the figure moved in with incredible alacrity for something so large. At the last second, he rolled to his feet and dived away from the creature as it buried its weapon in the sand.

Could he beat this thing? Was it sent to kill him? Was the earlier encounter a set up? He pushed the thoughts away as he dodged the creature’s powerful swings. He couldn't do anything about it now; he needed to focus on defeating the armoured figure. If he was truly facing death here, panic certainly would not help.

Gavin set his mind to work, probing the magics around the figure. If he could not detect a mind or magical control, something must be obscuring his magic. He backed away from another powerful swing, countering with a thrust into an armoured knee-joint. He was entirely absorbed by the problem now. Again there was no reaction. He forgot his earlier encounter with the Grey-Robes for the moment, focusing on the task at hand instead of things that were beyond his reach. He felt something in the confused magical patterns surrounding the figure. If the patterns were obscured, they must be so for a reason.

Taking a deep breath, Gavin emptied his mind of all stray thoughts, as he sorted his way through the irregularity in the obscuring patterns. He thought about the invisible stalker in his last ranking match and how he had defeated it not by overcoming its resistance to detection, but by outsmarting it. Perhaps he could employ a similar technique here. The creature has no eyes, he thought, and yet it can still swing at me. Fully defensive now he stepped around, the Golem, focusing his magical senses on it to see if he could read some activity when it targeted him.

The Golem swung again and again. The third time it attacked, the Gladiator sensed a glimmer in the pattern, like a fish nibbling on a lure; he bent his will toward this feeling, peeling back the layers of obscuring magic, raising his shield as he did so, and channelling power. He got to the final layer just as the giant figure loomed above him, raising its monstrous bone-crushing hammer over its head.

Smiling, Gavin severed the surprisingly weak link animating the Golem. It froze, stopping with its heavy hammer back behind its grim-helmed head, and then toppled backwards, landing heavily in the sand.

Gavin laughed with pleasure. He had enjoyed unravelling this puzzle without being flattened himself. Hearing Sadira's cheers as he walked out of the ring, he wondered what she would make of it all. Perhaps he was just paranoid.




  

Chapter Twenty-Six: Sadira's Loss
 

1144/07/17 AR, Scorpion's Oasis, Faction Score: Reds 1986 points. Blues 1972 points

 

"Broken bones can heal; broken wills cannot." Chosen Moltar.

 

"Lina, I can't believe you betrayed me like this!" Sadira glared with storm-like fury at her crimson-haired vassal. The implacable gaze that had unnerved so many foes in the arena rooted the young vassal to the spot, her eyes wide like some unfortunate animal caught out in the open when the Hawk's dread hunting cry sounds. The girl said nothing, too fearful to speak.

"She didn't tell me anything; I found out on my own," said Gavin, stepping between them, before Sadira could continue.

"Don't protect her," responded Sadira, keeping her eyes on Lina, who remained paralysed, unable to look away from her wrathful mistress. "I don't want someone who betrays my confidence serving me."

"Stop changing the subject Sadira." thundered Gavin, angry now.  "Don't you think I'm smart enough to figure your secret out on my own? Give me that much credit at least."

Sadira stiffened, and pivoted, eyes blazing now. Gavin locked eyes with her while motioning for Lina to leave. This argument was none of the little vassal's concern, and fighting before an audience always aggravated an argument as far as he was concerned.

Sadira took a more forceful stance, arms crossed, feet shoulder width apart. She let her anger show, gathering shadows around her to give her a more wrathful appearance. Gavin paused for a moment, resisting the desire to drop the confrontation and pretend he hadn't seen what he had witnessed. He marshaled his arguments and summoned his resolve for the fight.

Sadira, sensing this, felt a thrill go through her; for, as anyone who ever met her could instantly tell, she thrived on conflict. Arguments, games, debates, duels or wholesale, bloody slaughter, she lived for confrontation. It had served her well as a Gladiatrix. Gavin, whom she loved, rarely fought with her. And so although part of her felt guilty at what she'd done, she also relished the chance to quarrel with him; for it was in her nature.

"Did I do something wrong, beloved?" Her tone was sweetly edged, her eyes shining with molten passion.

"Did you?" he countered, trying to muster the teachings of all the great orators and sage lovers whom he had read about, wondering how they would handle this situation. "If you weren't trying to conceal this, why pretend to get so angry at Lina?"

"As I said, I have no use for a vassal who might betray my confidence." She deflected his argument, shrugging. "After all, think of who gave her to me..."

Sensing that he could not mince words with her without getting lost, his riposte went straight to the heart of the matter. "Don't dodge the question Sadira; why did you hide this from me?"

She felt a sudden rush of guilt. How could she answer this? "I did not really think it was important, my love; after all, I already said that I was staying until the end of the season"

"An invitation to Brightsand Halls Arena?" he asked, incredulous tone cutting deep. "From Chosen Giselle herself. To her personal stable of Gladiators. How can a letter to you from the Chosen in whose Domain we reside not be noteworthy at the very least? An invitation to move up to the next league is what you've been working for your entire career; why would you hide it from me?"

"I don't want to talk about it..." she said, wounded and cornered now. She was not used to losing.

He moved in for the kill. "You accepted it, right? One does not simply ignore the Chosen."

She gathered herself, facing the end like a true Gladiator. "No. Not yet. I'm going to finish the season here, at Scorpion's Oasis. I promised Sulius I would leave here a Champion."

"Sadira, you can't ignore a summons from the Chosen," he said softly. He had won the argument, but it was a hollow victory. "It’s reckless..."

"She doesn't own me," Sadira responded, but none of her words had the earlier vigour. Guilt and sadness wilted her.

"She can make your life miserable though," said Gavin. "She could ruin everything you've worked for... You can't just ignore someone like that."

"I promised I'd help the Reds with the season here. I mean to do it, Gavin," she responded, just a little sulkily. Losing did not suit her at all.

"You've already won here, Sadira. Sulius will be grateful to you for the rest of his days. The other Reds are surging. The fans love you. The Blues are in disarray. Champion's laurels would be merely cosmetic at this point. Would you give up the greater prize of the patronage of Giselle for something so small?" He shook his head, knowing the answer already, hoping it wasn't true. "Would you risk her wrath? The real reason you are staying is because of me. I don't want to hold you back Sadira; you have a brilliant destiny."

She had lost. Sadira flung herself at him, throwing her arms around him like a dying woman clinging to flotsam in a storm-tossed sea.

"I feel like the world is tearing us apart Gavin," she said, tears stinging her eyes. "I don't want to lose you like this!"

"It is," he replied holding her close, realizing his own wounds; this argument was a Pyrrhic victory at best. He was being torn away from the woman he loved.

"NO!" She stiffened, as if she could fight reality itself. "Bugger being a Chosen! We can join the Greens, earn our Master Ranks on the road. We'll figure something out."

"It’s too late for that, beloved. You have already been marked." He felt the weight of every word, knowing he would carry them for the rest of his life. "Destiny? The designs of the Chosen? The will of the people? You cannot fight the world and win Sadira. I can't let you do that on my behalf."

"I don't want to win if it means I lose you!" she said, still defiant. "I'd throw it all away just for us."

Gavin paused, careful now. He realized they were on the edge of a precipice. If he turned his back on her, ending their relationship, he would break her heart. He could never bring himself to do this, even though he thought it might be the best thing for Sadira. On the other hand he knew that she would give up everything if he just asked, but he could not bring himself to drag her away from her destiny either.

He understood at that moment that he held her destiny in his hand, bound as she was to him by love. This purest passion had stripped her of all defences against him. He saw that he could wound her soul, deeply and painfully, if he wished. He was the only person who could bring her to ruin. Gavin wondered how many lovers had found themselves in a similar situation and been unable to resist doing harm. It was a terrible feeling, monstrous and petty.  He cast it aside, becoming somehow greater as he did so. A resolution formed in his mind. He needed to give her hope; hope would always give someone as wilful as Sadira the strength to continue, even if he faltered.

"You won't lose me Sadira," Gavin said, surprising himself with the conviction he put into every word. "The world can't keep us apart forever. After all, when you are a Chosen, who will be able to stop you if you call me to your side?"

"You're right my love," she smiled, pulling herself to him. "I'm sorry that I hid this from you. I will see if I can make amends with Chosen Giselle and buy us a few more months together. I really do want to walk out of here with victory laurels, you know. I won't refuse Giselle outright though, and I will go if she presses. Can you forgive me for keeping this from you?"

He laughed. "Yes. It’s pointless to be angry at you when I know you did this out of love."

She clung to him. "I don't want to lose you Gavin. You are a better man than you know. You deserve to fight at my side, and I want you with me always. I just wish it didn't have to be this way."

"We are Gladiators: This is what we do, my love." And he drew her to him with that perfect tender passion that blossoms only in the shadow of sorrow, sealing her defeat with a kiss.

 

-----o

 

Later, Sadira apologized profusely to Lina for yelling at her and told her vassal that she would not hold it against her if she argued back. Much to her discomfort, Lina found the apology even more unusual than the anger.

 

-----o

 

Giant Omodo said his goodbyes. The troupe of Greens he was travelling with was heading north. The giant Armodon was happy to be moving again and rejoining his new comrades, but they were all sad to see him go. The few weeks he had been with them reminded them all of old times.

"Well, I wish I could stay longer," Omodo said when he could no longer put off leaving. His Grey-Robe escort looked down from the waiting steam-wagon impatiently, but the Armodon did not seem to notice. "I'd love to see your next challenge, but my time here has run out. It has been a great joy to see you all, my friends."

"Good luck with the Greens, Omodo" said Sadira. "I'm glad they found you"

"Take care, little brother," said Ravius, putting his hand on Omodo's shoulder. "We will meet again."

"We will Ravius; in this life, or the next," he responded solemnly. After this the Armodon hugged bright-eyed Vintia before climbing into the steam-wagon, which shifted and groaned under his weight. "Ezuis's blessing on you all!"

They waved to each other as the steam-wagon moved away, picking up speed rapidly. Omodo was the first to turn away; Gavin watched the spot where the wagon disappeared for a long time and was the last of them to re-enter the gates of Scorpion's Oasis. He would miss the giant Armodon's calm, steadfast presence.

 

-----o

 

"I will miss him," said Ravius, a little mournfully, as they all huddled together near the Gladiators' entrance waiting to be called into the arena.

"I will as well," said Vintia, bright eyes dimmed a little by melancholy. "At least we still have each other, little brother."

Ravius chuckled and put his arms around Vintia's armoured shoulders. Gavin and Sadira exchanged sad smiles. Karmal said nothing, appearing to be lost in thought.

The trumpets sounded. It was their turn to challenge and they had opted for a simple trial match, fighting against monsters without any Blue Gladiators present. The five of them trotted out into the arena, glittering, smiling, and moving perfectly in step for the crowd. Sadira vaulted onto Gavin's shoulders, her twin blades gleaming in the setting sun. The audience shouted her name; this was what they wanted to see.

The trumpets sounded again. The big door opened and their opponent rolled into the fighting grounds, wheels and gears making a tremendous racket. It was immense, like a steam-wagon made for giants. It moved on thick crushing wheels taller than Gavin, cruel scythes jutting out of the sides. A sharp-toothed saw blade, colossal and bright, buzzed and whirred at its front edge, just below an over-sized, grinning metal face. Thick brass armour plates sprouting vicious looking steel spikes covered every inch of the construct. Two long clockwork arms waved from its sides, each ending in a thick spiked ball. It smelled of steam and oil and made a sound like rumbling thunder as it rolled into view.

"Bugger me!" swore Ravius as the construct rumbled onto the fighting grounds. "Its a juggernaut!"

The Juggernaut stopped in the middle of the arena, rolling in a tight circle to give the audience a chance to get a good look. The crowd surged, cheering the Gladiators and the gargantuan, gleaming war-machine in equal measure.

"This is bad," said Gavin as they all backed away from the steam-belching monstrosity. "We will need some serious magical firepower to bring this thing down."

"I guess that leaves you and me, guys..." said Sadira, her eyes searching for a weak spot. "We need to keep it off Karmal and Vintia while they channel something that can bring it down."

"And to think... I could have chosen the life of a craftsman!" Ravius shook his head.

"You'd make a terrible Vassal," said Gavin in response. "Too lazy…"

"Stop making jokes, little brother," said Ravius with a grin. "I'm having a sad enough day as it is."

And then the metal monstrosity started moving. Swift-footed Sadira surged forward, sprinting toward the rumbling wheeled engine of war. Gavin and Ravius followed in her wake. She leapt into the air, clearing the massive saw blade and slashing her swords at the huge face. Much to her surprise the juggernaut's mouth moved, pursing as if about to blow her a kiss. Her twin obsidian blades raked the creature's metal forehead just as it spat a great gout of fire at her.

Pain seared through Sadira as the skin on her legs blistered, burst, and blackened. It was not enough to overcome her, but she slammed into the construct and fell to one side, smoking, and rolling on the ground. The Juggernaut altered its course, rounding on her eagerly, seeking to run over her with its crushing wheels. Gavin threw himself toward her, dropping his spear and scooping her up in his arms. Fire splashed off his shield as he sprinted away, the metal monstrosity rolling after him moving ever faster.

Meanwhile cunning Ravius jumped onto the side of the bulky war-machine, thrusting his trident into the gears driving one of the beast’s wheels, then letting go. The screech of metal tearing followed this manoeuvre. Brass and steel were no match for a nigh-unbreakable enchanted weapon and the wheel ground to a halt, slowing the juggernaut down before it could overrun Gavin and Sadira. The mechanical arm nearest Ravius swung down to smash him, but the skirmisher leaped away, laughing manically.

Gavin felt a surge of magic as Sadira healed herself. He stopped and turned around. Lightning streaked from Karmal and Vintia, scoring the sides of the Juggernaut. It began to move again, slowly gaining momentum, dragging its broken wheel, limping forward. It spit fire at Karmal and Vintia, but the smaller Gladiatrix sheltered them both with her towering shield.

"You can put me down now, beloved," said Sadira, smiling at him.

"I don't know, we could just leave it to the others. I think Karmal and Vintia can blast it apart safely now that Ravius has crippled it," he responded.

She laughed. "What would be the fun in that? Let’s wreck this thing. I need to get my swords back anyways."

He put her down. She drew her greatsword Bellasdoom. Lightning flew past them, blasting into the machine's sides. Ravius smashed at a wheel with his mace, rolling out of the way of a heavy spiked ball as it pounded into the ground. The Juggernaut spasmed and surged, trying to run over the smiling skirmisher as he danced around it. The crowd cheered and laughed at his antics.

Sadira charged back into the melee, her war-scream sounding. Gavin ran beside her, pushing himself to keep up. They charged at the limping Juggernaut as it spat another ball of flame at Karmal and Vintia, splitting up as they came within striking distance. Gavin ran left, scoring the metal of the clockwork war-engine's sides with precise thrusts of his short sword and slashes from his razor edged shield. Sadira darted right, her whirling greatsword cutting deeply into the brass armour on the sides, as she flowed through the steps of an ancient war-dance. The other Gladiators followed her lead: fire and smoke, whirring blades and broken metal, the bright flash of lightning and the wild shouts of spectators.

The Juggernaut floundered under their assault, hissing fire at Gavin and Sadira. Karmal and Vintia redoubled their barrage, throwing lightning and fire. A geyser of flame erupted from the ground, lifting the massive war engine briefly into the air. It caught fire, smoke pouring from its mouth. The Gladiators pounced. Swords rose and fell, digging mercilessly through plates of metal. Vintia and Karmal ran forward to join the rest of the team. Oil blackened the sand and the sound of tortured metal filled the air. The audience cheered.

There was a sound from deep within as the Juggernaut tried to exhale fire at its assailants through broken tubes. A small boom followed. The Gladiators scattered. The Juggernaut exploded from the inside out, its massive bulk lifting into the air, higher this time, and slamming down again with a resounding crash. Shrapnel flew, but all the Gladiators survived intact protected by quick shields and the eye of fortune. For a moment the fighting grounds were obscured by a cloud of thick black smoke.

The crowd, awed by the sudden demise of the metal giant and the pyrotechnic aftermath, cheered long and loud as the Gladiators became visible once again. The Blue team following them was not able to match the speed with which they had dispatched the giant war engine.




  

Chapter Twenty-Seven: Double-Edged Débutante
 


1144/08/23 AR, Scorpion's Oasis, Faction Score: Reds 2274 points, Blues 2231 points

 

"Those who study necromancy learn to separate the spirit from the body; among other things this lore makes it easy for them to ignore pain." Excerpt from the Gladiator's Gazette, a popular link dedicated to the Great Games.

 

"From the arena to the assembly, there are many fields of conflict. Ignore one and you risk ceding an advantage to your opponent in the others." Muzashi diKrass

 

The Reds, led by Sadira and her team, enjoyed an exceptional run and surged ahead of the Blues once again. A festive, giddy, madness took hold of the Red Faction fighters of Scorpion's Oasis as the possibility of triumph took hold of them. The high spirits of their fellows helped take the edge off Gavin and Sadira's earlier dramas, and the ugly knowledge that they would be forced to part ways soon. Sadira was given much of the credit for their strong showing and she was now the toast of the town, the target of endless speculation, and of great admiration.

Arena newsmongers from around the Domains started to frequent Scorpion's Oasis, writing about Sadira and the possibility of a Red Faction win. The strict privacy policy of the spa town, however, prevented them from becoming too much of a nuisance.

Rumours of a great social event started circulating early in the month, rapidly reaching even the secluded part of town inhabited by the Gladiators. An anonymous person had rented the entire Shato diOre, the most expensive of the resorts in Scorpion's Oasis, for a grand celebration. Amoura Vogue, famed beauty and image magnate, was said to be under contract to plan and oversee the affair.

Sadira had kept in contact, as best a Gladiatrix could, with Amoura after their first meeting. The image consultant's insight into style and beauty was of great use to Sadira in crafting her own image, a task that she took very seriously as a performer.

The recipe of anonymous wealth and famous beauty mixed to create excitement that reached to Krass and the far corners of the Domains; it was soon decided that this would be the great party of the season. All of the resorts in Scorpion's Oasis found all their rooms booked, even after tripling their already extortionate rates, as socialites of every description made reservations as quickly as they could. Given the sums involved, most people assumed it could only be one of the Chosen who was behind the event, but although the names of several of the rulers of the Domains were included in the illustrious guest list, the man or woman responsible for the event remained a mystery.

Normally this would be of little concern to Gladiators, who, because of their required Grey-Robe escorts make troublesome party fodder and are seldom invited to such events. But soon enough word filtered down that the most exciting and dynamic Gladiators were being invited. Once this was known, it was without question that Sadira would be invited

Gavin just wondered if he would be allowed to escort her. He wasn't sure if he fit the expectations.

 

-----o

 

Ten days into the month, the Blues had yet to post a challenge for which Sadira was eligible. She worried that she might have to make an appeal to the arena master to be allowed to fight this month. The desire to take a month off occurred to her, she deserved some relaxation, after all, but victory was in her sights and she could not give up the chase now.

 

-----o

 

Eventually, the invitation arrived in a gilded, perfumed envelope delivered to their door by a handsome page dressed in a gold tunic. The Gladiators were training, but Lina answered for them, smiling at the nervous page. Soon after the crimson-haired vassal, her eyes wide with excitement brought the package to Sadira, rushing out to the training grounds the moment she understood the significance of what she held in her hand. Lina's appearance on the grounds was hardly unusual, but to see her running to her mistress, envelope in hand caused more than one curious Gladiator to pause.

Sadira raised her hand, gesturing for the team to take a break. Lina was trembling with impatience by the time they gathered around her. Sadira smiled; she'd become quite fond of the young human girl, quickly finding that allowing Lina her freedom, and showing her compassion earned her the young woman's loyalty and affection. She was glad that her vassal had forgiven her for last month's argument. She looked forward to the day when they could regard each other as friends, maybe even sisters, the way she felt about Karmal and Vintia.

"Can you read it Lina?" She smiled, breaking the special runed seal on the envelope and handing it back to the vassal. "My hands are too dirty."

Lina took the shining invitation into her hands, as if she were receiving some kind of blessing, and began reading eagerly in a clear, sweet voice.

 

Sadira Lacivia, the honour of your presence has been requested for a festive gathering of friends at Shato diOre on the twenty-sixth day of the eighth month of this year. The doors to the resort will open promptly at noon. At this time ladies are invited to join our hostess Amoura Vogue and a few special guests for an afternoon in the legendary Shato diOre Spa in preparation for the festivities to follow. Men are to arrive at four in the afternoon and are required to wear formal attire appropriate to their station, unless otherwise noted. Food and drink will be served throughout the event, which is to last until the following morning.

                                                                                                  Your hostess and friend, Amoura Vogue

                                                                                                                              

Lina paused in her reading to show them the sumptuous glistening imprint of a woman's lips on the gilded paper and then read on.

PS: Sadira, I will be so happy to see you again! Bring your entire team if you can; fans of the Great Games are dying to meet all of you.

"Ah, little sister, I knew letting you beat the life out of me every day on the training grounds would prove worthwhile someday," said a grinning Ravius, putting his arm around Sadira's shoulder.

Lina looked somewhat crestfallen. Sadira felt her disappointment; being excluded from an event like this at her age, while everyone else she knew at Scorpion's Oasis would be attending was unthinkable. Perhaps there would be some way to get her into the festivity...

 

-----o

 

Bright Cleothera arrived from Camp Valorous a week later, a pleasant surprise. The energetic Grey-Robe was taking great pains to get into the party. She had correctly anticipated Sadira's invitation and volunteered to be one of the Deliberative escorts needed for the Gladiators as soon as she had received word of the party, calling in several favours to get assigned to Scorpion's Oasis for the event.

Sadira made sure to mention Cleothera's name to Arena Master Bloodsmith, who as the senior Grey-Robe in the Oasis was also in charge of providing officers to escort any Gladiators going to the party. Much to her surprise the gruff Orc merely nodded and waved her off, grumbling about having to find at least seventy more fitting escorts. It occurred to Sadira that many officers of the Deliberative probably regarded escorting Gladiators to an event like this as more of a chore than a privilege.

Cleothera immediately set about regaling them with all of the latest gossip that she had gathered about the event they were to attend, mainly who would be there and the conjecture about who was throwing the party. Gladiators, with the exception of the more well-connected Blues, are often very ill informed about the goings on of high society and so they listened to their friend raptly as she listed the names of the important people, Gladiators, Chosen, the aristocracy, the wealthy, and the famous who would attend with the salient points about each one. Even Gavin was excited to be going, more so when he heard that whoever planned the event had snubbed Valaran diVolcanus and his patron, Chosen Moltar.

 

-----o

 

In the midst of all the excitement, the Blues finally decided on a challenge: a blind draw singles versus match in which a random Blue would fight against a Red Gladiator of the same rank. It was the third time during the current season that the Blues had chosen this type of challenge; it seemed to be the only way for them to hold off the surging Reds. And so Gavin found himself facing Desert Star, a Blue Gladiatrix he had only fought against once in a team match, and rarely glimpsed on the training grounds.

The lithe human female was dressed in bright silks, wielding two heavy scimitars that looked over-large in her graceful hands. Gladiators often wield weapons that are much larger and heavier than a normal soldier could use effectively, but the effect is never as impressive as when a small, delicate looking fighter does so. Desert Star was pale and dark haired, with dark eyes and the cold distant demeanour of one who oft communed with the dead.

Like Sadira, Desert Star was trained as a war-dancer, and she whirled around Gavin with inhuman grace as they fought, but being a skirmisher she preferred hit and run fighting over Sadira's direct approach. After the first minute of fighting Gavin gave silent thanks that he trained with a war-dancer on a regular basis and knew how to compensate for the rapid, graceful, relentless techniques of the school. Both fighters shrugged off each other's spells with relative ease. Desert Star kept up a constant barrage of complex sword slashes, thrusts, and kicks all the while trying to find an angle at which she could penetrate Gavin's guard.

Gavin then tried to take the offence with a well timed feint and thrust with his spear, using a mirage spell to further obfuscate his movements. His precisely timed effort was rewarded with a bloody cut along his opponent's ribs, but before he could get back into position she darted around him. He could not pivot fast enough and she slashed his upper arm, answering the wound he'd given her with one of her own. She did not laugh or taunt him like most skirmisher's would; her vicious smile was all she needed.

Their next exchange brought forth the brutality in both of them. Desert Star moved closer, launching a flurry of attacks, which prompted Gavin to try to slam his shield into her face, hoping to take advantage of his superior size and strength. Although medium-weight in armour, Desert Star was exceptionally agile, surprising Gavin with a quick whirling sidestep manoeuvre, raking one of her heavy blades across his exposed back. He felt the pain of the deep cuts, but reacted on instinct, moving as he had learned to respond when Sadira performed the same move, pivoting the other way to block Desert Star's second sword before she could cut him again. At the same time he jabbed out with his spear, catching her in the shoulder, despite the awkward angle of attack. She danced back, looking a little surprised before her face set, blood spreading on the bright silks of her armour. He readied himself for another clash, setting his feet in a wide stance that would allow him to defend against any angle of attack.

Gavin took the initiative as Desert Star closed, channelling power through the pattern of a mental blast spell. With a savage effort of will he overcame her resistance. Blood gushed from his opponent's nose and ears, slowing her charge and forcing her to dart away from his follow-up spear thrust. His triumph faded as he felt the cold touch of her magic a moment later, pulling life energy from him and using it to heal her own wounds. It took him a moment to muster enough will to shake off her spell. She smiled at his distress, dancing back toward him, brandishing her cruel scimitars. The two Gladiators fought on in silence under the bright night stars, each struggling in vain to gain the upper hand with spells and skill at arms. The arena seats were less than half full, but the small audience were all true patrons of the arena, enthusiasts to whom a match between two lesser known Gladiators with unusual styles had great appeal.

Desert Star tumbled past Gavin, leaving a deep cut gushing on his leg from a skillful slash. He paid little heed to this wound, staggering her with a brutal mental assault that made her cry out in pain, giving him a cruel sense of satisfaction. He rushed in as she staggered, impaling her with his spear just below her ribs. The Gladiatrix gasped in pain, showing impressive endurance as she twisted and brought her scimitars cleaving down with surprising force, cutting through his shoulder armour. Blood dripped onto the sand. He twisted the spear in her wound. Her eyes glazed as she summoned power and a dire spell flowed back down to him through his weapon.  A wave of nausea crept over him and then his wounds began to weep pus as Desert Star's spell caused them to instantly fester and rot. The audience shivered in horror, various magics allowing them to see every grisly detail of the vile spell.

The Gladiatrix swung her blades again; Gavin fought through the pain and caught them with his shield. He twisted his spear, still impaled, and pushed against her, using his greater size and strength to force her back toward the wall. Rather than allow him to overpower her, she ripped herself off the barbed weapon, leaving bloody chunks of her own flesh behind on the barbs. It had taken tremendous effort, but her grave face barely betrayed the pain that it caused her. Slowly, surely, she pulled away from him, stealing his life force with her spells, healing her own wounds while his continued to fester. He staggered, his regenerative magics failing; only pride and will keeping him upright. Their eyes met, and neither saw any give in the other. Twice more, they clashed, and although she gifted him with fresh wounds each time, he attacked her with an agony fuelled mental blast on the final pass, knocking her off her feet as she danced away. This elicited loud cheers from the audience.

In the end when the trumpets sounded to end the fight they were both still standing, bloody and brutalized. The small crowd cheered, praising them both for their endurance, but in the end they decided in Gavin's favour, by a small margin. He was surprised by this, but hid his elation out of respect for his opponent. Both Gladiators retired to the praises of the late night crowd, saluting each other grimly before leaving to seek healing for their terrible wounds.

 

-----o

 

Sadira, Vintia, Karmal, and Cleothera went to the much anticipated party early, taking advantage of the chance to enjoy a day in the extravagant spa and baths of Shato diOre. Sadira regretted leaving Lina behind, but her arrangement to get the young vassal into the event precluded the spa. Lina did not seem to mind, haughtily proclaiming she doubted any of the various attendants working at the Shato diOre were as talented as her in the arts of massage and body magics.

The Shato diOre lobby was decorated with roses for the occasion, taken directly from the famed gardens of Chosen Giselle and the people's conservatory in Krass. Each rose was a perfect specimen of its kind, flawless in form and scent; those garnishing the lobby were a sumptuous cream colour.

"Sadira!" called a familiar, cheerful voice from behind them, as they climbed the broad white marble steps into the main lobby. She turned to see the Blue Gladiatrix, Azure Dream, who had long since become a friend, heading toward them with a small group of athletic women. She recognized most of them as Blue fighters. Karmal bristled beside her, always ready for a quarrel with the opposing faction.

"Calm down, we aren't here to fight," said Sadira, looking at Karmal, who rolled her eyes in annoyance, but relaxed nonetheless.

Azure Dream, Minerva to her friends, read Karmal's animosity easily enough. "Truce today ladies?" She said respectfully as she approached. Her expressive face formed into a disarming smile, and she held up her hands to show she meant no threat.

"Absolutely!" said Sadira, taking in the Blue fighters with a smile that was truly bright and welcoming. The women made quick introductions as they passed through the entrance columns; Azure Dream raised an eye-brow when Sadira introduced Cleothera as an officer of the Deliberative. The Blues did not name their own Grey-Robe escorts.

The initial tension melted as Sadira and Azure Dream fell in next to each other and started conversing. After showing their invitations to the greeters and admiring the sea of roses, they walked slowly through the spacious lobby of the Shato diOre. The cavernous front foyer was filled with women, the beautiful and the influential, talking in small groups. Energy filled the room despite the relaxed atmosphere.

A nubile young woman, her skin covered in a substance that glistened like molten gold approached them as they moved further into the building. "Welcome to the Shato diOre ladies. All of our facilities are yours to enjoy today, but first let me escort you to the grand baths where our hostess, Amoura Vogue, will want to greet you herself." The attendant somehow managed to say all this without disturbing the bright, broad smile on her face. "You may use any of the baths and don't worry about modesty; the men will not be joining us for some time." She winked at them, brazen and inviting, before turning around to lead them further in.

Sadira frowned a little as she followed the golden-skinned woman, wondering what they would find. Azure Dream fell in beside her.

"Just keep your head, my friend," said the Blue Gladiatrix in a low voice, smiling widely. "We are swimming with the sharks today. The Blue Faction teaches us to view this type of engagement as just another arena, one where whispers take the place of battle-shouts, rumours are like swords, and a caress can be deadlier than an axe-wound. A little melodramatic, but true I think. Everyone here has an agenda beneath that smile."

"Even you?" Sadira responded.

Minerva laughed joyously, tossing her head back. She really did remind Sadira of Ravius in some ways. "Especially me: I'm still trying to recruit you for the Blues, remember?"

"How could I forget?" said Sadira, smiling. "I wonder what I'm doing here, truth be told."

One of the other Blues tittered nervously and Minerva shot a warning glare at the offender; Sadira did not even bother looking back. They passed through a room filled with fragrant pink roses and little semi-private alcoves filled with women. Sadira continued. "This just isn't my field..."

"Well there are a few ways to answer that," said Minerva, turning back to Sadira. "In the end, you are here because you are the best and everyone loves a winner. Don't even try to be modest about it; Regina, our Chief Promoter, says you are the best Light Charger she has seen in twenty years. Most of our fighters don't want to go up against you. I'm actually surprised Blue Calamity challenged you directly this month; he was refusing to risk another loss a few months ago. Having his face mulched by those clockwork serpents must have scrambled his brain. Watch yourself with him, my friend."

"Thanks, but I still think he can beat me if he gets lucky," said Sadira, breathing in the heady, sweet smell of incense. She noticed with some satisfaction that Vintia and Karmal were talking with the Blue fighters behind them now, whispering excitedly at the delights they saw. "I'm not invincible."

"I'm glad to hear it," smiled Minerva, "but you are undefeated, highly skilled, and beautiful enough to have caught the eye of the crowd. Heretic's balls, I’d fight you just for the publicity. A hard-fought loss against you on my record would be like a win against any lesser Gladiatrix. Face it; until you falter or become a Chosen you will get more and more attention and invitations like this."

"What if she refuses them?" interjected Vintia as they passed through a corridor filled with red roses and steam tubs.

"That would be foolish, I think," said Minerva sombrely. "Refusing to come to an event like this makes you enemies, especially when you have appeared at other such parties. Some people see that kind of behaviour as a sign of cowardice or weakness, like refusing a challenge in the arena. No one wants to support an anti-social Champion; we have more than enough Chosen like that already. Besides you can take advantage of the festivities, make useful contacts, and have fun. Better to learn how to move in these circles. There are more opportunities here than there are pitfalls, especially once you know what you are doing..."

"It is what we do, after all," said Sadira, invoking her determination.

The group of Gladiatrices continued to follow the voluptuous golden-dipped attendant, pausing briefly to undress and store their clothing when they reached the threshold of the Grand Baths, a cavernous room filled with marble columns and three huge pools of hot water flanked by many smaller baths and adjoining steam rooms. The air was heavy with steam and the scent of incense.

"I've gotten my best arena placements through contacts I made at some party or other." Minerva continued at they moved through the room, attracting the languid eyes of nearby bathers. "We Blues don't have the system of recruiters that the Reds enjoy; we prefer to leave it up to individual initiative. I've also met a few patrons who have been very helpful; they may not be able to gift me with things I can use in the arena, but I have a ten room apartment full of beautiful possessions, three fully trained vassals who attend to my every need, and a date card that almost any woman would envy." Sadira chuckled; luxuries of that sort meant little to her. She hadn't even considered getting a vassal before Lina. She did not notice how Karmal's interest increased.

The Gladiatrices moved through the room like wolves, leaving murmurs in their wake. Their athletic figures and ageless faces were the envy of many that they passed, while their broad shoulders and warlike eyes made others tremble and turn away. Many more measured them respectfully, calculating what opportunities they heralded. A few women looked upon them and smiled, seeing a chance for new conquests...

Amoura Vogue, perhaps the only fully clothed woman in the grand baths, attired in a breath-taking dress made of living roses, was sitting at the end of the room with a circle of her favourites. A long line of women were presenting themselves to her, like supplicants to some great queen. The Gladiatrices joined the line, while their Grey-Robe escorts did their best to fade into the background, all except Cleothera, who stayed with them, whispering excitedly to Karmal, Vintia, and one of the Blues.

A shock ran through Sadira as she looked away from Amoura and met the bright eyes of the small, lithe woman sitting next to their hostess. The other's forceful gaze took her by surprise, making her feel as if she was being weighed and perhaps found wanting. There was something familiar about her. Sadira head spun as familiarity became recognition and she looked away.

"Is that...?" she said, nervously.

"Chosen Giselle... in the flesh," said Minerva, grinning at her friend. "Wow. I'd heard she might be here, but I was not expecting her to take centre stage like this. Her beauty and grace are as great as they say. I wonder if her bloodlust lives up to the rumours as well. This is interesting."

"It does," said Cleothera from behind them, silver brows furrowing. "Please be careful. Chosen Giselle's reputation is well deserved. Remember that she conquered the lands we now live in after winning her place among the Chosen, and that she is still young and prone to meddle in the affairs of Gladiators."

Minerva moved close to Sadira, her voice low. "I saw her look at you Sadira. She has something to say to you, I think."

Sadira had sent a letter of apology to the Chosen Giselle, after waiting over long to reply to her invitation of promotion to a higher league, the object of her earlier argument with Gavin. Now she was coming face to face with the Chosen that she might have spurned. However good her intentions had been, now she was going to face the consequences; the desires of a Chosen are not to be taken lightly.

The Gladiatrices, enraptured now, watched as the Chosen and Amoura greeted each guest. Amoura was tall, voluptuous, and expansive taking the lead with each greeting while Giselle radiated power and authority; she used only a hint of smile or a few words to bestow her favour, as if the full force of her personality might break those around her. The pair reminded her of exotic masterwork blade next to an opulent, gem-encrusted sceptre. Sadira felt as if every woman there was watching them as they approached. The energy in the room changed, like the pressure before a tornado strikes, as every woman sensed something important was about to occur.

Amoura, welcoming as ever greeted each one of them by name, even Cleothera, rising to embrace them with a kiss on each cheek. "Sadira, it is so good of you to come. Girls, I have the honour of presenting you to the Chosen Giselle, who has decided to grace my little gathering with her divine presence."

The Chosen nodded to Amoura and then looked them over, her powerful eyes expressive. She greeted the others, her voice quiet but overflowing with promise and power. Karmal, Vintia, and the Blues felt empowered and thrilled by the sound of their own names spoken by that voice, She stopped when it came time to acknowledge Sadira. The huge room went still. 

Giselle looked at her, almond-shaped eyes hard and unreadable. Sadira looked away for a moment, thinking about how she had put off the Chosen's summons.

I will not be intimidated by this woman, rallied Sadira; I did what I did for good reason. She steeled herself against the Chosen's gaze. She felt a tingling sensation as the other woman looked her over, sensed power flickering all around the Chosen, but she did not falter under the weight of Giselle's eyes, this time. She noticed Amoura's worried look, felt as if every person in the room wanted her to give in. But she held the Chosen's gaze, inclining her head respectfully after a moment. The room around them grew still; she could not even hear her companions breathe.

The Chosen broke the silence. The full force of her voice washed over them. "You are every bit as exquisite as I have heard, Sadira Lacivia." The Chosen's words were smooth and musical, every syllable perfectly measured. To compare the Chosen's voice to any other sound that Sadira had ever heard would be an insult, like saying rough cloth could be correlated to the finest silk. That sweet voice held power and danger. She gave herself an inward shake, gathering her will, refusing to give in to the other woman's overwhelming presence. To be complimented by someone like Giselle was a challenge, one she must answer. She took a deep breath, remembering Gavin and the beautiful, poetic things he sometimes said to her. "And yet, I should be angry with you."

It was a statement of fact, a judgement, an accusation, and a test all at once. The words hung like an executioner's axe over Sadira's head; to go against the will of a Chosen was madness. Sadira had risked everything by remaining in Scorpion's Oasis this long when Giselle had called for her. And yet a spark of defiance flared in her when she thought of Gavin and her promise to Sulius, and that gave her strength enough to stand up to the Chosen.

"Chosen, to be complimented by you is worth more than any victory I have ever won." She bowed, deeply and gracefully. "To be called exquisite by you is like the shining sun complimenting the shadowed moon on its brightness. Your offer of promotion is more than I deserve, and I thank you, but I cannot accept it, Chosen."

Even Giselle seemed surprised by this; the tension in the room was petrifying. The only movement was a slight widening of the Chosen's eyes, a sign as sure as flashing thunderheads. Sadira continued, brazenly now.

"It is true that I wanted to stay with my lover." said Sadira. "It is also true that I wanted to keep a promise to my fans and friends to bring them victory. I cannot deny these, Chosen."

"Not even to spare me from embarrassment?" said Giselle, one graceful hand clenching into a fist.

"I have always sought your company, Chosen." said Sadira. "And while it is true that life and love have gotten in the way, it is also true that I feel I have not yet earned your company. I have admired you since I was a little girl learning about her Gift; to gain your patronage so soon would be premature. Let me come to you bearing the laurels of victory so that all may see that I am worthy. Let me offer them as a gift from one bold woman to another. Let me paint this town Red in your name, Giselle. I want to come to you as a victor and a supplicant, a suitor and a servant, wearing the crown of victory which alone can make me worthy of your patronage. I want everyone to see how I win your respect. I want to earn my place with blood and victory, like you once did."

She knelt as she said the last bit, like a man proposing to his beloved.

"Mmmm," the Chosen’s demeanour softened, almost purring like a cat, her expression now one of pure contentment. Then she smiled, moving to address Sadira directly, her irresistible voice carrying to every corner in the otherwise silent room. "Very nice. While your skill has been proven on the fighting grounds, and your beauty is evident to me at the merest glance, I must confess that I did not expect such eloquence, Honoured Gladiatrix. You have salved my wounded pride dear Sadira, and thus I will allow you to remain here for the rest of the season before I claim you for my own. Consider this one of your many victories; I am rarely surprised and I did not come here expecting to accept a compromise."

There was a collective sigh as every woman in the room exhaled in relief. Even the Chosen seemed to relax. The cavernous room returned to normal as Sadira bowed to the Chosen again, deeply this time, and then to a beaming Amoura, who winked at her. Sadira left the room feeling triumphant, flush with victory, like after fighting Bella in Dreadwood Junction. 

As soon as they were away from prying eyes, she turned to Minerva and put her hand on the other woman's shoulder. It took her a moment to gather herself before speaking. "Thank you, my friend," she said, looking deep into the other's eyes. "If it hadn't been for you I would not have been ready for that. I am indebted to you."

The Blue Gladiatrix smiled brilliantly. "Good. It pays to have the favour of a woman who will one day be a Chosen. Truthfully though, I can't believe you looked Giselle in the eye like that. For a moment I wasn't sure I wanted to be seen in your company."

Sadira laughed. "Very funny. I'll repay my debt regardless of my status in life. Enough politics though; we came here to relax."

"I know of a nice secluded spot here," said Vintia. "I wandered into it last time we were here. I am very curious to hear all about this offer you were given..."

And so they left, enjoying the soothing waters and deft-handed attendants who brought them true relaxation, at least until late in the afternoon when Amoura came to join them...

 

-----o

 

Gavin and Ravius spent the afternoon training with Master Sax. By the time they left to get ready it was late in the day, and both were rather bruised. Sax was powerful and precise, with a long reach and his every strike reminded them that however far they had may have come as Gladiators, they still had much to learn. Meanwhile the laconic Ogre weathered Ravius' taunts and Gavin's deadly spear with good humour.

"Why do you think we've never heard of Sax before meeting him here?" Gavin asked Ravius as they walked along the colourfully cobbled streets to the marble and gold buildings of the Shato diOre. "He seems like he could be of Champion quality."

"He has a good record for a Master," added Ravius, pondering. Gilded steam-wagons and ornate carriages drawn by augmented horses passed by them, a stately procession headed to the party. "But he's too understated, I guess. He doesn't seem interested in playing to the crowds. They say it requires a lot of showmanship to get noticed at that level. Sax isn't flashy. On the other hand, he might not even be after an invitation to the big show. Maybe you should ask him?"

One of their Grey-Robed escorts cleared his throat. After they turned their attention to him, he spoke. "Years ago, I was escorting a young Gladiator to visit the tribe he had been taken from in the Frostfoot Mountains. As we approached, the whole village sang their song of welcome. I will carry that beautiful sound in my heart until I am lost. When that Gladiator paid his dues to the arena, he returned there to add his voice to the song, even though he could have had a chance at much greater power. "

Their other Grey-Robe escort spoke up as her comrade finished. "There is a school of swordsmanship called the Faultless Blade. No doubt you have heard of it. The founder of that school has not lost a fight in living memory, and has even defeated two Chosen in duels and one in a Deathmatch; yet he does not seek to become a champion... nor do any but his best students, and some of our order even know his identity. Master Sax has studied under him."

They continued their walk, both Gladiators thoughtful now. The words etched themselves in Gavin's memory.

 

-----o

 

Sulius ul-Cyrus arrived at the grand event with a young scarlet-haired Vassal dressed in a magnificent gown sewn with clear blue gemstones that set off her eyes, and wearing a formal masque to conceal her identity. Perhaps the Red Faction had rewarded him for doing well this season? The young woman became the subject of more than a few whispers, not only because of her artfully mysterious identity but also because of the alacrity with which the striking young woman detached herself from the Chief Promoter, who, for his part, did not seem to miss her...It was one of the many delightful mysteries that the party-goers would write about and discuss for weeks afterwards.

 

-----o

 

"Oh, I like that," said Minerva, admiring Sadira, Karmal, and Vintia as they met again after dressing in their proper party attire. The three women had found a peerless tailor in nearby Brightsand Halls to create almost-formal dresses that could be worn comfortably with their arena armour. They would not be mistaken for regular debutantes in their armoured gowns.

"I was originally going to go with red, but it seemed too flamboyant." Sadira was wearing a simple sleeveless dress made of a rich black silk, edged in gold. The whole ensemble fit rather nicely underneath her regular armour. The dress cunningly blended with her armoured shoulders and arms with side slits through which her half-armoured legs could be seen. A red scorpion silhouette decorated the back of the fabric.

"I hope you don't mind if we steal the idea next event?" said Clarice, the youngest of the Blues. "Your war-dresses look so good. I'm totally envious..."

"We actually got the idea from Cleo," said Karmal, pointing to the bright Light-Elf in a gown cunningly made from various shades of grey lace. "That girl really knows how to work with wardrobe restrictions." The flame-haired Gladiatrix wore emerald green silk with her dark green and gold armour. The most eye catching part of her ensemble was a pair of emerald earrings, set in radiant gold teardrop, nestled in her lavishly curled hair.

"She has to wear grey and her symbol of office, but our Cleo can't resist the need to mingle," added Vintia. The small Gladiatrix wore a long dark blue skirt falling from her heavy silver-blue plated chain armour and a tight collar of exquisite blue lace rising from her metal gorget.  "So we decided to do something similar."

"But, I have to admit, you ladies win in the hair and perfume department," said Sadira, who wore her hair in a plain formal style, albeit pinned in place with tiny jewelled scorpions instead of simple Glamour. "You'll have to tell us how you came up with those wonderful styles..."

And so they advanced into the lobby, a phalanx of silk and metal, ready for a battle of a different sort.

 

-----o

 

There was no single place or time appointed to eat, but there were many rooms that one could enter and sit down in if one wanted to eat a meal, or if one had the desire to mingle there were many gold-covered attendants with trays of food or even pages who could bring a quick snack or drink for those who just needed to revitalize themselves.

The Gladiators mingled.

Sadira, in spite of her war-like attire, found herself the constant centre of attention in every room she entered, surrounded by admirers, well-wishers, and sycophants. Amoura appeared often beside her, steering her toward important personages and introducing her to Gladiators, ministers, and two Chosen holding court in well-hidden rooms. Sadira was glad of Amoura's presence; the other woman made the evening much more bearable. Everyone was polite and smiling, laughing on cue, and ever so curious about her, leaving her to wonder what thoughts hid beneath their features.

Gavin followed her dutifully at first, but often found himself on the outside of the little groups that surrounded her, too polite to claim his place, too unimportant to those who sought his love's favour. Sadira offered him apologetic glances when this happened, and he understood she liked it no better than he.

For her part, this was the first time Sadira truly understood how it might be for Gavin to live in her shadow, and she wished she knew of some way that she might change this; she still felt a strong desire to give up her grand designs, just to be with him. What good was glory if it cost her love?

Late in the evening, she claimed him for a long, slow dance. Afterwards, she released him from his lover's duties. "Go mingle, my love, enjoy yourself and I will find you when I can."

He protested, of course, but she merely kissed him and whispered. "Dear one, these people bore me,  I can't imagine what it must be like for you to watch from the sidelines. Please go and have fun, for my sake."

So he did, but she could tell that he did not like parting from her; she smiled at the thought as she watched him leave, before the circling admirers moved in on her again.

 

-----o

 

Gavin, who much preferred a good book to a party like this, sought out each of his friends in turn. Ravius was entertaining a gaggle of giggling golden-dipped attendants, plying them with jokes, lulling them with stories, all the while steering them slowly to a more secluded area. The smiling skirmisher threw him a wink. Gavin just nodded at his friend and moved on, smiling and shaking his head. Pale Cleothera and bright-eyed Vintia had somehow managed to consume enough alcohol to make even a Gifted tipsy, no small feat. They put a drink in his hand and led him to the centre of the rose-filled marble ballroom where he danced with both of them, earning jealous glances from several young men and women, until they decided they wanted to dine and he made his excuses and moved on. He caught a glimpse of Karmal talking to a woman whose gaze seemed striking even from across the room, but he lost sight of her in the crowd. Sulius was eating and entertaining a small group of well-wishers. Lina was not with him. Gavin wondered where the scarlet-haired vassal was, but decided not to go looking for her.

And so, long after mid-night, Gavin found his way to a simple wooden gazebo on the sands. Something about the spot called him, and he wished very much that he could separate Sadira from the crowds that followed her and bring her here to enjoy her company in peace. He sat down on a cushioned seat, closing his eyes, enjoying the sound of gentle waves made by the waters of the oasis. Perhaps one day he would hear the rhythms of the ocean again. He drifted on that thought...

Abruptly, he became aware of a presence nearby. The sense of profound serenity, however, prevented him from feeling any real alarm as he opened his eyes to find a man standing at the threshold of the structure looking at him.

"Mind if I join you?" said the stranger, stepping into the light.

"I guess not," said Gavin. He was a little put off that his privacy had been disturbed, but didn't feel like giving up his spot. Perhaps he could out-wait the stranger.

Gavin motioned to the newcomer to take a seat. The man was dressed in a simple tunic, well-cut and made of fine, but plain, material. His worn face and slightly receding hair seemed to indicate that he was in his forties, in spite of his athletic, almost Gladiator-like, build. He seemed strangely familiar, but Gavin could not place him. A soldier perhaps, maybe a General, grown wealthy but still accustomed to a less opulent lifestyle. The stranger looked out into the night at first, saying nothing, and paying no heed to Gavin's examinations.

"I enjoy parties," said the man after some time had passed, turning to Gavin. There was something odd about his eyes. "I can't get enough of them, and yet I much prefer to watch them from the outside: to listen to the sounds of people enjoying themselves, to soak up the contentment of others, and to watch as a thousand little dramas unfold like theatre right before my eyes without feeling the need to interfere. Don't you agree?"

"Yes." Gavin cocked his brow; it was strange that the man had not introduced himself yet. He felt he knew the man from somewhere, that the stranger might be playing some sort of trick.

"The duty of a good host is to ensure that all of his guests enjoy themselves. I fear I may have failed on your account, Gavin..."

Gavin's heart skipped a beat as he heard his own name. Then the rest of the sentence fell into place in his mind. And finally, at that moment, staring into the stranger's eyes, recognition hit him like a giant's hammer-blow: a face seen in a hundred pictures, a statue on the streets of Krass, an engraving in the back of a favourite book. He blinked. How could I not have recognized this man, he asked himself. He stood, bowing low, face red.

"Chosen Marius!" he stammered, "I did not recognize you; I apologize for this mistake, Chosen."

"Please friend, this is not a formal occasion, do not be embarrassed; there is no need for protocol." The Chosen chuckled, genial amusement showing on his face. Oddly, instead of feeling like the Chosen was laughing at him, Gavin felt as if he were in on some private joke shared between two old friends. "Few people recognize me unless I clothe myself like a statesman, and I prefer to keep it that way. I've found that people are more honest with Marius the Farmer or Marius the Soldier than Chosen Marius. Don't worry yourself, I am not here to play games like Giselle or lead you to your doom like Moltar; surprising people with my true identity is game enough for me."

Gavin closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and then released it, clearing the tumult in his mind. The Chosen watched him. Gavin realized that a Grey-Robe watched them as well, respectful in distance but always present.

"Chosen, you honour me," he said at last. "I have studied your works. I have admired you since I was a young man..."

"So I've seen, Gavin," said the Chosen, settling back and smiling. "I had the good timing to catch you performing one of my moves in a match while I was passing through the Campus Martius. I have taken an interest in your career since that time. It is a good feeling to see others benefiting from my writings. I've been thinking about making some revisions to those works, bringing them up to date. Perhaps you could offer me some of your own insights?"

"I would love to," said Gavin, smiling now and genuinely pleased to have the chance to talk to one of his boyhood heroes. "Although I don't know how I could contribute..."

"Ha! You are too humble, young Gladiator!" said the Chosen. "I have seen you fight; I know you are a thoughtful man. Let’s invite that Grey-Robe to come over as well. She must be rather bored watching over us... might as well make her duties a little more interesting."

They talked until dawn; the Chosen, the thoughtful Gladiator, and the officer of the Deliberative in a little Gazebo. Their conversation drifted from historical works to the role of the Factions in the politics of the Domains. As they conversed, their voices mingled with the sounds of the water and those of the party in the background, a subtler, softer but no less vital rhythm amidst the merrymaking.

 

-----o

 

As the evening wore on, the party took on a dream-like quality for Sadira. She was separated from Amoura and lost track of Vintia, Karmal, and Minerva. She was continuously surrounded by new groups of people, men and women who wanted to discuss her future in the arena, her fashion sense, her encounter with Chosen Giselle, or simply to wish her well or be seen with her. Some seemed to want to talk to her just to satisfy their own curiosity; others desired to enmesh her in their circle of contacts.

For a Gladiatrix, who has little contact that is not watched, regulated, and ritualized, the idea of people whose lives were based entirely around who they knew was very new. Sadira had heard of such things, and understood the theory, but seeing all the social spiders weaving their webs up close was still a learning experience. She wished she could observe it from afar instead of being caught in the middle, like just another spider or perhaps a juicy bit of prey. She slipped away, seeking moments of privacy whenever she could.

It was during one of these brief respites, while she was in a little private room, made up for amorous couples trysting she guessed, that Valaran found her. She was nearly calm and ready for the next long round of high society party chatter when he entered the room. She felt his presence even before she heard his movements, and turned, smiling, thinking he was one of the Chosen who had sought her out. 

She recognized him immediately; his fame had only grown since Gavin first described him to her. He was handsome, beautiful even, his every chiseled feature speaking of power, ambition, and arrogance. He was dressed plainly, having come to the event without an invitation, but still seemed more princely than those who had worn their most opulent finery. Once, she would have found herself immediately, profoundly attracted to such a man. But now she could read the ugly, oppressive nature that lurked beneath the perfect features of this peerless warrior. As if to emphasize the point, she noticed Lina at his side, pale and trembling in his massive shadow. Valaran’s hand rested on the girl’s shoulder, close to her throat. Sadira felt anger beginning to rise, burning away her fatigue.

"I caught your little…" he started.

"Let her go!" Sadira cut him off, voice conveying her rising ire, scouring him like a blast of desert air. "Lina is at this event with a proper invitation; you are not."

Valaran was taken aback. Only Moltar had ever dared to command him or speak to him harshly. His hand fell from Lina’s shoulder and the Vassal girl quickly moved away from him. He marvelled at the natural command in Sadira’s voice, even as he bristled against it; here was a woman worth mastering.

Sadira was proud to note that her assistant tried to walk slowly and worked hard not to show her fear. Lina rarely spoke of her time training as a Vassal in Volcanus, but the young woman’s attitude and history spoke of harsh, systematic abuse. She was plainly terrified of her former master.

Sadira locked eyes with Valaran, putting her arm around Lina as she did so. She said nothing, staring hard. It took the princely, imposing Valaran a few moments to compose himself; he did not like being the focus of that withering gaze.

"Your beauty is even greater up close than I had imagined, Sadira." He gathered his confidence as he spoke; no woman had ever been able to resist him. "You are like a bright red rose amidst the wasteland; your glory makes everything around you seem desolate by comparison. I have desired you since I first saw you in Camp Valorous. I have thought of little else. At first I was just content giving you gifts, but it is no longer enough. I must have you."

"I am not a woman that you can ‘have’, Valaran," her tone was polite and even, but unmistakably cool. "I have chosen the man I want to be with; I love Gavin and will not give that up, no matter what life throws in our way."

"But...," Valaran could not believe what he was hearing. He’d been sure that she would succumb to his charms, everyone did. Even Moltar rarely denied his favoured protege. "I am better than him."

Sadira laughed; the sound was cruel, and pure, and beautiful. Valaran diVolcanus frowned, sensing that her laugh heralded defeat for the first time in his life. It was greatly at odds with his unwavering sense of his own destiny.

"You are bigger than him and prettier than Gavin, a better Gladiator in most people’s eyes," she said, her tone that of a judge weighing a crime. "You offer me a place at your side, but only as an adornment, because my glory and beauty would enhance your own."

"Yes!" he said, in a voice breaking with hungry desire, eyes alight with lust. Sadira felt Lina tense beside her.  "As my glory would reflect on you. We are the best, Sadira, the greatest of our time. It is only proper that we unite. A man should choose the woman who best reflects his own desires and accomplishments in life. I am the best and I want the best."

"I do not agree," she responded. "A woman should choose the partner that best completes her, the person who will help her become better than she is. Gavin works with me. We are a good team. He supports me and challenges me. He has helped me to become a better fighter, to control my anger, and to expand my mind. You have nothing to offer me in this regard Valaran. Your love is like a highly polished mirror; you look at me but you only see yourself. You could never be my other half."

"You diminish yourself, woman!" snarled Valaran, looming over Sadira before reigning himself in with an effort of will. Sadira regarded him with hawk-like contempt. "You are like a queen rutting with a farm-boy!"

"Enough Valaran," she said. "I have made my choice. Love is not a reasonable beast; you cannot win me through argument. You must respect this even if you do not understand. Go now; you are not welcome here today."

The giant's face darkened, his noble features becoming remarkably ugly as rage consumed him. She met his burning gaze without fear. He turned and stalked toward the door, putting his hand upon it.

"I will kill your Gavin, in the arena," said Valaran without turning, his voice so thick with anger that he seemed likely to choke on his own words. "I will have you, one way or another."

Her voice hounded him as he stalked out into the corridor. "Then you will have me in the arena, Valaran, and I swear I will end you if you harm any of my friends."

A pair of surly looking Grey-Robes fell in step behind Valaran as he left. They looked more like servants than escorts.

 

-----o

 

Her surprise encounter with Valaran left Sadira ill at ease and flustered; she tried to find Gavin or Cleothera but immediately became entangled in the conversational webs of the grand event, losing track of time until she saw the tip of the sun spilling over the clear blue waters of the Oasis outside. She had been introduced to so many people that she felt as if she were riding a ship across a rough sea of faces agitated by a tempest of names. She remembered meeting the darkly handsome Chosen Arturo, who in spite of all his aristocratic finery turned out to be versed in Druidic magic as well; they had talked about gardens of all things; apparently many of the roses filling the rooms were bred in his domain. Amoura had also introduced her to Chosen Trilla Endweaver, a fearsome, muscular Orcish woman whom she'd taken a liking to immediately. She had even run into Camille Caesaria, the woman who had recruited her into the Red faction in the first place. There were so many people to remember, all with their own agendas. Sadira was not the type of person who was wont to forget people she did not find useful, a trait that served her well with her fans, but frustrated her here.

Sadira felt drained as she stared at the unflinching golden orb rising into the sky.  She could no longer match the names and faces of any of those who currently surrounded her. None of them seemed to notice. She felt ensnared by the web of connections and obligations, trapped in discussion; she wondered if this was part of being a Chosen.

"Sadira my dear, there you are," said Amoura, putting an arm around her, steering her out of the conversational maze. "You looked tired, my friend. Your loyal Gavin is still here; let me take you to him so he can escort you home for some much needed rest."

"Amoura, how in Ezuis' name do you still look fresh and energetic after all this?" said Sadira, almost resentfully. "I feel like a vampire’s blood-pet; my head is straining trying to remember all these people. How do you do it?"

Amoura laughed vigorously, tossing her head back, startling a panting trio engaged in an amorous wrestling match in a nearby alcove. "I often wonder how a woman like you can train for twelve hours a day, every day, and decapitate giants in the arena," said the Gifted woman. "The truth is I live for days like this. You dream of winning the grand championship in front of a roaring crowd in the Grand Arena of Krass; I dream of stealing the scene at the glorious after-party I throw in your honour..." They stepped outside and the morning air, still crisp with a hint of desert night, washed over them. That air felt glorious to Sadira, rejuvenating her. Amoura led her onto the beach, weaving through small groups of tired party-goers, amorous couples, and the human debris of over-consumption. "Besides," continued Amoura, "I don't have a Grey-Robe escort following me around everywhere I go. Imagine all the mischief you could get up to with a little more privacy."

"Ha!" exclaimed Sadira. "I made that choice long ago. We both did."

"True enough," said Amoura. "And regretting choices made long ago is a dark path; let us not travel it today my dear. Our menfolk are just up ahead in that little wooden gazebo, waiting for us to brighten their dawn. I really admire the way you handled Giselle, you know."

"Thank you," said Sadira. She was still enjoying the afterglow of that moment herself. "I'm just glad that I could buy some extra time with Gavin and my team without making an enemy of her. If you'd told me as a young Gladiatrix that I would lock horns with one of my childhood idols over a man, I'd have laughed."

Amoura smiled, "I know exactly what you mean."

Sadira caught sight of Gavin, his face animated and expressive, engaged in deep discussion with an oddly familiar looking man. She felt a pang in her heart, wishing she could have spent the night here, with him. Why was she being forced to choose between the man she loved and the path she had chosen?

She pushed the thought away and put on a smile. Beside her, Amoura was gazing at the proverbial stranger with an expression of unguarded tenderness, signalling to Sadira that they should pause a moment and listen. The two men did not notice them, being deep in conversation with a Grey-Robe, who eyed Sadira and Amoura but said nothing.

"So the Factions arose naturally?" she heard Gavin ask the stranger.

"To a certain extent, yes," said the stranger, who Sadira had not yet identified. "People of like mind will always group together to promote their ideas and agendas. The people's assemblies made this even more beneficial and permanent alliances were drawn; these eventually became the first Factions.  We did not intend for this to happen when we created the people's assembly, but it happened nonetheless."

"And problems arose after that?"

"Yes, as the Factions became more organized, it became easier to influence them through their leadership. The current Factions actually replaced the earlier ones when politics began to mix with people's love of the Great Games."

"So a Faction can be problematic because it is easier for someone to cut a deal with the leadership of a large organized group than a group of individuals."

"Quite correct, Gavin." said Marius. "But as the Factions grew older they started to become more identity based than issue based. The Blues and the Reds, for example, often oppose each other because they see the other Faction as an enemy more than for any other reason."

"And the Faction games also give the Factions the ability to influence the Chosen to a certain extent; since the new Chosen will generally feel some obligation to those who helped them become Champions."

"Yes, which was truly unforeseen. Most of the new Chosen are very involved with the Factions," said Marius, approvingly. "This can be a positive as well, however, as it keeps the new Chosen closer to the common people and involves them in the political process."

"What about Factions among the Chosen?" asked Gavin, eagerly.

"I hate to interrupt such a deep conversation, gentlemen," said Amoura, walking to Marius and embracing him possessively, "but Sadira and I have had enough of politics for one evening and too little of our men..."

"It appears that we will have to take up our discussion later, Gladiator." Marius chuckled; there was a hint of amusement in his eyes as he looked at Sadira, whose tired brain was beginning to understand the scene. "Well met, Sadira. I am Chosen Marius."

Sadira bowed, remembering the golden-dipped man massaging Amoura on their first meeting. "Hail, Chosen Marius," she paused, at a loss for words.

"Yes, you have seen me before, here and elsewhere. Please forgive me for any deception on my part; I prefer to travel among the people as just another man in the crowd, when it is possible. A silly little game in many ways… As a friend of my beloved, you may now feel free to dispense with any formality required by my position, Honoured Gladiatrix."

Gavin smiled, moving close to Sadira as she gracefully resumed her normal bearing, looking the Chosen in the eye.

"Looks like you are the only Chosen she was unprepared for, love." said Amoura, leaning languidly against her lover. "You should have seen how she handled Giselle! I have rarely felt a greater pride at watching someone I have helped teach. Speaking of which, Sadira and I are tired from our mingling. I could use a massage..."

"Consider it part of your birthday gifts, Amoura," said the Chosen, kissing his beloved before turning back to Gavin and Sadira. "I wish I could stay longer my friends; I am curious to converse with this woman Amoura speaks so highly of. But duty calls, even to the Chosen, and a proper introduction will have to wait. I will see you both again, fate willing."

The Chosen picked up the smiling, radiant Amoura in his arms, and carried her up the beach. She waved at them both over his shoulder. They heard her musical laughter as the pair disappeared from sight. Sadira watched them go, eyes still a little wide from surprise, while Gavin smiled after them.

"I really expected him to be... taller... or something," said Sadira. All the other Chosen she had met today had overwhelmed her with the strength of their presence; it was odd that Marius who was older and more powerful than most, had not. "If someone had told me those two were partners before today I 'm not sure I would have believed it; they are just... so different. Yet now, I can't imagine how I missed it..."

"That's not so strange," Gavin said, looking at her, glorious as the sun rose behind her. "I bet some people feel the same way about us..."

Sadira looked at him for a long moment, eyes smiling, and then they kissed.

"Well, shall I carry you back to our bedroom, my love?" she said, mock-serious. He rolled his eyes and offered his arm as they left the party and the last of the revellers to seek more amiable company.

She did not tell him about Valaran until later, unwilling to spoil the good mood.

 

-----o

 

It was during the grand event that Regina diCouture, chief promoter of the Blues in Scorpion's Oasis, made a decision that she had been avoiding for a long time. She had been treated like a pariah at the event; people who would normally have sought her favour or complimented her on her accomplishments for the Blues in the past had been quick to avoid her. It was not unexpected, she supposed.

Late in the night she had been called to a meeting with some of her more powerful superiors in the Blue Faction. They had told her she would lose her position if she lost the season to the Reds, chastising her for how she was failing the Faction. She had protested, trying to defend herself with her unblemished record and long duty to their cause, but it fell on deaf ears. They expressed a disappointment at her inability to "take the Red Queen" off the field, a cryptic comment that could only refer to Sadira, the Red Scorpion. One of them even told her that they had made arrangements to deal with Sadira themselves since she had failed to do so. A chill went down her spine.

Sulius, her counterpart among the Reds had been sympathetic. She had almost thought the man was playing some grand jest being so kind to her when they met by chance, but she could tell he understood her troubles. Minerva, the Gladiator from her Faction known as Azure Dream had also been very kind... everyone else had turned against her or treated her like a disposable tool despite her past service. It was not unexpected but it angered her, and so, in defiance of her cruel superiors, she made a visit to the Arena Master the next day.

 

-----o

 

Sadira's challenge match against Blue Calamity never came to pass. Instead she found herself facing her new friend, Azure Dream.

The two women fought hard, filling the arena with valiant war-shouts and the sounds of weapon-play. The match was a ferocious display of skill and the crowd demanded more when the time ran out and both Gladiatrices were still standing. The arena master assented and the two warriors fought on with Sadira finally overpowering Azure Dream before an audience awed by both women's prowess.

The victory went to Sadira, but as predicted, a strong showing from Azure Dream against such a fearsome opponent made her the talk of the town for weeks to come. Their budding friendship blossomed in full, watered by the blood they both shed and fed by the mutual respect won on the fighting ground that day.




  

Chapter Twenty-Eight: Machine Man Massacre
 

Scorpion's Oasis 1144/09/09 AR; Faction Score: Blues 2507 points, Reds 2449 points

 

"The artifice revolution has changed life in the Domains more than any series of events since the Reckoning. Steam-ships, steam-wagons, and artifice powered factories have increased production and sped up trade. Link crystals have greatly simplified communications, making scrying pools and palantirs seem quaint and archaic by comparison. Even basic infrastructure has improved with artifice mechanisms in our sewage systems, water supplies, and bridges." An Introduction to Artifice: the Magic of Machines.

 

"I don't like slaughter matches..." said Gavin, his last objection falling away. "But I have less of an objection if we're just fighting machines."

"You are getting awfully sensitive for a Gladiator, Gav," responded Karmal with a hint of censure. "Killing is part of the profession..."

Gavin shrugged. "I would like to think that we are more than just killers, Karmal."

"Bloodshed is what the people pay to see," she rejoined, emerald eyes flashing.

"Some, perhaps; others want to see skilled, heroic warriors striving against difficult odds... slaughter matches are not designed to be challenging."

"I don't know; I like to think the skill in a gank match is not in how challenging the opposition is but in how creative you are in dispatching them. We are entertainers and performers in that respect, I'll say..."

Sadira shot Karmal a warning glance before she could continue; she did not want her team to start bickering over trivial matters. She could see that Karmal was trying to get a rise out of Gavin; the two often clashed, more and more lately. The two of them saw the world in very different ways, but Sadira was becoming aware that Karmal was jealous of her own popularity, but also bitter that Gavin had taken her place. If only we knew the seeds we sow when we act, she thought, smiling at her old friend, watching the flame-haired warrior's challenging gaze soften, just a little.

"Sorry, I'm just tired of fighting these boring clockworks all the time. I need a little more variety, I think," said Karmal.

"No apology needed Karmal," said Gavin. "I know my views are unconventional, for a Gladiator. I don't want to seem like I am forcing them on the rest of the team."

"Karmal just likes to argue, Gavin," added Vintia with smile. Karmal rolled her eyes.

"It is the only monster we can specify for this type of match at this arena," said Sadira.

"The Blues are more likely to go for a slaughter match," noted Ravius. "The main strategy is to kill lots as fast as possible, which appeals to most of them. They are being very cautious lately, trying to hold onto their lead."

"It’s true," said Sadira. "They've even gone so far as to replace Regina diCouture, the woman who has led them to victory time after time... Apparently the Reds of Scorpion's Oasis are now so intimidating that few Blues wants to step in and take a risk coming up against us. They know they have to take a challenge eventually though; we may as well entice them with something they think they can win. I want you all to know how proud I am of all of you; we turned things around here. Us. The other Reds may have rallied and given it their all, but we woke them up. Us. I may be getting all the attention right now, but without you four backing me up I would never have gotten this far. We trained harder, we fought in more matches, we risked more. And because of the sacrifices we have made we will leave this place wearing the Victory Laurels that we all have earned, every one of us."

She looked to each of them in turn, as she spoke, drinking in the pride that her words kindled. She realized that she revelled in their trust in her, as the team leader, and the confidence that this made her feel. Her eyes were on Gavin's as she finished. She had told him many times how much his support and love meant to her; as great as she was, he made her better, more complete, and she hoped he knew it.

 

-----o

 

"How did you arrange this tour, Ravius?" Gavin asked as the steam-wagon that he, Ravius, and Vintia were riding came to a hissing halt. They had just arrived in front of a massive sandstone building studded with shining copper domes and smokestacks belching flames into the desert sky. The heat was oppressive and the air was heavy with pollution, but the Gladiators paid it little heed.

"Ah, little brother, you wound me," professed Ravius, shaking his unruly hair, placing his hand over his heart emphatically. "I do not spend...all... of my time carousing, you know. I am resourceful and tactically minded. I figured knowing how our metallic victims are built might give us some advantage over them. Besides, I know how much you and Vintia enjoy educational field trips."

"I'm just sad none of us thought of this earlier," said Vintia, shaking her head.

"We've been rather busy..." said Gavin."Let's not beat ourselves up over missed opportunities now. This is a great idea Ravius; seeing how the clockworks are built will give us a real advantage in fighting them."

"Thank you," said Ravius. "Just remember to thank me later, as publicly as possible!"

Artifice, the magic of building animate mechanical devices was one of the few major magical disciplines with no representation among Gladiators. Building clockworks, steam-powered contraptions, and engineering fabulous devices was a powerful magical skill but rarely directly useful in combat, much like rune-smithing. As far as Gavin could recall, all artificers were vassals, the only contact they had with the arena being as patrons, fans, or in creating clockwork monsters for their more violent Gifted brethren to fight. He wondered if any of the artificers considered it unfair that their art made them unsuitable for becoming a Chosen.

After spending long minutes in a well-appointed office, they were met by a Quickling man wearing green glass goggles with intricate brass dials and gears on the side who introduced himself as their guide without giving his name. He gave the distinct impression that he felt he had better things to do than conduct tours.

The Guide ushered the three Gladiators and their three Grey-Robed escorts out of the comfortable, carpeted office and into a massive workshop and factory filled with noise The floors were made of unyielding concrete. The building was a maze of copper pipes, compressed air hoses, assembly-line belts, and row upon row of workbenches where solitary artificers worked on parts that were then conveyed by belts and tubes to the main production line to be assembled. The whole place was humid and the air was filled with the smell of metal and oil and the choir of a thousand mechanical rhythms. As they moved through the massive open floor space, their Quickling guide pointed out various features of the shop including the automatons whose sole purpose was to aid in production and the cavernous open space where the monstrous juggernauts were assembled. He moved at a pace that was difficult to match and left little time for questions. His enthusiasm for the machines was quite obvious.

"Do you make steam-wagons here?" Gavin asked the guide, when they finally paused.

"No, this facility is dedicated to weapon grade artifice." There was a note of pride in the engineer's voice as he spoke, shaking his head. "Brightsand Halls has a long history of clockwork magic; Chosen Giselle has been an avid supporter of our craft since her first southern campaign. She was one of the first Chosen to make use of mechanical automaton soldiers and steam weaponry for her soldiers. When others saw her success, most were quick to adopt it. Proper use of Artifice weaponry has given the soldiers of the Domains a tremendous advantage in recent conflicts. You Gladiators fight in a rather... anachronistic fashion."

"Who needs a steam-powered spike thrower when you can throw lightning at your foes?" said Vintia in a frost-laden tone.

"Ah... an elementalist," said the little engineer, pronouncing the hated word as if might contaminate him. "Haven't the elemental theories of the composite universe been refuted by modern observations?"

Vintia bristled, bright eyes shining with anger. "Our magic seems to work well enough on your machines. I've sent countless clockwork to the scrap heap with my spells..."

"Oh please, the arena is where we test new models and work out the kinks; we don't send our best work off to be destroyed for the amusement of the bloodthirsty masses," said the little man to an annoyed-looking Vintia. One of the Grey-Robes cleared his throat, a polite warning, but the engineer kept on, voice dripping with superiority. "Our field models are much better armed and much better armoured than anything you've ever seen. Their vitals, engines, motors, and most importantly their power sources are far better protected than anything you will see in the arena. From our tests we have determined that most of our machines are rendered non-functional by power source failure. I dare say your little lightning blasts would do nothing against a Mark Fifteen with triple shielded redundant power cores." The engineer gestured to a looming juggernaut being assembled in the background.

"These power cores sound like a true marvel of your exceptional craft." said Ravius in a wonder-struck tone, stepping between their guide and a red-faced Vintia. "Perhaps if we were to get a look at one, my friends here would gain a greater appreciation of your art."

"Science, actually," the engineer corrected automatically, but he seemed pleased by the skirmisher's flattery, smiling now as he gestured for them to continue. Gavin looked to Vintia, who relaxed and grinned now that the engineer's attention was elsewhere. The green-goggled Quickling led them to the heart of the factory, a series of pristine, sterile workshops filled with workbenches. The Grey-Robes conferred briefly with two uniformed guards before they were allowed to progress further. The air within this sealed area was cool and dry, free of the smells of oil and alive with magic.

"This is where we assemble our power cores. We have twelve vassals and seven free artificers working on this line and we are expanding rapidly as demand from the border Domains increases. Assembling the core is a time consuming and delicate task that requires a lot of channelling and spell-forging. I won't bore you with technical details; you would need years of training to understand. You can look around for a minute; just don't interrupt the craftspeople please." Their guide spoke with the self-satisfied tones that reminded Gavin of a holy man showing off a great temple.

The three Gladiators split up and moved around the workshop, trailed by their escorts. Gavin moved to examine the power core shielding structures, chatting with a few of the friendlier artificers while they worked. As he suspected, they were for the most part, more friendly than the guide; but it was evident that some disliked Gladiators; no doubt they had watched many of their creations dispatched by 'anachronistic' brutes like himself.

Using a simple Cogimantic spell, he was able to memorize the schematics of several power cores and dozens of clockworks in a matter of minutes; his Grey-Robe escort noticed, but made no effort to interfere. Ravius kept questioning the guide while Vintia took a look at the design diagrams for the various types of automaton produced in the factory. When they returned to Red Faction residence at Scorpion's Oasis, they would reproduce these for further study.

Gavin looked again at the Grey-Robe nearest him, a lean man who was chatting with one of the younger engineers, who simply shrugged; apparently there was nothing in the rules against Gladiators learning about automaton anatomy. Gladiators were already under too many restrictions to be deemed as a threat for industrial espionage or military sabotage he guessed.

"What are you shielding the cores against?" said Ravius as they rejoined the guide. "Surely our enemies don't all use bolts of lightning."

"Of course not," said their guide, speaking as if he were addressing a child. "Our core designs have long since been made more resistant to electrical bursts. You Gladiators still persist in using that form of attack out of ignorance, mostly. They don't let you out much. Any attack that causes sufficient damage to the core will destroy it. The necromancer Heretics of the Grey Mountains have actually been using power drain spells, which can rob the core of the energy it needs to function, but we will overcome that design flaw in time. Feel free to tell your friends; being able to test our creations in the arena only helps us make our designs better..."

Ravius managed to keep a straight face until the steam wagon drew away from the copper-roofed building. Gavin and Vintia, looking out on the white sands as they rolled away from the city, laughed as well.

"Funny how he never referred to artifice as a form of magic," noted Ravius. "It’s like he did not want his precious discipline to be lumped in with the older forms of spell-casting..."

"The other forms of magic are not as amenable to metrics and such," said Vintia, pinching her lip as she thought."...I think the idea that his own precious paradigm was anything less than perfectly rational and absolutely true would be offensive to him."

 

-----o

 

A dozen metallic swordsmen stood in the middle of the fighting grounds, their brass and steel skins gleaming in the afternoon sun. They were of a different make than those the Gladiators had faced in other matches, evidenced by the broad bladed greatswords they carried. No chain restrained them, and none was needed. If they saw the five Gladiators enter the arena they gave no notice.

Sadira, Gavin, Vintia, Karmal, and Ravius formed up shoulder to shoulder as they left the Gladiators' entrance. They marched with mocking mechanical precision toward the clockwork soldiers, fanning out to surround their gleaming prey as they came to the centre of the white sands and pivoting to face the audience. They stood motionless for a heartbeat, both Gladiator and machine frozen while the crowd waited, and then they raised their weapons in unison to salute the people watching them from comfortable, shaded seats.

"Zveyhander, mark three, I think, " said Gavin, recalling the schematic with a simple spell. "The power core is ten inches above the waist, closer to the back side. Decapitation also works on this model, but the oil system is protected against most fires."

"Good to know," answered Sadira. She felt offended by these soulless metal swordsmen; they were pale imitations of a true warrior in her mind, as passionless as they were lifeless. "Let's show the good people who rules in this arena, Reds!"

"Yes!" shouted Karmal, grinning fiercely beside her. The trumpets sounded again. The automatons clanked to life, hefting their heavy great swords and marching toward the Gladiators.

Sadira sprang forward as soon as the echo of the trumpets died, urging her team on with a loud war-scream. She moved fluidly into the graceful bounding steps of the Panther's Hunt war-dance as she approached the enemy lines. Wisps of darkness chased her as she moved, mostly for flair; she doubted that the automatons would be distracted by her shadow-glamour.

Sadira ducked under a pair of heavy metal swords, sliding forward into an extended lunge that brought her blade up under her target's arms and into what she thought might be a weak spot in its brass armour. She felt a savage surge of satisfaction as the point of her sword punched through gleaming metal. Using the forward momentum of her leap, she switched her war-dance to the Scorpion's Gambit, kick-flipping into the air, her still embedded sword ripping off chest-plates and exposing the power core to a quick cut from her other blade. The clockwork swordsman toppled, but Sadira was already moving, a whirling bladed form among her foes.

Chortling, clowning Ravius drew a brass bladesman a few steps away from its brethren, baiting it with a feint. As it lifted its arms to swing the heavy blade at him, he lunged low, snagging its foot with his folded net, like a whip, and sending it crashing to the ground. He then put all his weight behind a downward thrust of his trident, one of the points hitting the power core buried in its vitals. The clockwork wilted mid struggle, its limbs sagging on the ground.

Gavin noted that the movements of these clockworks were more fluid than many other types they had fought before. The Zveyhanders were a more specialized model, created to fight against elite units. He advanced cautiously, remembering the schematics they had drawn up after their visit to the clockwork factory. While they did not exactly map the pipe and gear innards of this particular model, they certainly gave him a good idea where to look. He saw Sadira in the thick of the fighting, and felt the impulse to move to her side where his shield could do the most good. He moved in, waiting for the right moment, blocking two heavy blades with his shield. The moment came as one of his attackers moved awkwardly when Gavin deflected its blade away from him, and he moved instinctively to take advantage of this. His deadly war spear dented the brass man's armour twice and plunged in deeply on the third short thrust, his movements so quick that many saw only a single strike. A quick twist of the blade sent it to the ground, oil gushing from the wound.. Gavin felt elated as he moved to join Sadira, who flashed him a brief smile, her eyes shining with triumph.

Karmal blasted an enemy with a bright flash of magical lightning and cut another in half with a contemptuous backhanded swing of her brutal war-cleaver. She moved forward, trying to out-pace Sadira.

Vintia, fearing that Karmal's reckless aggression might get her into trouble, moved back a step, braced, and leapt straight into the brass men, shield first. It is always visually striking to see a small fighter topple a bigger warrior, even when that small woman is, in reality, a Gladiatrix and likely stronger than five large men, and so the crowd cheered all the louder. Her momentum carried her to the centre of the action, and several heavy blade swings crashed into her shield, but she was an adept defender, and did not even stagger under the mechanical onslaught.

Sadira called on the heart of the beast, a powerful enchantment, as she leapt forward again. Everything around her seemed clearer, as her senses expanded and new strength flowed into her. She felt Gavin moving in her wake, heard the audience cheering, each voice distractingly audible, smelled oil and metal, rank and unnatural to the beast within. Closing in on the three clockworks attacking Vintia, Sadira unleashed her swords. The blades blurred, tearing into metal backs like the vicious claws of a great hunting cat. Two fell to the ground. She was in the moment now: whirling blades, gleaming armour, black oil on the white sand, the smell of scorched metal, and the glorious roar of the crowd.

Now the Gladiators outnumbered their prey. Blades rose and fell, filling the air with the tortured screech of metal. Deadly sharp spears and swords forced their way through metal skins and into delicate gears and piping. Spells blasted power cores and melted vital systems to slag. The fight ended very quickly, the sudden stillness shocking the spectators.  The sands were soaked in oil. The crowd was perhaps a little disappointed at the shortness of the fight, but their awe of the ferocious display of skill filled their throats with cheers.

 

-----o

 

The Blue team recklessly tried to beat the Red team's time through sheer ferocity. Their brute force was no match for the discipline and knowledge of Sadira's team, however, costing them vital seconds and much needed points.




  

Chapter Twenty-Nine: In Formation
 

1144/10/28 AR, Scorpion's Oasis, Faction Score:  Reds 2865 points; Blues 2807 points

 

"The Chosen are the rulers of the Domains. Their power, both magical and political, rivals the mage-lords of old. In theory their power is held in check by the Deliberative and the People's Assemblies. In reality the real reason our immortal lords do not dominate the Domains more thoroughly is that their ranks are divided. The hundred or so Chosen rarely agree on anything and the Council of the Chosen is as riven by factionalism as the popular assemblies. It is for this simple reason that they often take an avid interest in tipping the balance of the Great Games; a Gladiator who is beholden to them and becomes a Chosen can shift the balance of power in their favour." Ordo Grevex

 

Gavin and Sadira sat on the ramparts of the thick outer wall that surrounded Scorpion's Oasis, enjoying a quiet evening together. They found themselves stealing away more often, hoarding time together. Behind them the glittering town slumbered, torpid from the day's overdose of food, wine, and sex. Above them, the desert stars hung in the clear sky and further off on the horizon they could see the lights of the city of Brightsand Halls, a constellation of a different kind.

Gavin had never been up on these walls before. From their lofty heights he had a commanding view of the surrounding desert. He could see several shapes he was sure were ruins, and he wondered if they were from before the Reckoning, or old outposts from Chosen Giselle's campaign of conquest. He wished he was free to venture forth and see what they held, and that he could bring Sadira with him. His powerlessness to do either frustrated him, but where it used to bring anger, today it only invoked melancholy.

Sadira gazed at Brightsand Halls. She would soon be living in that great city, her every need attended to, rich and powerful enough to visit the opulent baths of Scorpion's Oasis as a patron and not a Gladiatrix. She would be able to arrange to bring her family south to visit! She could do anything she wanted, provided it met with the approval of Chosen Giselle, the Deliberative, and did not interfere with her career, conditions which left a sour taste in her mouth. Part of her still wanted to give up her ambitions in order to be with Gavin, but this would bring the wrath of the Chosen down on both of them. It was a foolish desire. She shivered. She could remember a time when her desire to become a champion was all that mattered; now, she sometimes felt as if she would soon be sundered from the best part of herself. 

Gavin, sensitive to her mood, put his arm around Sadira and kissed her on the forehead. He smiled, one of those unreserved bright expressions that he seemed to keep just for her. She would miss that smile.

"It's almost over now," he whispered softly.

"I know, beloved," she sighed. "I tried so hard to keep us all together, to keep you beside me, but it cannot be done. I wish I could defy the Chosen. It seems so wrong to force us apart like this."

He turned to face her, his clear eyes meeting hers. "You've defied Chosen Giselle once already and gotten away with it; everyone is talking about your meeting with her. Vintia said it was the bravest thing she's ever seen. Even Karmal said you showed 'balls'. Few people are brave enough to face down a Chosen in her own Domain. You won as much as you could; don't let anyone take that from you, Sadira. Don't let losing me drag you down."

Her eyes blazed, passion burning away the last of her weakness."I will not lose you, Gavin," she said vehemently. "Don't even say it. If I have to win the Grand Championship and become a Chosen myself just to be with you, I will. I would brave the depths of Kaer Moltar for you! Do not give up on us. You promised that you will try to find a way back to me."

 

"I am just saying I'll understand if..." She put a finger on his lips, silencing him with her flashing eyes.

"You are too reasonable, beloved," she said after a long moment. "I could drown myself in lust and sate my every pleasure in Giselle's palace. I might even find others to love, but it will not change my feelings for you. It is not a rational desire; I feel as if you are my other half, Gavin. Losing you is losing a piece of me."

Gavin smiled. "I wonder if anyone but me realizes that the bloodthirsty Gladiatrix Sadira Lacivia is a true romantic at heart? I swear I will try to make my way back to you, my love. Master Sax and I have talked about going north; perhaps I can make a name for myself in the Free Leagues. Maybe I can even sort a few things out on the way."

"I used to think you were a little crazy," she said, "chaffing against reality, always questioning why we Gifted are treated the way we are. Now I think I can understand that view; it offends me that we can't live our lives the way we want."

Gavin sighed. They moved deeper into each other's embrace, as if they might resist the inevitable with love alone.

 

-----o

 

The challenge that the Blues had put forth this month was of great surprise to Sulius ul-Cyrus; a grand melee pitting the best ten Gladiators from each team against each other. It was the last Blue challenge phase of this season; they needed to have a strong showing if they wished to regain the lead from the Reds and have any chance of winning the whole season. The rules were simple enough. Sixty ranks worth of Gladiators, ten fighters per team, would fight each other in a huge match. Points were scored for eliminating other Gladiators. Bonus points were awarded for certain types of elimination, like creative use of terrain. It would be a simple, yet spectacular event, worth more points than all the other challenges the Blues put forth that month combined, making it an all or nothing gambit for them. Tickets sold out in record time, even at inflated pricing.

It wasn't the rules of the challenge that puzzled Sulius; it was why the Blues would choose them.

The Reds were also much better at big team events than the individualistic Blues, which negated any advantage that might be gained from making it a fight between Gladiators. Sadira and her team were nearly impossible to beat when they took to the fighting grounds, having been training and fighting as a unit since leaving the Campus Martius. Together, their individual weaknesses disappeared, and the formidable Red Scorpion herself became even better. Superiority through teamwork was a core practice of the Reds and it was very strange that a challenge from the Blues would allow them to play to their strength, especially when they had a chance to win the season. It just didn't add up. It was not the type of detail that he expected Regina diCouture, the Chief Promoter of the Blues, to overlook. Perhaps the rumours were true, and she'd been replaced. The thought bothered him, even though he had viewed her as his nemesis for a long time. What kind of trick were the Blues trying to pull here? They could field a master Ranked fighter who could overpower Sadira, but he could do the same.

Sulius pondered this for a long time, wondering what the Blues could be planning, until the stars rose over the oasis and his thoughts drifted. His mind navigated through the channels of the past, through storms of failure and barren seas of regret. It was strange how his past defeats, once a great weight upon him, seemed less fearsome now that he was on the verge of winning. That last thought, of how things can change suddenly, coupled with his encounter with Regina at the Shato diOre party brought him to a sudden realization. The key to the Blue's plan was not in the rules of the match but in their behaviour as they began to lose. Rumours of Regina's dismissal began just after she pulled a last minute roster change in Sadira's last match. Azure Dream was a better fighter than Blue Calamity, so why would this have infuriated her superiors? His revelation did not send him home to his bed, but rather invigorated him, signalling the start of a flurry of late night activity. He had much to plan.

 

-----o

 

Sulius wasted no time in finding Sadira suitable Gladiators for the challenge, sending them to train with her team. Sax was an easy pick; he was already practising with them. Normally the master-ranked Ogre only fought in a single match every year but like all the Oasis Reds, he had been inspired to greater heights this season. He was greatly honoured by the invitation. The whip wielding Shadow-Elf skirmisher Cassius was also assigned to them; he had been dying to fight at Sadira's side ever since a random draw pairs match had put them together earlier in the season. Sulius padded out the team with Kilubo, another master-ranked fighter who owed him a favour, and with two promising, recent additions to the roster, Tenisha and Rishelle.

The group trained hard together every day. Sadira found herself in the leadership role even though Sax and Kilubo outranked her. She accepted the responsibility without question and without complaint.

Sax was fast and lethal, a light charger like herself; she had trained with him for the past few months and even learned a few tricks from the wily veteran who was reliable, calm, and perfectly precise. She, Ravius, Vintia and Gavin liked Sax; Karmal, however, did not.

The skirmisher Cassius was besotted with her, but this was a pattern of behaviour she was getting used to. If she weren't with Gavin, she'd even have considered returning the man's affection. He was handsome and had a stunning physique, even for a Shadow-Elf. She also liked his sense of style. Cassius wore his hair in bright, blood-red furrows which matched the colour of his thick leather war-harness and contrasted nicely with of his shadow-black skin. The light-armoured skirmisher used a pair of long war-whips in the arena, with a sword for backup. Having fought alongside him before, she knew how well he could use those whips to foil opponents, finishing them off with powerful offensive spells.

Kilubo was a massive slab of muscle, nearly as tall as Sax but much, much thicker. Like their friend Omodo, Kilubo had channelled his magic inwards, increasing his own size and mass, a special type of body sculpting practised by a few fighting schools. In spite of his monstrous size, his Dwarven heritage was quite obvious in his broad body and in a beard that could cover a bed. He was a heavy defender type wearing elaborately engraved silver-grey "coward's plate", so called because it gave the most coverage allowed in the arena. He carried a seven foot tower shield and a big hand sledge that would require two hands for most fighters. Like Sadira, he was skilled in Druidic magic, which along with his size, shield, and armour, made him unthinkably tough and too dangerous to ignore, despite his slow foot speed. He also weathered Ravius's storm of silly jokes about seven foot Dwarves with good humour.

The wildly energetic and enthusiastic Rishelle used nature magic as well. Her muscles were incredibly well-toned, even by the high standards of a Gladiatrix. She wore a black and gold breastplate, bracers, and greaves with a dragon motif, as well as a very daring war-skirt that showed off her powerful legs. Rishelle was a defender by training but did not carry a shield, using matched swords with long hilts, and guards designed to catch an opponent's weapon. Like Sadira, she trained in the Sun and Moon school of dual-weapon combat, and was quite aggressive for a defender. Rishelle was gregarious, always laughing and smiling, and she always shouted encouragement to the team when it was her turn to watch.

Tenisha, the Light-Elf, was quiet, almost sullen at first glance. She was initially very cold and distant, letting her long time fighting partner Rishelle talk for her, but she warmed up after a few days of hard training. She wore armour of a similar design to Rishelle's, but with a longer skirt, and white and gold colouring to accentuate her pale skin. Her arched shoulder guards were studded with pale emeralds that matched her eyes. While reserved in social situations, Tenisha surprised everyone but her usual partner by fighting like a woman possessed when she took to the field. The transformation was unnerving; the ice queen burned red-faced with fury, breaking her stoic silence to utter threats and scream obscenities. She reminded Sadira a little of Karmal when she fought, brutal and intense.  A charger by training, she was versed in necromancy with additional training in the Berserker school.

Overall the Red team was very well balanced and versatile. With four defenders they would quite likely have more staying power than the Blues, allowing them to withstand an early blitz attack. They were also strong in both elemental and Druidic magic, which would allow them to attack hard at a range and fuel their team-mates with life sustaining magics.

The ten red Gladiators trained relentlessly; Gavin suggested they eat together and spend their free time getting to know each other. After a week, even the biggest egos on the team were getting along well. Sadira gave silent thanks that Karmal was under control and Ravius and Cassius got along. Tenisha's icy demeanour had melted enough for her to talk and smile freely in their company without Rishelle prompting her.

Practices were gruelling. After the usual three hours of running and exercise, the Gladiators began a lengthy regimen of formation and movement drills designed to accustom them to working as a team, smoothly and without hesitation. These drills included simple formations like the shield wall and star fortress as well as much more complex team manoeuvres like the wolf-pack tactic and double feint blindside. Active Gladiators spend much of their life in drill, and the ten members of the Red team began working together efficiently by the fifth day. The two masters, Sax and Kilubo were the last to acclimate themselves to the rest of the team, being more set in their ways. Sadira overcame this by appealing to their pride, challenging them to set an example for their junior peers.

In drill, Gladiators are unlike soldiers, and both would resent any comparison. A soldier is trained to fight as part of a unit, while a Gladiator is trained to fight as an individual above all. The weapon choice, weight class, basic training, and magic type as well as physical characteristics vary greatly, and even young Gladiators in their first fights on the Campus Martius are differentiated from their peers. As they progress in the Great Games, they learn new techniques and spells, train to enhance their bodies and minds in different ways, and learn some of the special disciplines offered by the myriad schools of combat that they can attend. Thus, they diverge even more over time, and it is often said that the mark of a true fan of the Great Games is being able to identify any master Gladiator simply by watching the fighter's shadow move. The sheer variety of fighters has kept the Great Games from becoming stale, except on the occasions when the rules get altered and favour one way of fighting to the point where every Gladiator must try to fight in that fashion. This is a constant tension, in truth, as arena masters, the Factions, and the Chosen impose their will on the arena for their own reasons. Such impositions are ephemeral at best; the crowds, the Deliberative, and the Gladiators do not tolerate stagnation in the games for long.

Thus team drills for Gladiators allow them to take a measure of each other so they know what to expect when their team-mates move and attack. After all, while both Vintia and Kilubo were heavy-armoured Gladiators who used tremendously large shields, one was much larger and slower than the other and their magical skills were very different; it would be folly to treat them as interchangeable despite the similarity in their roles.

After the seventh day of drills, Sadira was satisfied that her team could work together without tripping over each other. They cut their drill times down, spending more time on the most complex team attacks and arena formations. They began to use the late afternoon and evening purely for practice fights, with each Gladiator drawing a random partner and fighting against the other pairs. The team that won the most fights got to decide what they would do for their evening practice.

Gladiator practices are often brutal, bloody affairs; since they are many times tougher than a normal individual and heal most wounds with astonishing speed, they can use the same weapons and spells on the training grounds that they would in the arena and they rarely hold back. Injuries are quite common, but are accepted as part of training, and officers of the Deliberative watch these training fights very carefully.

As their match neared, every Gladiator on the Red team demonstrated the ability to fight in harmony with the others. Gavin and Sadira were, however, the only undefeated pair in their practice fights. 

 

-----o

 

The day before the fight, Lina brought them a strange warning. One of Azure Dream's Vassals had sought Sadira's assistant out, telling her that her mistress had overheard that one of the Blue Gladiators was going to try and cheat. Sadira thanked Lina for her vigilance, but dismissed this as unlikely. The Grey-Robes were far too vigilant to allow such a thing to happen, and the penalties, when caught, were severe. Why would anyone risk imprisonment, gelding, or death to win when they would most likely be caught before the match,  and almost certainly after it, for cheating? Besides, Sadira reasoned that she could do nothing about it except prepare to fight as best as she could, which she was already doing.

Gavin was not so sure; he was reminded of his last test fight and the five Grey-Robes who had meddled with his use of the arena Keystone. He knew that many Gladiators could be influenced, intimidated, or seduced into cheating; the history of the games was proof enough of that. The possibilities danced in his mind late that night, robbing him of sleep and haunting his dreams.

 

-----o

 


"A pit? I guess we know what they mean by extra points for terrain kills now..." sighed Vintia, shaking her head.

They were crammed into the corridor outside their arming rooms. Vintia could not see into the arena because the rest of the team obscured the doorway; the corridor was made to accommodate Gladiators even larger than Sax and Kilubo, but rarely saw so many fighters at one time. Mass melee matches like this were exceedingly rare outside of the very largest arenas. This challenge had drawn an eager crowd; the arena was filled to capacity and then some.

"Filled with spikes I'd' wager," drawled Sax. "The arena master put it there to break up charges and large formations. Works in our favour; the Blues won't be able to charge in directly."

"True, Master Sax, but I, for one, intend to make good use of that pit," added Cassius with a sly grin. "I find it quite amusing when an enemy takes a tumble into one of those, and I know the audience will back me up on that."

"I've seen the bottom of one pit too many, myself," Gavin grumbled.

"I see some rather nasty looking protrusions on the wall as well," Ravius said. "I'd rather pet a spike hound with my bare hands than get slammed up against the sides of the arena this match!"

"We can use the pits and the spikes to our advantage," announced Sadira, "but remember, they are the opposition's best bet at taking out some of our tougher members."

They all glanced at Kilubo who shrugged his massive armoured shoulders, grinning. "I will be glad if I can run to the pit without the rest of you getting too far ahead."

"No fear of that, big man," said Karmal from where she leaned against the wall. "I intend to soften them up from a distance as we advance."

"Not a bad idea; I imagine the opening moments of this match could be very spell-heavy," said Cassius thoughtfully. "Do we have any idea who we are facing?"

"We are not entirely sure," responded Gavin, "although I did hear that the Blues hired a couple of defenders for this match."

"Stonehammer?" asked Sax, looking at Kilubo.

 

"That's the rumour. I am not sure which brother it is though," answered the gigantic Dwarf.

"Someone we should know?" asked Cassius.

"Three brothers, all master ranked defenders," answered Sax. "Their mother was unlucky enough to have three Gifted sons who all chose to become Gladiators."

"I thought that was an arena myth," Tenisha said quietly. "Is it true she died from grief?"

"I would have...!" The normally cheerful Rishelle frowned at the thought. Active Gladiators were forced to give up their children and the Gifted were all taken from their families for early training. The idea of a woman having to give up three sons to the arena filled most of them with pity.

Gavin kept quiet. He knew nothing of his own family. He fiddled with his spear, and thought of raising children with Sadira one day; but this was yet another freedom that they were denied.

"I can't say," shrugged Sax. "The Stonehammer brothers hire themselves out to Blue Faction teams for difficult occasions such as this. They command a ridiculous price. Don't let their less than stellar win-loss records fool you; they only get sent to the nastiest of matches."

The trumpets called. All of the Gladiators from both teams filed into the arena. The raucous crowd had spilled over the stands and into the stairways and aisles behind the seats. Restless conversation erupted into thunderous cheers as the trumpet song died away.

Gavin saw the titanic form of Shield-Splitter looming in the enemy ranks. Standing alongside him were the now familiar forms of Steel Harmony, Desert Star, Bull Dangerous, Blue Hornet, Sapphire Lotus, Blue Calamity, and Azure Dream; the later blew him a kiss and waved to Sadira. He smiled back, wishing he had that kind of composure, as her team-mates looked at her aghast. He wondered if he would miss any of his opponents when he left this place.

The first Gladiator that they did not recognize was a small clean shaven Dwarf in heavy-plated armour decorated with an inlaid hammer shaped grey stone; he carried a plain razor shield and a short, brutal looking axe.

"That's a Stonehammer," said Sax, "not sure which one though... never learned to tell them apart."

The second unfamiliar Gladiator was a new fifth ranker, a large Orcish man in thick, spiked heavy armour, armed with a broad-bladed war axe carved to look like a savage boar. His thick hair was done up in an intricate top-knot. Warsong was his arena name.

The final unknown fighter, a tall, dark-haired human female with alert blue eyes, was clad in shining silver plate armour decorated with a wolf motif, and armed with an ornate curve-bladed greatsword. The woman's dignified and commanding presence reminded Gavin of Sadira; both women had the piercing gaze and bearing of great eagles on the hunt.

"Countess Orsina of Marsh-haven..," said Sax, voice uncharacteristically lyrical, "She is a most dangerous swordswoman, I trained with her in the Faultless Blade school years ago.  Nice gal, one of those classy Blues that are all about the old-time aristocratic virtues..." The laconic Ogre raised his blade to salute the Countess across the field; her severe expression softened for a moment as she returned the honour.

Karmal bristled, ready to protest this gesture of respect, but Sadira put her hand on her friend's shoulder. "Save it for the Blues, Karmal," she said softly, wishing that her friend would stop seeing betrayal in friendly gestures towards opponents.

The announcer finished the lengthy process of introducing all of them to the crowd and called for the final salute. The Gladiators raised their weapons in acknowledgement to the cheering crowd as trumpet-song erupted yet again, signalling the start of the fight.

A blinding barrage of attack spells blasted forth from both teams. Kilubo, Gavin and Vintia were raked by lightning as they shielded their team, while the Blues were scorched by a well-placed fireball spell from Vintia. No real damage was done to either side, but the impressive display of magic had spectators leaping from their seats, shouting encouragement.

The Blue team rushed forward as the barrage ended, splitting up to avoid the yawning spike-toothed pit in the middle of the arena. The Reds too jogged forward in close formation, waiting for Sadira to give them the signal to charge. One of the plans that they had discussed was the "denied flank" strategy, to concentrate most of their force on one half of the enemy lines while avoiding the other half as long as possible. The pit presented a perfect opportunity for this, as the Blues were now divided.

"All, left!" Sadira ordered.

The Reds surged forward, picking up speed suddenly. The crowd roared. Gavin's heart thudded as he powered ahead, trying to keep up with Sax, Sadira, and Rishelle. Massive Kilubo thundered on behind them, ready to turn and face the other Blue group when they closed. A small knot formed in Gavin's stomach as he heard Sadira's war-shriek and saw her leap forward, throwing herself into the Blue lines, the first to make contact with the enemy.

The Reds hit the outnumbered Blue flank with an audible clash. War cries mixed with the sounds of metal grinding. The Blues gave ground before the sheer weight of their enemies, falling back under a hail of blows.  Blue Hornet and Azure Dream bled from brutal wounds as they were driven toward the spiked walls. Charring flames washed over Gavin as the Blues desperately tried to break their momentum with a well-timed volley of spells. Although his eyes watered, and he breathed in a lungful of acrid smoke as his skin blistered, he kept pushing forward into the fray.

The Red plan almost won them the match that quickly, as the sheer mass of their charge concentrated against such a small number of opponents proved overwhelming, But when the Blues were less than a yard away from the spiked wall, the plan was foiled. Gavin heard a shout from his right, the direction of the pit, and looked up to see Countess Orsina leaping the thirty-foot pit to land in their midst, knocking Ravius off his feet. Spells now streaked in from the second group of Blues, staggering the Reds as Orsina rallied her team. Instantly their clean formation dissolved into a chaotic melee; forward progress stopped as Vintia and Sax tried to contain Orsina.

"TURN!" shouted Sadira.

The remaining Blue fighters were now bearing down on them, having sprinted from the other side of the pit. Kilubo turned to face them, and Gavin watched as Vintia tried to move to them, but a swift leg-hook from the Countess, done while parrying a sword-stroke from Sax, sent the shield-maiden sprawling. Gavin turned and ran, planting himself next to the monolithic Dwarf; they would have to meet the remaining Blues on their own. Shield-Splitter and Bull Dangerous loomed over him, Stonehammer in their wake with green plant tendrils grasping at his feet. The Ogre shouted something but it was lost as Gavin pummelled him with a mental blast. Then the Gladiators met with a thunderous clamour. Gavin was forced to give way, and losing his balance, he was sent flying backwards. Landing hard, he rolled awkwardly to his feet, bringing up his spear to ward off Stonehammer's cleaving axe only to be knocked to the ground again by a quick hit from the Dwarf's shield. But a bolt of lightning hit Stonehammer, momentarily staggering him, and giving Gavin a short reprieve. Due to the chaos of battle he could not be sure who had saved him. Gavin locked shields with Stonehammer, only to be pushed back again, nearly tripping as the master defender hooked his leg. Steel Harmony streaked past him, too fast to intercept.

Kilubo grappled with Shield-Splitter and Bull Dangerous at the edge of the pit. Blue Hornet ran forward to stab at Kilubo's side, plunging his spiked gauntlets into the giant again and again as Shield-Splitter and Bull Dangerous wrestled him toward the edge. Gavin tried to go to his aid, but he could not get past Stonehammer to assist, and he watched his team-mate teeter on the edge of the pit helplessly. Rather than vainly struggling to avoid the fall, Kilubo suddenly yielded, catching both Shield-Splitter and Bull off-guard and dragging them over the edge with him. They seemed to dance on the horizon of the pit for an endless moment, roles suddenly reversed, and then all three tumbled in. The crowd cheered explosively as the Gladiators were impaled on the spikes below. Gavin, still giving ground before Stonehammer’s relentless assault, felt a wave of revulsion, remembering his own experiences with pits. 

Deadly Sadira, however, revelled in the chaos of the melee. She locked blades with Desert Star, feeling the cold touch of a necromantic curse as she pushed the smaller woman back with a flurry of sword strokes. They moved together for a moment, two students of the war-dance locked in step, impressing the crowd with their intricate athleticism, until Desert Star attacked her with a malicious hex. Heaving nausea overcame Sadira for a moment, allowing her opponent to escape. She heard a warning sound from Vintia, and she dropped down instinctively, avoiding the bright blade of Sapphire Lotus's glaive, slicing through the air, taking a lock of hair out of her war-crest. Sadira vaulted to her feet, parrying another strike as she drifted backwards out of the reach of her opponent's blood-hungry weapon.

Sax locked blades with Countess Orsina in the middle of the fight. The two fought each other to a standstill, as they had many times before, each movement perfectly executed and anticipated. They seemed untouched by the chaos around them.

Karmal cleared a space around herself with a swing of her heavy cleaver, and then unleashed a series of fire blasts, scorching the Blues, until Steel Harmony streaked in and forced her to defend against a flurry of rapid rapier jabs.

Sadira heard the sound of someone landing and a weapon hitting a shield behind her, but she could not risk a glance. She pushed toward Sapphire Lotus, her long legs tearing through grasping plant tendrils that suddenly erupted from the sands underneath her, conjured by magic. The Blue's eyes widened in surprise as Sadira surged forward, jumped over a glaive thrust, and brought her curved obsidian blades down in lethal arcs. Both blades dug into her opponent's shoulder-guards, forcing Lotus to the ground, but failing to draw blood. Sadira darted back as Blue Calamity came to his team-mate's rescue, flinging fire at her face. Rishelle moved between them, shouting as his whip and spear met her blades, allowing Sadira to turn her attention back to Lotus.

Stonehammer seemed determined to push Gavin onto the jagged wall-spikes or into the pit. Gavin’s mind magic had little effect on the stoical Dwarf, and he could not get his spear past the other's expert defences. It was a fight that he could not win, but just keeping Stonehammer from helping the rest of the Blues was good enough in Gavin's estimation. He ducked under a brutal swing of the Dwarf's axe, his spear skittering off the other's thick armour as he counter-thrust.

After taking a rapier jab in her leg, fiery-haired Karmal channelled a tremendous burst of power into the pattern of an exploder spell. She locked wills with her opponent, shouting as she overcame the Quickling's resistance. The terrible spell caused Steel Harmony to detonate from the inside out. The tiny Quickling burst apart, showering all nearby with gore. The spectators roared, surging to their feet in support of this brutality. Karmal's triumphant laughter was, however,  cut short as Blue Hornet appeared from behind her, slamming his fist spikes into her temple and throat. The flame-haired Gladiatrix sank to the ground, struggling to rise as her opponent plunged his spikes through her back, finishing her off. Sadira howled her war-shriek and ran toward Karmal, ducking under Lotus's swinging glaive. Lotus lunged forward, this time swinging her Glaive low to the ground at Sadira. Although the blade caught her on the leg, tripping her, she rolled nimbly to her feet and sprinted to her friend.

Blue Hornet twisted his blades out of Karmal and turned to meet Sadira's charge, his lithe form mocking. She whirled into him, blades flashing. He hit her with a quick jab in the shoulder, while parrying her blades with one of the broad bucklers attached to each of his gauntlets. She snarled against the pain, bearing down on him and bringing her armoured knee up into his groin, channelling power into a primal surge of strength. Her knee collided with a satisfying crunch, breaking the man's pelvis and leaving him momentarily stunned. She flourished her blades and cut down, filling the air with her vengeful war-scream as his head tumbled to the ground next to Karmal's prone form in a splash of blood. The audience roared its approval of her display. She could sense little life in Karmal or Blue Hornet and so left them to turn back to the fray. Blue Calamity advanced to meet her, whips whirling.

Gavin watched Vintia go down under a combined assault from Warsong, Desert Star, and Sapphire Lotus. Luck, and the skills of Masters Orsina and Stonehammer had bought the Blues a brief moment of opportunity. The little defender fought valiantly, holding them back for a long moment, but an expert spell combination left her weak and nauseous for just long enough, and the three Blues overpowered her, slamming her into the cruel wall-spikes. Ravius arrived too late to save her, but not too late to trip Lotus with his net and send her crashing face first into the brutal wall beside Vintia as he backpedalled away from the other two.

Cassius, Rishelle, and Tenisha engaged Countess Orsina in the middle of the arena. The elegant Gladiatrix did not give way before the storm of blades, greeting each attack with a well-timed parry or simply allowing it to glance off her armour. Gavin recognized her use of mountain stance from the champion school, meant to turn an opponent's attacks and return them in kind. Although Cassius tried to trip her with his whips, while blasting her with lighting and fire, her footing was too sure. Blades flashed, whips cracked, and spells flew, but the three lower-ranked Gladiators could not overcome the more experienced Orsina's perfect guard.

Sax had moved in to help Ravius against Azure Dream and Desert Star, quickly forcing them onto the defensive with broad strokes of his greatsword while the skirmisher tried to work his way onto the flank. Warsong moved in to help the Blues, swinging his massive axe and forcing Ravius to duck and backpedal. Now, Stonehammer snarled and started backing toward the main melee, harried by Gavin.

Energetic Rishelle threw herself at Orsina in a desperate gambit to overcome her defence. The countess sidestepped, tripping her and slamming her greatsword through Rishelle's back with perfect precision. Tenisha shrieked with anger as she and Cassius sprang forward to take advantage of their team-mate's sacrifice. The countess, seeing no good options, elected to surge forward and thrust the long blade of her greatsword into Cassius's throat instead of focusing on defence. Her armour did not save her as the wrathful Tenisha stabbed her in the lower back with one sword and then punched her brutal gauntlet-spike into the countess's snarling face. And oh, the crowd, they did cheer as the blond Gladiatrix, drenched in blood, screamed her rage and triumph over the limp bodies of friend and foe alike.

Sadira danced around Blue Calamity, testing him with her blades. His spear darted in and out, attacking from all angles, while he sought to trip her up with his whip. He was fast, but no match for her. She pressed him hard, slashing at him, eager for blood and victory.

"You should have learned your lesson the last time we fought, Calamity!" she mocked as she landed a slicing cut below his shoulder, just missing a small but important artery in his arm.

She heard a grunt from behind the mask."Maybe I have," he said.

Sadira was not sure if the words were actually spoken or she just heard them in her head. His damned mask kept her from seeing his face. She felt him channelling power and stepped forward to attack. A shiver passed through her, and she paused. Her attack faltered. She suddenly felt weak and disoriented, the world around her becoming somehow less focused, losing definition. It took her a moment to realize that she had been severed from her power. No, not severed, but restrained, held down by an external force. She had felt this before; it was like the spell the Grey-Robes and the Chosen used to control the destructive powers of the Gladiators, known as the Chain of Ezuis. Every Gladiator dreaded that feeling. It was the leash that kept them obedient, the weapon they had no answer to She backed away, eyes wide, heart hammering. Lina's warning rang out in her head. She raised her weapons to defend herself. She could die, here and now. This magic might even affect her bond with the life-sustaining Keystone, or her ability to heal. She felt fear twisting inside her, cold and sharp, robbing her of strength.

Blue Calamity lazily unfurled his whip. "You've made some powerful enemies, bitch," he said. She could just imagine the sly, spiteful smile on his face beneath his featureless mask. He launched a mental assault that left her reeling, feeling like her head was being pressed by a vice. Her vision blurred. She gritted her teeth against the agony, but his forbidden power had left her almost defenceless against his magical attacks. Anger swept through her fear: this man was cheating! Someone had to notice. The world reeled.

The whip cracked, lightning quick, snaking around her throat. The metal coils tightened, cutting into her neck, choking her, pulling her toward her haughty assailant. She heard him chuckling and snarled pulling backwards with all her might. "Time to learn your place," he hissed, raising his spear, its hungry tip gleaming in the sun. She reversed course suddenly, throwing herself forward with the added momentum of his pull, ramming into him with her armoured shoulder. The grim spear bit into her chest, but the whip loosened and she rolled away, free, running, shouting to her team.

Gavin, Sax, Tenisha, and Ravius were fighting side by side against Warsong, Stonehammer, Desert Star, and Azure Dream. They heard her shout of alarm, and could sense something wrong in the weave of magic around her.  Unfortunately the Blues were between Sadira and the rest of her team. The Reds pushed hard, but could not break through quickly enough.

Sadira heard Blue Calamity move in behind her, his power slamming into her like a sledge pounding into her brain. She turned to face him, focusing in spite of the agony from the mental assault. She could feel the warm trickle of blood dripping from her nose and ears.

Gavin watched Stonehammer turn at the sound of Sadira's distress, ignoring a trident thrust from Ravius that glanced off his thick armour. The Dwarf channelled power and leapt toward Sadira, covering ten paces with a jump spell. Sax reacted by slamming a massive shoulder into the Orc, Warsong, which opened just enough space for Gavin to flow through the enemy line. A blade bit him in the back as he pushed through, but he ignored the wound.  He powered forward, desperately sprinting toward Sadira. Something was wrong; he could feel it now. He remembered the warning that Sadira had brushed off; how could he have forgotten such a thing!

Stonehammer leapt again, landing far out of Gavin's reach and a short distance behind Sadira, axe at the ready.

"Can't beat me fairly?" Sadira mocked Blue Calamity, raising her weapons. She was trapped. From behind her, she heard Gavin shout a warning. Chosen's Oath, she would not let this be the last time she heard that voice!

"Everything is fair on the fighting grounds, bitch," he said, sneering. Behind her Stonehammer seemed to be waiting, even though he had a perfect opportunity to strike. Blue Calamity darted forward. Sadira heard the Dwarf move behind her, the crowd cheering, felt the bright sun on her face. Anger shot through her, a righteous molten flow, burning away fear and doubt. She danced forward to meet Calamity, blades held high, screaming her defiance.

Gavin sprinted forward, every muscle straining to close the impossible gap between him and Sadira. Sadira thrust one blade at Calamity while swinging the other at the Dwarf behind her in a bid to defend herself. But Stonehammer ignored her weapon, letting it glance off his armour, and instead of attacking her he placed himself in front of Sadira to block his own team-mate's spear. Confusion ensued.

"HOLD!" The sound of the arena Master's voice thundered. Most of the Gladiators skidded to a halt, long training and magical command forcing them to freeze in place. They all felt the leash of power in his voice.  Blue Calamity, though, threw his spear as the last syllable of the command fell. Sadira raised her blade to ward it off, but the Blue Gladiator, Stonehammer, who was in front of her now, contemptuously knocked the missile out the air with his axe.

"FOUL CALLED: BLUES FORFEIT!" shouted the Arena Master, his every syllable dripping with anger and disdain. Blue Calamity dropped to the ground, wracked with spasms as the Grey-Robe's magic coursed through him. Gavin noted that all the remaining Blues appeared shocked and confused, except for Stonehammer; he now realized that the veteran Blue Gladiator had moved to protect Sadira, and that he must have done so with the Grey-Robe's sanction, since he had full mobility still. "MATCH TO RED: FULL POINTS!"

The crowd was muttering excitedly now, as five thousand spectators began to speculate on what exactly had occurred to bring the exciting match to such an unusual end. The Grey-Robed Arena Master, Hork Bloodsmith, ignored the audience and the confused Gladiators, stern eyes focusing instead on Blue Calamity’s writhing form. 

 

-----o

 

The Gladiator Blue Calamity disappeared; he simply vanished. No one saw him leave, but the lack of concern among the Grey-Robes spoke volumes. None of his former friends or enemies mentioned him again. He had used forbidden magic in an attempt to harm Sadira, and there is only one punishment for such a crime.




  

Chapter Thirty: Revelation
 

1144/11/11 AR, Scorpion's Oasis, Faction Score:  Reds 3116 points, Blues 3002 points

 

"Even now the Domains are constantly threatened by outside forces. Soldiers die every day to keep the chaos of the tainted lands from spilling over into civilized lands. The monsters we see in the arena are meant to remind those who live in safety of this fact." Warbound Victor diTavalon

 

"I'm just saying that I'd rather have won without a forfeit," said Karmal with a pronounced pout. "The audience was so pissed off that I only got base victory tokens for the match, which means I won’t be able to afford to enchant this fire ruby for my sword until after my next match..."

Gavin rolled his eyes at Karmal's remarks. They were walking one of the broad cobbled streets of the Gladiator's quarter in the city of Brightsand Halls, perusing the rune-smiths, enchanters, and other services, taking a break from their hectic schedule in Scorpion’s Oasis. Karmal's constant bemoaning of her lack of funds to buy the weapon enhancement she currently desired had worn thin days ago. He wished he could transfer some of his victory tokens to her, just to make her happy and quiet, but that was not allowed; the tokens were closely regulated to prevent cheating.

"Karmal, my dearest friend," said Sadira, looking back over her shoulder, sounding exasperated despite the softness of her tone. "Please try to show a little concern, at least, over the possibility that I could have been killed when Blue Calamity sundered me from my magic."

Karmal coloured slightly and bristled at this rebuke. Gavin and Vintia looked away, pretending not to notice; they did not want to give the volatile Karmal an excuse to vent her temper on them.

Sadira stopped, flashing a smile at her temperamental friend, not wanting her to get too angry. "Besides haven't I told you that the whole fire motif is a bit cliché for a red-head?"

"This, coming from a busty Shadow-Elf babe who likes scorpions and fights in a skimpy red thong!" said Karmal, rising to the challenge. While Sadira had learned to control her anger, perhaps even use it as a weapon over the past few years, Karmal had not. Gavin felt a small pang, realizing that soon, she too, would be gone from his life. Despite their clashing personalities he still regarded her as a friend. He wondered if he would ever get to hear her version of what had happened when she killed Meady Mox in Dreadwood Junction. He pushed the thought away, while she continued speaking. "With my skill in fire magic a ruby fire-burst enchantment is simply a must. I can make it stronger, you know. I'm so close to being able to afford the enchantment and I've been saving this Ruby for ages... it's so aggravating. Also, I think I look good with fire in my hands...!"

"I like runes better myself," said Sadira. "More reliable, you know? I'd rather have a constant effect than an enchantment that I have to feed energy into for a short burst of power. I noticed that my runes worked even after that goat-rutting man-harlot Blue Calamity severed my magic last match. Reliability is important in a fight. Also, I find it interesting that you always bring up my attire and never criticize Ravius or Cassius on theirs, which are plenty revealing."

Vintia giggled at this observation. "Who cares what men wear?" Karmal responded, causing Sadira to raise an eyebrow.

"Let's change the subject, shall we?" asked Vintia. Gavin realized then how vital the little defender must have been in keeping the peace between her two passionate friends when they were younger. "I want to enjoy the day. Besides I think the joyful, crazed look you get when you talk about fire gems Karmal, makes our escorts uncomfortable, especially with us being out in public near all the burnable stuff."

Karmal rolled her eyes. Gavin laughed.  The others joined him, even Karmal after a moment. He saw one of their Grey-Robe escorts hide a smile. He wished he'd had the time to get to know some of the Officers of the Deliberative here like he had Cleothera in Camp Valorous, but he'd been training and fighting almost constantly since the day he arrived in Scorpion's Oasis. The last twelve months had brought nearly as many matches as the first four years of his career. It felt like they had been in the desert for ages, but in reality little time had passed.

It was a slow, easy day for them so far. They were taking a break from their gruelling schedule in order to enjoy some time together in Brightsand Halls. Gavin was relaxed in spite of his upcoming ranking match later in the day. He was fighting with Sadira, which filled him with confidence.

Since they had brought a full escort with them they were able to go anywhere they wished, even leaving the Gladiators' Quarter near the monumental Brightsand Halls arena. Gavin had only visited the outskirts of the city before, while visiting a workshop that produced clockwork soldiers. The city, founded by the Chosen Giselle, was certainly not as beautiful as the pristine and wickedly opulent Scorpion's Oasis, but it was full of the sort of energy and life that one would never find in an indulgent resort town catering only to the elite. The wide streets were packed with people, merchants selling wares from ramshackle carts on every corner, even in the tightly controlled Gladiators' quarter. He overheard Tauran monks on pilgrimage from the Brighthoof Plains debating the finer points of natural philosophy with a gaunt Light-Elf Dervish from the Sylvanwood. He saw bored looking caravan guards escorting a column of hissing steam-wagons laden with raw materials from the rich Red Hill mines, heard the sounds of a dozen accents mingling with the chimes of the little bells that decorated the white lace of a beautiful palanquin carried by four burly Ogres, smelled the scents of exotic spices, fresh cut spice melon, horse sweat, the sharp metallic tang of a nearby foundry, and the heady aroma of the layered hanging flower gardens surrounding Chosen Giselle's great palace. He encountered Gladiators and Grey-Robes, workers and rich men, children and the elderly. The city was so alive, so full of promise; he wished he could slip away from his escort and just wander the streets, going wherever whimsy and chance led him.

"I'm surprised you didn't stay behind with Ravius and Sax while we went shopping," said Vintia from beside him. "You know we are going to meet up with Rishelle, Tenisha and some of the Blues to go to the bazaar and shop for clothes and jewelry, right?"

"I don't mind," he said. "I just want to spend some time with Sadira. I also want to enjoy your company as well, my friend."

She smiled, eyes misty for a moment. Neither of them mentioned that they would soon part company, perhaps forever. For Gavin, his friends represented the only family he had ever known.

"Besides," he added after a moment, "Sadira likes to have my opinion on the dresses and jewelry she wants. It makes more sense for me to be able to say what I think before she buys it. I've also found that it's a great time to score points in the flattery department."

"I wish I could find a man to follow me around and tell me I look hot," sighed Vintia.

"I'm sure you'll find a worthy man," said Gavin. "You are one of the most beautiful women on this street, Vintia. I'd bet you are prettier than half the little princesses in their jewelled palanquins. You could also save your husband from a pack of angry spike hounds, which is a serious plus in my books."

"Maybe so," she answered, looking around. "But no one looks at ungifted women like they are coiled vipers, Gavin."

He started to protest, but cut short. He saw many of the passers-by looking at them with curiosity and almost worship, and yet, as always, he could not help but notice that many others looked at them with an ill-concealed fear, hurrying curious children away, or moving to the side of the street. The street crowds split more readily for Sadira and Karmal than they did for a grinding steam-wagon. Even massive Ogres, Armodons, and Minotaurs moved out of the way of the two athletic Gladiatrices. Some men looked on them with lusty eyes, but not a single one cat-called or even tried to get their attention as they might have done for beautiful women born without the Gift.

Some people still carried fear of the Reckoning in them, Gavin knew. He had seen it often enough. He had himself killed a man, a Heretic named Olek Agvarson, in order to satiate that hatred, and he still carried the guilt. Others, no doubt, hated Gladiators for the savagery they represented, as if he would not rather give up the fame and glory of the arena for the freedom and family that normal people enjoyed. He could not help that he had born with the Gift. He lapsed into thoughtful silence, walking at Vintia's side behind Sadira and Karmal.

 

-----o

 

Brightsand Halls was a relatively new city, just over three centuries old, built after Chosen Giselle conquered this area. The city was not built over any pre-Reckoning ruins, or even on the grounds of an existing city that had sprung up outside the Domains afterwards. There were many resources within a day's travel or two, but the urban landscape was not built with those in mind either. The Chosen could have built Brightsand Halls on the place where the ancient pre-Reckoning roads met the wide expanse of the River Brightwater, but she did not. Instead it was built on an imposing set of jagged hills, columns of rock, overlooking all of these features. The city nestled in the centre of the network of little towns that had appeared beside each point of interest, like a spider in the centre of its web, controlling all parts of its silken Domain.

The top of each rocky hill had been flattened with a combination of magic and tremendous human effort. Excess rock had been sculpted into walls, bridges, walkways, and towers, all built to repel outside invasion. Brightsand Halls had been on the borders of the Domains once, and it had been a stronghold when it was built. The lowest of the towering rocky expanses on which it was built thrust over three-hundred feet out of the desert sands, crowned with imposing ramparts. Each of the nine original hills could be cut off from the others in case of invasion, and to this day the elegant arched bridges of fitted stone were the only means of travel from hill to hill above ground level. Gavin had heard a rumour that the Chosen could collapse any of the bridges with a single command word.

Clockwork lifts had been recently added to each hill, bringing goods and passengers to the heights above, but traffic was such that the original chain and weight lifts were still in use as well. The metal of each link on these was thicker than a man's chest, holding weights and counter-weights that were each the size of a small house. Gavin felt a strange desire to ride on one of those old relics, to feel the shaking platform beneath his feet jolted by the slow rolling of the great metal links, but he did not want to invite laughter from his friends by expressing this unreasonable desire.
Originally each hill-fortress had a great cistern and massive stores dug into the thick rock of the hill beneath. These now served as homes for the city's ever expanding population; the Chosen would not allow the aesthetic of her city to be spoiled by too many buildings at ground level. Supposedly there were underground farms within, places making use of the Dwarven arts of deep agriculture. Gavin wished he could get a better look at these underground grottoes, and learn their secrets.

The central hill was not the largest, but it was the tallest, and it housed the palace of the Chosen. The famed hanging gardens, attended by skilled vassals and an army of workers, decorated the sides of the rocky cliff, like vast opulent window planters for Chosen Giselle's glittering copper-roofed palace. The gardens were said to house every flower known to the Domains, attended by experts of great renown. Legends, some bawdy, some bloody, had arisen about what lengths the Chosen Giselle was willing to go to get hold of rare specimens.

The palace itself was built in the style of classical pre-Reckoning Krass architecture. Huge columns of pink veined white marble, imported from distant quarries far to the north, fronted every serenely built structure.  The Chosen did not appear to like rough edges; each section of her expansive palace was dominated by a large rounded structure topped with an impressive copper dome. He had seen many of those domes in the south; perhaps they were a remnant of some local custom that caught The Chosen's eye during her campaigns. A series of smaller buildings, each a mansion in its own right, provided housing for the Chosen's vassals, servants, and her favourite Gladiators. Gavin's heart fell. Sadira would soon be staying here, called away from him by the irresistible will of the Chosen. He consoled himself with the thought that it was what she had always wanted.

He imagined himself coming here a few years from now to see his love, only to find that surrounded by such beauty and opulence she had quite forgotten him. He told himself that this was just a maudlin fantasy, a dark thought that did him no good, but he could not shake it. Perhaps it would be better that way.

 

-----o

 

They met with Azure Dream, Minerva to her friends, and a trio of blue Gladiatrices at the entrance to the bazaar. If people were flowing in and out of the vast market like a river, then the haughty Blues and their retinue were a jagged islet in the stream. Some people bowed, others smiled, some showed signs of fear, but none dared approach them without deliberation. The people seemed to pay less attention to their Grey-Robed escorts Gavin noticed. The minotaur, Bull Dangerous, was the only male among the Blues.

"Sadira!" Minerva's smile, broad and infectious even in the arena, lit up her face as she saw her friend approaching. The two women kissed each other's cheeks. The other Girls followed suit. Gavin looked at the massive Minotaur.

"I won't be offended if you pass," said Bull Dangerous with a smirk.

Gavin chuckled and offered his hand in the Krassian manner of greeting. "I'm glad; I never really bought into the whole kiss of greeting tradition, Bull, even with pretty women." He wondered if this made him homophobic, but perhaps he was just uncomfortable with that level of intimacy as a greeting. He overheard Minerva mention that Tenisha and Rishelle were already in the Bazaar.

"I can agree with that," said Bull, looking around. "Please call me Julius."

"City born?" asked Gavin. The minotaur nodded. "Me too. call me Gavin if you wish."

"Weird," said Julius, twisting his mouth thoughtfully. Like most Gladiators, he was very different outside of the arena, where he wasn't performing for the crowd. "I expected a different name for the fearless Lionfang."

Gavin shrugged. He rarely used his arena name; it was just an affectation for the crowd, chosen to reflect his armour. At least that is what he had thought at the time.

"So... Bull. Do tell me why you chose such an... interesting arena name," asked Vintia, coming alongside them as they followed Sadira and Minerva, who walked arm in arm into the Bazaar talking excitedly, heedless of the crowd which parted before them in equal parts adulation and fear. Gavin felt a stab of jealousy at the sight, not sure if it was because he had to share his love with the world or because he was envious of the way Sadira and Minerva confidently endured the throngs around them. He noticed Karmal staring a little angrily at Minerva's back.

Julius chuckled. "I lost a bet in my last day at the Campus Gladius. So I had to use the name, Bull Dangerous,  for my first fight; I've grown used to it. I like it actually; I've heard every stupid taunt the skirmishers can come up with by now."

Vintia nodded. Gavin chuckled. "I wish I could take that attitude. Well, Bull, Vintia and I are going to search out the book-stands here. Want to join us?"

"Beats looking at dresses," responded the Minotaur, "at least until the ladies start trying them on..."

Gavin laughed.

Vintia half-smirked in response. "Perverts. I also want to check out the weapons. We may not be able to buy here, but we can still look."

"I like the way you think, little sister," smiled the Minotaur.

"Not you too!" wailed Vintia.

Gavin laughed at Bull's puzzled expression as Vintia pivoted and walked off furiously. They followed in her wake as Gavin explained her reaction.

The great bazaar, so full of people selling wares of every kind, was in the shadow of the palace by the time they left to return to Scorpion's Oasis. Gavin and Sadira were to be tested for the sixth rank together that evening. Sadira had enjoyed their outing immensely, especially the time she could steal with Gavin. But she never once looked toward the awe-inspiring Palace of Chosen Giselle, with its glittering roof and its voluptuous gardens.

 

-----o

 

And so, as darkness wrapped the desert in stars, Gavin and Sadira found themselves looking out on the small, but luxurious arena of Scorpion's Oasis. This was a ranking match; Gavin was unsure what to expect. He was still relaxed from their outing, and having Sadira by his side filled him with confidence. The white sand of the fighting ground glistened strangely under the stars.

"You're wearing that thoughtful look again, beloved," Sadira said, smiling warmly, enjoying his presence.

"I think they've gone and turned the sand into a swamp," he said after a moment. Something about the smell reminded him of the marshes around Dreadwood Junction.

"Great, there goes my mobility," said Sadira with an exasperated sound. "They always have to have some kind of angle in the Ranking matches. Or do you think it’s just some perverted Grey-Robe who wants to see me covered in mud?"

Gavin laughed, "I'm sure the crowd will appreciate that."

"What about you, beloved?" she said with mock sweetness. "Don't you want to see the Vixen Gladiatrix Red Scorpion all wet and dirty?"

"Absolutely!" he chuckled. "But, I much prefer her alter ego Sadira, reading, laughing, or sleeping... wearing her secret innocent face when no one is watching."

She bit her lip, leaning forward, eyes shining. The trumpets interrupted her.

The sand in the arena was the consistency of thick, deep soldier's oatmeal and both Gladiators sank halfway to their knees after a single step. The muck seemed to suck at their feet. Sadira immediately made a rude gesture at the watching Arena Master, Hork Bloodsmith, who smiled at her in return. The small, lazy late night crowd cheered her display of spirit. Gavin had no illusions about which of them the fans were here to see.

Sadira stood for a moment with a frown on her face, watching Gavin move slowly through the thick muck. She did not like the idea of fighting in some sandy swamp designed to rob her of her biggest advantage. She seethed for a moment, then let go of her frustration; there was simply nothing she could do about it.

Gavin heard Sadira whoop and the sounds of her feet splashing as she ran forward. Mud, not unexpected, splattered against his back as she flew past, pushing through the thick muck with powerful strides. She picked up enough speed to leap into a forward flip, drawing her twin obsidian blades, and landing with a tremendous muddy splash, saluting the crowd as she did. He laughed.  She favoured the Arena Master with yet another obscene gesture. The Orc shook his head. The crowd laughed and cheered calling out loving obscenities in response.

The trumpets called again. Gavin's heart hammered. He suddenly thought of the disappointment on Sadira's face if he should let her down and cause her first loss. What would they be up against?

Two sets of gates opened, and tall, lithe figures glided out. Their feet touched the muck as they elegantly stepped into the starlight, but they did not sink in at all.

The trio of figures were lean and graceful, with faces like strangely feral Elves with catlike eyes. Their foreheads were sharply ridged and they had hairless skulls, covered in bony protrusions and sporting curled horns, larger on the male. Each was clad in fell-runed armour coloured like the full moon on a clear desert night.  Their weapons were elegant and terrible, each serrated edge or wicked barb an artfully crafted instrument of pain and destruction. Sadira felt a cold thrill of revulsion crawl down her spine as she realized what manner of enemy they were facing.

A collective shudder rippled through audience as they beheld these creatures, alien and beautiful, living representations of the Reckoning's twisted magic.

"Wirn!" spat Sadira, shaking with hatred and disgust, the very name for these creatures tasted foul in her mouth. "DESPOILERS OF MY KIN, I WILL BRING YOU PAIN AND DEATH...."

The Wirn were lords of a powerful Empire west of the Domains. They claimed to be the true descendants of the Elves of old, changed by the tainted magics of the Reckoning. There was a long history of warfare between the Chosen and the Wirn, but neither had managed to overcome the other and their clashes were very, very costly to both in terms of blood and treasure.

The Elven races, both of the light and the shadow varieties, have a special hatred for the Wirn. Early in the history of the Domains, the Wirn infiltrated and betrayed the Domain of Avenholt, slaying Chosen Sonarion and Chosen Vilonia and claiming the ancient Elven homelands as their own. The resulting war had been won by the Domains, and for a time the Wirn were thought to have been broken. Avenholt was a cursed place now, and few dared dwell there. The story was constantly retold in the "Rape of Vilonia", one the Domain's greatest tragic works. The two Chosen had united the Elves of the Domains in joy, as apparently the Wirn now conjoined them in hate. Sadira's righteous wrath was a tangible thing; Gavin could feel the bloodlust emanating from her as the lively twinkle in her eyes turned to molten fury.

Some Wirn criminals, exiled as punishment, arranged their way into the Domains where they could gain the forgiveness of their people by facing a Gladiator in the arena and surviving. Scholars theorized that for some Wirn this was a form of ritual pilgrimage, a rite of passage, or training for some darksome deed. The Deliberative and the Chosen approved of this practice; it allowed the people to see their enemies up close and help them understand that not all the menaces the Chosen protected them from were simple beasts and blighted monsters. Thus, they escorted the Wirn exiles to the arenas, and to the borders again on the exceedingly rare occasions that one survived.

Sadira stared into the cold, catlike eyes of the Wirn. Her ancestors had died, betrayed and humiliated, at the hands of these abominable creatures. They had despoiled the ancient home of her people. One of them smiled mockingly at her; the other two tittered, a brittle sound like heat-warped bells, off-key and grating. Red rage jolted through her, eclipsing all compassion. Her kin were at Avenholt when it was betrayed; she could trace her bloodline to Chosen Vilonia the Shadow-Elf queen whose body had been carried off by the Wirn. She relished the chance to gain her measure of vengeance for this ancient wrong.

Sadira's banshee war-scream startled Gavin with its anguished intensity. The Shadow-Elf sprang forward, abandoning grace for power as she ploughed through the muck. Gavin slogged after her, keeping pace as best he could. The three exiles fanned out, moving gracefully across the surface of the mud as if it were solid ground. He wondered if they were elementalists of a sort; he knew Vintia could perform a similar trick with her spells. He knew nothing about the powers of the Wirn.

Curious, Gavin tried to probe the creatures, to read their minds with a simple spell. He picked up a strange pattern with his Cogimantic magic, elusive, yet disturbingly alien. The pattern connected all the Wirn like some form of communication spell. He examined it for a moment, but then decided to ignore the Wirn's ephemeral, tainted magic, focusing fully on how to defend wild Sadira. To his surprise, his sense of the Wirn's tainted pattern did not abate as he broke contact, leaving a bitter taste in his mouth. 

Drawing near to the closest Wirn, a tall, angular, eerily beautiful female, Sadira snarled, leaping into the air. She brought her obsidian sabres down in a deadly arc toward her hated foe. The Wirn flitted backwards, moving out of reach with lightning grace, leaving the barest of prints in the quicksand muck. Sadira landed with a splash, snarling.

"So clumsy, cousin," its singsong voice mocked. "Too bad you were not brave enough to risk your life on this match. We would have gladly ended your warped existence; you and your kind are a blight upon this world, Lost one."

Sadira answered with a harsh war-scream as she splashed forward, swinging her swords at the smirking Wirn, who parried her attacks with seemingly effortless ease. The mud hampered her efforts, making it all but impossible to use her war-dances or acrobatic grace to gain an advantage over the target. It was no doubt part of the test. The Gladiatrix snarled, "Laugh while you can betrayer! Your tricks will not save you this day... You will not see your home again!"

Gavin slowed, turning to guard Sadira's back against the two Wirn now on their flanks. They closed in with lazy grace, moving in perfect harmony. The haunting sensation in his head, distant and strange, became more insistent. He knew it was some kind of warped magical pattern, but he did not want to expose himself to it again. He braced himself; the Wirn did not have the Gift, but they were not without magic of their own and they were fast and deadly.

Suddenly the Wirn on his right flitted forward, slashing at his face; its partner waited for him to commit his shield to block the first attack before lunging at him, cruel barbs of its long bladed pole-arm seeking his flesh. Anticipating this tactic, he twisted to avoid the attack, nearly stumbling against the resistance put up by the thick muck.

"So ungainly he is, sister," said one of his attackers, a male by the size of its horns and breadth of shoulder.

"Show no pity, brother. He is a Lost one; I can feel his power even in this blighted realm," responded the other. "It beckons me; I will feast on his strength and pass it on to the Weerde..."

Gavin attacked, but his lunge caught only air; parry, thrust, metal ringing off his shield, the Graceful, deadly movements of the Wirn, muck sucking at his feet, cruel blades, and blood running from his side. How did it get there? The unwanted intruding sensation of their magic grew; he was reminded of the tainted images of the Manticore. Were the two somehow related? And what exactly did the Wirn mean by lost one? he wondered as he readied himself for another exchange, bloodied and wary.

Sadira, guided by instinct and driven by fury, gathered her strength while her opponent moved in. She channelled power, weaving her grasping roots spell. Green plant tendrils erupted out of the sandy marsh under her opponent, grasping at the feet of the Wirn. The Gladiatrix powered forward, thrusting an obsidian blade before her, hoping to take advantage of this. The Wirn knocked her first blade aside with a deft motion, but Sadira twisted sideways, bringing the other blade up in a short savage underhand cut. Her opponent tried to counter but the roots binding her legs held firm. The sword rent the Wirn's armour. Blood, unnaturally red, arced behind her sword as it whirled back to the attack. She aimed her third cut at the creature's neck, but the Wirn managed to catch her blade with a parry, stumbling out of reach, reeling from the strength of her blow. Again the mud hampered Sadira, preventing her from closing quickly while the Wirn was still off balance. Now the creature motioned with its hand, spoke in a language that grated on Sadira's ears, and the grasping roots that still clung to it from Sadira's spell warped and burst, falling away.  The twisting of her magic made the Gladiatrix feel somehow violated, as if she could feel the touch of the Wirn through the warped pattern of her spell.

The Wirn looked at her, with cold black eyes."Lost one, touch me not with your aberrations!" the exile spat. "In my land you would be enslaved, and your power would be taken for the Weerde before your destruction as an abomination." Then it attacked, ignoring the ragged, bleeding wound in its side. Sadira channelled power into a spray of thorns spell, hoping to catch it off-guard. But as she released the spell the Wirn spoke a word that she could sense with her gift but not hear at all, and twisted her magic. A ripple of her own warped power engulfed Sadira. She felt her skin blister and her bones begin to twist before, with a supreme effort of will, she overcame the Wirn's strange power. The terrible pain the attack caused her merely fuelled her rage.

Elsewhere, Gavin was desperately defending, his every effort now turned toward keeping his two darting, deadly assailants at bay. If he could hold them off long enough for Sadira to finish her opponent, they would make short work of these two. But the Wirn moved quickly, purposefully, in perfect harmony with each other. They were wearing him down, cut by cut. He blocked a rapid series of swift thrusts and graceful slashes, but took a spear-point in his leg just above the knee. Blood dribbled into the muck as he batted the spear away. Channelling power into a mental assault, Gavin wove the pattern of a destructive spell, and grasped for the mind of the nearest Wirn. Instead of the target he was seeking, however, he was once again drawn in by the strange warped pattern he had sensed earlier. As the creature's shocking mind-scape engulfed him, he struggled against nausea; the alien taint of their magic felt as if he was immersing himself in rot and offal. Young Gifted were warned repeatedly of the dangers of exposing themselves to tainted magic; this was a dangerous manoeuvre.

Meanwhile Sadira and her opponent struggled, blades ringing. The Wirn was fast and graceful, unhindered by the sandy marsh. But a small smile formed on the Gladiatrix's lips as she realized that her opponent's small wound had not yet closed. She had an advantage over the Wirn in sheer vitality. She could outlast the creature; use her superior toughness to win. She channelled power into a pattern that would accelerate her own regeneration. Then Sadira threw herself forward with reckless abandon, attacking like a berserker. She whirled her blades into furious wild strokes, all but ignoring the Wirn's counter-attacks. The creature's wicked lance ripped into her unarmoured torso, but she expected this and welcomed the pain, screaming as she brought her twin swords down hard, cleaving through steel and bone, cutting deep into its shoulders. Glorious scarlet spattered in the muck and Sadira screamed again, triumphantly, sensing victory. Her opponent desperately turned to flee, arms now hanging useless, as Sadira ripped the lance from her own belly, and threw it into the creatures back causing it to stumble and fall. Then she leapt, like a great hunting cat bringing down a doomed herd animal, bearing the Wirn down into the muck. The audience shouted with glee.

Gavin's mind reeled. He was now fighting on two different planes, desperately defending himself from the physical attacks of his foes while struggling to avoid being engulfed by the Wirn's tainted power. Their magic was hard for him to grasp, like blindly groping for slippery fish in dark waters, yet he stubbornly kept on. He could feel their power nibbling at his own, warping his patterns, and he sought desperately to take control before they devoured his magic and turned it against him. The more he sensed it, the more it reminded him of the mad Manticore he had fought against in Camp Valorous, which had assaulted his mind with abhorrent images and corrupt impulses, turning his thoughts against him. He remembered sensing something behind the Manticore's madness, and wondered what he would find at the heart of it all. 

"NOOO!" shrieked the Wirn, becoming more frenzied as he gained the upper hand. They drove Gavin to his knees with a storm of desperate, powerful blows. The Wirn assaulted him with their magic as well,  blistering his skin, but they could not turn enough of his own power against him and he shrugged off their spells. He tried to grasp what they were doing, make sense of the patterns. He knew that their power was somehow warping his own and turning it against him. And then, quite suddenly, he had a moment of insight, pure and clear, into the nature of their magic. He channelled...

The Wirn were using a form of enchantment that linked their minds, allowing them to fight with perfect coordination. His new understanding allowed him to read their patterns.  He found the pattern of the spell to be remarkably similar to that used by Gladiators and soldiers of the Domains to organize, albeit tainted. He followed the pattern quickly, joining their mind-link and attacking them through it. A Gladiator would have simply dropped the spell and resisted his attack, but the Wirn relied on their ability to devour and twist the magic of others and lacked the control of the Gifted. They reeled under his assault, staggering back. The tables were turned and they could not defend themselves against the Gladiator now. As he attacked he sensed another presence on the link, something vast and primal, that reminded him of his encounter with the Manticore. He tried to make sense of this thing; he sensed an overwhelming hunger that could never be satisfied, but it was like staring into the sun. He had seen enough; he knew the Wirn had no true magic of their own. He righted himself and wove his power.

It was easy enough. As exiles outside of the tainted lands, his opponent's connection to the source of their power was tenuous at best. The most difficult part now was overcoming the revulsion he felt. With a supreme effort of will, he held his nausea at bay. He did not want to lose, to fail Sadira, and he did not want the Wirn to feed his magic to that thing, that hunger, he had sensed. Slowly, he unravelled the strands of the spell-weave that connected them to their power. His magic twisted theirs, or rather from Gavin's perspective he removed the taint, purifying the pattern. The hungry presence faded as he did so; he had sundered the Wirn from their dark communion. The Wirn, shocked, cut off from the voice of their "God", which they had carried all their lives, even in exile, dropped their weapons and began to scream and claw at their faces. The presence of the Weerde, which they had felt all their lives, was gone and they were alone in the lands of the Chosen. Without the Weerde, they had no magic.

Sadira's opponent had stopped his struggle under the muck, choked and drowned even before Gavin disrupted the Wirn's magic. She let go of him with reluctance, awakened to the rest of the fight by the keening of the other two. She spitefully slammed one of her blades into the drowned corpse, just to be sure, feeling the pleasure of vengeful conquest as blood bubbled up from the muck. Then she stood, gathering her fell weapons, cloaking herself in hatred, and stalked toward her remaining foes.

As he stopped channelling, Gavin felt as if he had awakened from a drugged haze. He needed time to process what he had sensed. The Wirn devoured magic like a vampire drinks blood, warping it and twisting it to their own purposes as they did so. But some of the power they absorbed went elsewhere. Images and alien sights fluttered through his mind. He heard the twin shrieks of his opponents, louder and louder, and felt the grim pain of his own wounds, an anchor to reality. He could barely lift his shield, but the Wirn were frozen in place.

"Abomination, monster, Lost One, what have you done? We have lost the Weerde!" sobbed the female of the pair before despair, absolute and overwhelming, ate away the last of her reason. He thought he saw tears in those alien eyes. Her weapon, so recently poised to taste his flesh, was now sagging, limp in her grasp. Her male comrade just stood immobile at her side, his terrible black eyes set in a sightless expression of horror and loss, fingers digging into his own flesh; his moan of despair was chilling. The Wirn seemed to wither, cut off now from the power that sustained them. Neither of them moved as Sadira closed. They whimpered, cried, and shrieked, held captive by their own private horror. Gavin just stared at them dumbly, aware of the profound suffering on their alien faces. He pitied them then, briefly, for he realized that he had severed them from something that was as beautiful to them as it was aberrant to him. Turning away, he looked to Sadira approaching, her face alight with righteous wrath. She was cruel as she ended them, and the crowd shouted in approval, but Gavin could sense the relief of the Wirn as Sadira destroyed their bodies.

 

-----o

 

Gavin did not rest easy that night; what he had seen in the minds of the Wirn disturbed him deeply. As creatures born of the taint of the Reckoning the Wirn saw any attempt to cure the lasting effects of wild magic and return the world to its old state as absolutely evil. They worshipped the taint of the Reckoning and drew their power from communing with it as if it were somehow alive. They ate magic, twisting it to their own purposes, and feeding their hungry "god", the Weerde. Perhaps if they twisted enough magic the Weerde would awaken and walk the world, a living avatar of their power. The Chosen and the Gifted of the Domains, who sought to undo the damage of the Reckoning were seen as corrupters, the Lost Ones. In the eyes of the Wirn, they were the tainted ones.

The name Lost Ones, however, implied that there were some Gifted who were not lost in the eyes of the Wirn. Gavin wondered if some of the Gifted worked alongside the Wirn, using their magic to feed this "Weerde". It was a dark thought. The idea of rogue Gifted, true Heretics, who had absolute freedom to develop and use their magic as they willed, and they used it to help the Wirn, seeking to destroy the Domains and subvert nature itself was quite disturbing. It challenged his views on the harshness of the laws that governed magic.

Alien thoughts haunted him and he dreamt of a heresy, Manticores, and the taunting face of Valaran diVolcanus.




  

Chapter Thirty-One: Laurels and Thorns
 

1144/11/24 AR, Scorpion's Oasis. Faction Score:  Reds 3348 points, Blues 3262 points

 

"All the glory in the world couldn't fill a cup." Chosen Marius*

 

As their final match in Scorpion's Oasis approached, Gavin felt a mixture of sorrow and unease. He and Sadira would soon be parted. She was joining the Faction Games in Brightsand Halls as one of Chosen Giselle's handpicked fighters. It was a great honour, and he was happy for Sadira; this had been her life's desire. But being separated from her was going to be painful for him, and he knew she felt the same. This is what they had to do though; nothing could change that.

His encounter with the Wirn had brought back his nightmares. Diving into their collective unconscious, and encountering the Weerde, had given him a fresh perspective on the horrors that the Gifted and other magical beings were capable of perpetrating. He had always seen magic as a tool, not inherently good or evil, but the powers of the Wirn were warped and vile and they sought to bring about another Reckoning. Worse yet, he had a feeling that some of the Gifted were helping them. This revelation had shaken him to the core. Perhaps the laws of the Domains were needed after all. Perhaps magic was a great danger, and the arena was truly the only way to weed out the Gifted who were tainted and corrupt. He could no longer say no to this view with the absolute certainty he had once felt. He could see both sides now.

Perhaps the strange magic of the noble Heretic, Olek Agvarson, could have given birth to a second Reckoning. Perhaps he would have ended up as a slave to the Weerde or even a willing accomplice. Maybe his brutal execution at Gavin's hands truly was for the greater good. Who knows what poor Olek could have become. The thought of this made him uneasy.

Sadira was not the only person he was losing. His friends, the only family he had ever had, were splitting up. He had hoped, vainly, foolishly, but nobly, that they would all be invited to join Sadira at Brightsand Halls, if not as a one of the Chosen's personal fighters, then as members of the Red Faction that fought in the city's arena. This hope had been dashed on the rocks; despite the team's superb performance at the Oasis, only Sadira and Karmal had been invited to Brightsand Halls. Vintia was staying at the Oasis. Ravius was being coy about his plans. Gavin was unsure of his own future now. Perhaps he would take Sax up on his offer and venture into the North. He could seek his fortune in the Free Leagues and meet with the reclusive smith who had created his spear. Although he had given Sadira his word that he would try to win his way back to her side, and would do his utmost to see it through, he did not have much hope.

In truth Gavin was no longer even sure he wanted to be a Gladiator. He had chosen this path because of his love for magic and his desire to live free, rebelling at the idea of becoming a vassal, being cut off from some part of his powers. He was uncertain if he had ever really believed he could become a Chosen, or now, even if he wanted to become one. Initially, the position meant the achievement of freedom, but after seeing inside the minds of some of the enemies of the Domains, both within and without, he was no longer sure he was up to the challenge.

The best part of his life, his time with Sadira, was being taken away. The Chosen had summoned his lover, called her to a lofty position, and the two of them were powerless to resist. In reality, Gavin really did not even wish to interfere. He had come to realize that he could ruin Sadira's future, using her love for him to drag her down and thwart her destiny, and he did not want to be in a position where he would be tempted to do such a thing. Occasionally, he wished he had been born in a land far away, another time with different circumstances. He realized that this was a self-indulgent thought, but he could not help it.

 

-----o

 

For her part, Sadira felt frustration. She preferred to confront her problems directly, to use her limitless energy, iron will, or sheer force of personality to batter down any obstacle that she came up against. She loved meeting a challenge head on, blades drawn, but it seemed that few of her new difficulties could be confronted in this way anymore. She needed patience now.

Chosen Giselle had come to Scorpion's Oasis just after her match with the Wirn. Her arrival was first heralded by whispered rumours which quickly set everyone in the town to speculation. Sadira did not quite understand the distinction between Chosen Giselle secretly attending a party, and arriving in an official capacity, but she was quite aware of the woman's desire to make a grand entrance this time. An army of skilled vassals and expert servants followed in the wake of the rumours, opening up the Chosen's impressive palace in the Oasis and making all the required arrangements for her stay. It seemed a little ostentatious to Sadira, but she realized that in some sense this was being done because of her; she did say to Giselle that she wanted to come to her in glory, after all.

Next, the Chosen herself travelled to the city in a stately procession that had taken an entire day to cover the short distance between Brightsand Halls and the Oasis. She had entered the city in a golden war chariot, dressed in her fighting gear from her time as a Gladiatrix. Sadira later heard that the eager crowds had strewn rose petals along the path for Giselle, a breathtaking extravagance in a desert land where such flowers had to be grown with magic. Sadira had decided not to watch, preferring to train with her team instead. She would have plenty of time for Giselle in the months ahead but only a precious few days left with her friends. She would miss them all.

Chosen Giselle sent a request upon arriving, asking that Sadira attend her at her palace, along with Karmal, on the second evening after her entrance into the town. It was pleasantly worded, sent in a magically sealed perfumed envelope, but even the most flippant of requests from a Chosen is like a general's command, and Sadira did not really think it wise to antagonize her, much as she wished to. Karmal was ecstatic; she knew she was going to Brightsand Halls already, but an invitation from the Chosen was a sign that she would join Sadira as one of the Chosen's favoured fighters.

The two Gladiatrices were given a royal welcome by the Chosen Giselle herself. Sadira found the woman who would soon be her patron much more personable this time. They spent the afternoon in private conversation about the arena and Brightsand Halls. It was a dream come true for Sadira, who had idolized the graceful Chosen in her youth, but made bittersweet by Gavin's absence. Later Giselle offered, personally, to advance her training in the master levels of war-dance. The offer was made over dinner in front of several important personages, a public overture that brought Sadira tremendous honour. She could see envy in the eyes of many seated there, including her friend Karmal and her sometime teacher Tiber. Part of her wanted to refuse; she wanted to enjoy what time she had left with Gavin before they parted, but she did not, and much of her time in those last days at Scorpion's Oasis were spent training with the Chosen.

Sadira sensed that her beloved Gavin was on the verge of breaking, a deep malaise taking hold of him. He was far too good a man for such a harsh world. His powerlessness to overcome what he could not change filled him with self-doubt, something that she had once thought behind him, and she cursed herself for not seeing the truth sooner. Had she been too busy with her own affairs to help him when he needed her? She felt now as if she was being pulled in a thousand different directions. She was being separated from Gavin and her friends, and yet achieving the goals she had set for herself. Obligations, demands, and responsibilities were piling up, becoming a barrier between her and everything for which she truly cared. And what galled her most was that these problems were not the kind that she could cut down, knock over, or outmanoeuvre.

 

-----o

 

The sumptuously decadent town of Scorpion's Oasis, home to indolent hedonists and also a place of pilgrimage for those few whose fortunes are based on constant hard work and the monumental stress of a difficult enterprise is necessarily a relaxed place. Decadents and the lords and ladies of great enterprise are alike in that they cannot let go of their lives and truly enjoy the pleasures of absolute self-indulgence unless severed from the world at large; although, as one might expect, the reasons behind this need differ greatly. Any great change introduced into such a system will always be felt by those within, as the ripples from a stone thrown into a pool can be felt by those who do not see the stone splash into the water.

And so it was that the normally care-free guests of the marbled resorts and gilded hotels of Scorpion's Oasis were all drawn in by the upheavals in the arena. The Blues were on the verge of losing a season in the Oasis for the first time in recent memory. The seemingly invincible Chief Promoter of the Blues, Regina diCouture, engineer of an impressive string of winning seasons had been ousted from her position, in spite of her excellent record. Some rumours said she had resigned in disgust, but few lent credence to this. A Blue Gladiator had even been found cheating in the arena, a shocking crime, as well as fodder for endless speculation at all the magnificent dinner feasts around the town and even meriting mention in the Capital News.

The Red Faction roster had pulled together, rallying around a hungry squad of newcomers. Sulius ul-Cyrus, long considered a useless lump of a man by most, was now toasted as the genius who had dared to risk his career on recruiting the promising young Sadira Lacivia and her steadfast squad. The Chief Promoter for the Reds was suddenly respected for his success, which caused many to see him in a new light.

Sadira, the star Gladiatrix of the Reds, had proved herself over and over by fighting in every challenge for which she qualified, winning in every single one. She even risked herself in matches that were not optimal for her particular talents. It was as if she wasn't afraid to lose. That combination of ambition, daring, and skill was rare. She had shown herself to be one of the most skilled Gladiators of her peer group, perhaps second only to Valaran diVolcanus; many claimed she was actually better than him, for the Faction Games require a broader range of skills. Her bold example had inspired her team, and, in turn, kindled the Reds of the Oasis back to life. People still talked about that sword blossom move and that time she fought Azure Dream; and wasn't she beautiful too?

Most of the patrons of the Scorpion's Oasis arena went there either out of love for the Great Games in general, as a backdrop for some other business they were engaged in, or simply as something to do after a relaxing day of massage and bathing in the healing crystal waters of the Oasis. It was not the sort of town that had large and enthusiastic groups of fans who loyally made their way to the stands every time they could. Seats were expensive and the town had few permanent residents, after all. This too had changed; demand for tickets had driven the high prices ever upwards as wealthy and interested groups from nearby sought to get in on the action and watch what was being called "the upset of the season" by serious commentators from around the Domains. People could sense that a star was rising and they wanted to be a part of it.

 

-----o

 

"My friends, I will miss you all," said Ravius, finally giving voice to the looming issue that none of them had wanted to broach. "This has been the most frantic ten months I can imagine. When the reality of it all, of what we have gone through together this season and what we have accomplished here, finally catches up to me, I know I will look back on this time with pride and joy. Let us not spoil our last match together as a team with these long faces..."

He spoke the truth, and it washed over them, but sad as this was, it still brought them relief. The five Gladiators had been putting on a brave face for each other and for the other Reds, but they had all come to realize that soon they would be pulled apart by forces beyond their control. They had been together, friends and team-mates, since leaving the Campus Martius more than five years ago. In many ways they were like brothers and sisters, their bonds forged in endless training, and honed through shared pain and triumph.

Sadira shook her head. "When I came here, I expected that we would all be able to go on together; the only thing that matters more to me than winning is the people I love. I had hoped we would all be able to go to Brightsand Halls together in a season or two..." Her sharp, elegant jaw clenched and her brow furrowed as she struggled with the next part. "... I tried to keep us together."

"It’s okay Sadira," Vintia said, putting her hand on the taller woman’s shoulder. "None of us will ever accuse you of doing less than your best for us."

"Truth, little sister," added Ravius. "You led us to a great Victory Sadira. I may even miss your banshee screaming at morning drills, in time."

"I'll miss the support you've given me Ravius," said Sadira. "All of you. I would not have risen so far and so fast without my friends. I won't forget that."

"It is a shame we must part ways," said Gavin. "But we can remember what we shared here, and look forward to future time together."

"Actually, not all of us will be separating," said Karmal. Gavin looked at her sharply; did he detect a note of triumph in her voice? A vision of Karmal and Sadira together clouded his mind. He wondered if it was jealousy, or something else. "Chosen Giselle has requested that I join her personal retinue of Gladiators, as well."

"Congratulations!" said Vintia, smiling as best she could. "You deserve it, Karmal."

"Cheers to you both!" added Ravius with a broad smile, putting his arm around Vintia.

Gavin nodded. He wondered if he was a bad friend for being jealous of Karmal. Try as he might, he could not rid himself of a sense of dread at the thought of the two of them serving Giselle together. He shook his head, feeling foolish. Sadira looked uncharacteristically worn; he put his arm around her, invoking a little smile.

"What about you, little sister?" asked Ravius, looking at Vintia. He kept the conversation moving purposefully, like a master helmsman in dangerous waters, knowing that many things needed to be said here.

"I think I'm going to stay here," she said slowly. "I did not get any better offers. The Oasis is going to be Red territory now. Someone needs to stay behind to defend it. This way I can visit Sadira and Karmal in Brightsand Halls as often as I'm allowed." She paused. "I have to say I do feel a little left out," she whispered softly, her voice on the verge of breaking.

"I understand," said Sadira, putting her arms around her childhood friend. "Karmal and I have grabbed all the glory it seems. It seems foolish to me, It would have been so much harder for us without the rest of you. Your shields kept me safe. You were always there when I needed you. I still remember you, Vintia, throwing your body in front of Shield-Splitter in our second match here,  stopping him from getting the big kill. I will visit you as much as I am allowed, dear friend."

"Maybe it will be easier for me to stand out with you two gone. The Oasis isn't Brightsand Halls, but it will have a lot of eyes on it next year," said Vintia, smiling sadly up at Sadira from under Ravius' arm. "I'll still miss you though; we've been together so long. I remember the secret pacts we made as girls; it seemed so much easier then. It is unfair that we should have to part ways now, after all we've accomplished together..."

"It is what it is," said Gavin, "we can't all be Chosen." His words chilled them, the simple truth of his statement like ice in their hearts. Like all young Gladiators, every one of them had dreamt of joining the ranks of the Chosen when they first started down the path. Now they were wise enough to know that for most of their kind, this was just a fantasy. The others looked at Gavin and Sadira; their love had brought all of them together, cemented the team, and helped propel them all to a great victory. Now they too were to be parted.

"I cannot follow the woman I love," said Gavin, looking into his lover's eyes. "It makes me angry. I didn't ask to be born with the Gift, and I would not have chosen to be a Gladiator if I had known that it would cost me what I love most in the world."

Silence descended. Sadira sighed. A tear rolled down Vintia's cheek. Karmal looked away. Ravius cut through it, merciless and purposeful; he would not let unspoken sorrow fester in any the hearts of his friends. "And so what will you do little brother?"

"I'm tired of the Faction games. We've worked hard, maybe too hard, to win here," Gavin said, struggling with the words, wrestling with his conflicting desires. "I am going to work my way north, fight in the Free Leagues, maybe with a Faction, maybe on my own. I want to see more of the Domains. I need to figure some things out... to find my place in the world." He left the rest unsaid. He did not want to trouble them with his aching desire for freedom, his growing discomfort with many aspects of life in the arena, his inner storm.

"I can understand that sentiment," said Ravius, unusually somber. "We have all trained hard and sacrificed much to win here. I have heard of very few Gladiators who have taken the kind of risks or answered so many challenges in a single season. I'm amazed that we did not fall apart. I feel exhausted. I'm in need of a bit of a vacation myself. I'll follow you, I think, old friend."

Sadira smiled. Gavin could do worse than having joyful, cunning Ravius at his side. It is more precious than any treasure to have good friends, she thought. She raised her glass. "Ravius is right. We should not let an uncertain future spoil our present glory. I am proud of you all. I pushed you hard each and every day. None of you complained. None of you gave up. We fought in more matches this season than most Gladiators do in five. None of you broke. We joined a broken down, demoralized roster and inspired them to victory. I have said it before: no one can take that accomplishment from us. It has been a great honour to take to the field with all of you. You have been the best team anyone could ask for. We did this together, fighting for each other. Whatever comes, let us carry this shining moment in our hearts: Here's to the team!"

"To us!" they echoed, the bright clinking of their glasses momentarily banishing dark thoughts and sadness. 

 

-----o

 

It was the Red Faction's turn to issue challenges this month. Sadira and her team were given the privilege of determining the final match of the season.

After the forfeit of the Blue team in the mass melee Challenge, caused by Blue Calamity's use of forbidden magic on Sadira, the Red Faction had a comfortable lead in the standings.  The Reds held on to that lead throughout the month, despite a great showing from a handful of Blues, particularly Azure Dream and Shield-Splitter. Although they still needed points to ensure victory, even a narrow loss would do. So they designed their challenge to fulfil other desires; above all they wanted to fight together as a team one last time, and they wanted to avoid any chance of interference from the Blues. They also wanted to put on a grand spectacle.

"You know, the match I enjoyed the most was the one at the end of last season," said Gavin. It was hard to believe a year had passed; they had been through so much. "Our second fight here; the first challenge that Sulius let us design."

"Good one," said Karmal. Out of all of them she was the only one who seemed joyous, but at least she had the sense to avoid gloating about her rise. "It was a kick-ass fight!"

"A single-team trial survival match with standard additions from Marius and Southshire then."  Sadira was surprised at how easily the words came to her now; she had far more confidence in her grasp of the rules. "Chosen's Oath, I remember when that sort of rules babble bothered me; now I have it memorized."

The reminiscence drew smiles from them all. They drew up the match. The Blues haggled a little, mostly out of habit; this season was a loss for them and the backstabbing among the fighters of their own camp was of far more interest to most of them at this point.

 

-----o

 

The crowd's enthusiasm was a marked difference from when they had first taken to the field in Scorpion's Oasis thirteen matches ago. Instead of a torpid, bored audience clapping half-heartedly they were greeted with an outpouring of shouted praise and adoration. And when Sadira, Red Scorpion to the crowd, entered behind them there was an eruption of sound not unlike the rowdy audience of Camp Valorous, or the cheers for Chosen Giselle when she rode into the town...

In spite of all the weight of sorrow bearing down on her, parting from the man she loved and the people she cared most for, that sound filled Sadira with a feeling of pure, golden triumph. It washed over her, warming her like the sun's rays on the training grounds after a cold desert night. She smiled, radiant and glorious, revelling in the feeling of accomplishment. She looked around to her friends, hoping that they understood that she could not have done this without them. She leapt up onto Gavin's steady shoulder, a light and graceful movement. Several banners with red Scorpions unfurled in the audience as she stood on her perch. She smiled. The spectators chanted her name.

"I told you I would make you scream for me," she murmured as she surveyed, the audience, drinking in their praise. She could even feel her magic, her Gift, responding to them, she thought. The moment seemed to last an eternity, and yet was over too soon for her liking. She felt a small, sharp pang in her heart as she stepped down and turned to Gavin. He has never complained about holding me up like this, she thought; I will never find another like him.

Karmal watched Sadira with envy and admiration. Did she not deserve their praise as much as Sadira?

Ravius looked out at the arena with a sense of relief; the season had been gruelling, far too hard for his liking. He was looking forward to living at a more relaxed pace, even though he would miss their early morning pre-training meals, bleary-eyed and all. His ambitions leaned more toward a warm bed and good company than power and glory these days.

Vintia felt sorrow and satisfaction. She was sad that they would not fight together any more, but she had found a new home and a purpose. Next year, she thought, I will stand here again, with a team of my own, defending this great achievement: I will write my own destiny.

Gavin did not hear the crowds, and did not care about their impending triumph; all his senses feasted on Sadira. He wanted to capture this moment and hold it forever, and for a while he forgot his troubles...

The trumpets did not sound. A ripple ran through the crowd as an armoured woman, unmistakable and irresistible, appeared in the stands. Chosen Giselle, dressed in her arena garb of old, weapons in hand, walked slowly down through the awed spectators, radiant and glorious. All eyes turned to her and a hush fell; the very air seemed pregnant with expectation. A Chosen would usually sit in a private box, but Giselle moved among the people, crowned with authority and cloaked in majesty. She took a seat next to the Arena Master, speaking a few words to him and then to the wide-eyed announcer, who nodded after a moment and spoke, his amplified voice thundering across the arena:

"GOOD PEOPLE, YOUR CHOSEN WISHES TO CELEBRATE THE END OF THE ARENA SEASON IN GRAND FASHION. AT GREAT PERSONAL EXPENSE SHE HAS FURNISHED US WITH A FIGHT FOR THE AGES: THE BRAVE GLADIATORS IN THIS MATCH WILL FACE ONE HUNDRED OF THE FINEST CLOCKWORK SOLDIERS! THE MATCH WILL HAVE NO TIME LIMIT AND WILL END ONLY WHEN THE LAST BRASS MAN FALLS OR THE GLADIATORS ARE UNABLE TO CONTINUE." The announcer looked at the Arena Master, Hork Bloodsmith, who nodded, sanctioning this small change in rules. No doubt Giselle had brought it up with him beforehand, as even the Chosen must show some respect for the Deliberative. The audience roared, thirsting for the fight.

The Gladiators looked at each other. While the change was a very small addendum to their match in terms of rules, the fact that they would be facing a hundred special Clockworks with no time limit to save them was daunting.

The trumpets sounded. The spectators howled. The Gladiators formed up in the middle of the fighting grounds, backs together, facing outwards. Doors opened all around the arena. A tide of hissing, clanking brass men, each embossed with gold leaf and lifelike face-masks, moved out onto the white sands of the fighting grounds. Aside from being more attractive, these were also larger and better armed than the regular clockwork soldiers that they had faced throughout the season.

Gavin felt a little relief that none of their foes appeared to be armed with ranged weaponry. Vintia channelled her magic into the pattern of a stoneskin spell, gifting lightly armoured Sadira and Ravius with additional protection.

Sadira felt her blood quicken, rising to the challenge set before her. She restrained her reckless desires until the gilded gold and brass soldiers closed. When they were less than ten paces away she let loose an ear-splitting war-shriek, darting forward, shifting her curved, graceful swords in her hands. Lightning quick and deadly graceful, her sprint turned into a lethal pirouette as she came upon her foes. Her blades severed the clockwork's gilded head from his shoulders with a screech of metal and a glistening gout of black oil. The crowd roared.

A second brass man fell as Ravius channelled power into a spell that disrupted its control pattern,  severing the link between the machine and the magic animating it. It froze in mid-step, sinking to the ground. A flourish that Ravius added to the spell for show made it appear as if steam burst from the clockwork's ears, gaining him some audience appreciation. The skirmisher smiled, moving forward to screen Karmal from the hungry blades of the mechanical horde.

Karmal followed in Sadira's wake, heaving her massive war-cleaver into the nearest clockwork man, crushing its armoured chest-plate and bearing it to the ground where it twitched and lay still. She moved forward, recklessly, relentlessly, channelling power for her magic.

Gavin moved after them, forcing the brass men back with his shield, parrying and blocking their attacks, and killing the fourth clockwork soldier with a quick, precise thrust of his grim war-spear, puncturing its armour and carrying through into its power core.

Vintia positioned herself carefully, guarding the backs of her friends. The fifth brass man to fall went down to two quick sword slashes followed by a short burst of bright white lightning for good measure. The smell of scorched metal filled the air, sharp and unpleasant as the mechanical soldier's innards overloaded and erupted.

The Brass Men pushed forward, hacking at the Gladiators with their bladed arms, but to little effect. Their slashing limbs were met by stout shields and cunning blades or simply swung into empty air as their targets danced away, laughing.

Sadira moved through the steps of the Razorwing's Flight dance among her foes; letting the simple joy of fighting guide her, she sent a sixth metal soldier to the ground with a sudden, precise thrust through a weak point on its armour, and a seventh with a wide, powerful double sword stroke that sent her blades through its shoulders and deep into its chest. She parried a trio of counter-strikes before tumbling away.

Ravius tripped a clockwork soldier with a long, low swipe of his barbed net. He timed his attack such that the heavy body tumbled backwards, playing havoc with the advancing ranks, causing several soldiers to falter. He then shut down an eighth opponent with his magic, exactly as he had slain the second, and it too fell to the ground inert as he chortled gleefully.

Karmal powered forward, clearing space in front of her with massive sweeps of her heavy war-cleaver. She screamed in fury, bringing down a bright bolt of lightning on the enemy ranks reducing two automatons to smouldering ruin with the brilliant energy of her spell. One of them exploded with a pyrotechnic flash. Thunder from her spell rolled over the audience and they cheered her display, thundering in turn. But a blade skittered off her armour, drawing blood and cutting short her triumph.

Gavin, seeing this, lunged forward and threw himself into the clockwork soldiers near Karmal, ploughing into them with his lion-headed shield held in front of him. A stray blade sliced him; he answered with a quick thrust of his broad-bladed war spear, killing their eleventh enemy.

Vintia was hard pressed; the disciplined ranks of Brass men were piling up against her shield and trying to get around her and flank the rest of the team. A quickly cast spell from Sadira endowed her with strength and energy enough to stop her from toppling over under the sheer weight of her assailants. She continued to batter at her opponents with a small spell burst of fire, ice, and lightning, felling another brass man when its oil caught fire and it cooked from the inside out in a series of small explosions reminiscent of children's fireworks.

Brass swords rose and fell. All of the Gladiators were bruised and bleeding now, unable to avoid the overwhelming number of swinging blades. The clanking clockwork hordes closed in around them, a golden flood on the white sands. The crowd cheered them on, encouraging them to stand firm.

Sadira whirled and danced. "TO ME" she shouted, channelling verdant power while weaving the pattern for the powerful font of life spell. Her swords scissored through a hapless brass soldier as she ducked under the arms of its comrades. The flailing torso fell to the ground, while its legs took a few steps before toppling. She kicked another as it approached her, sending it crashing back into the ranks, buying her some space to move.

Ravius dismantled the fourteenth brass man with three quick trident thrusts into its body, the last hit judged perfectly to push the body to the ground in such a way that it became an immediate obstacle to the rest of the horde. He moved backwards to Sadira, heeding her call.

Brutal Karmal's heavy war-cleaver caved in the gilded faceplate of another clockwork with contemptuous ease, but the others closed in around and forced her back before she could attack again. She stumbled back behind Gavin, cursing and wild-eyed, summoning her magic. Blood and oil dripped off her armour.

Gavin and Vintia were now forced to put every effort into holding the tide of brass men back; their muscles rippled and strained with the effort of pitting flesh and magic against relentless metal. Gavin lost himself in the effort for a while, forgetting his troubles in the pain and satisfaction of pure physical exertion.

Bronze blades and gilded fists rose and fell as the gold ornamented clockworks closed around the Gladiators like a glittering noose. The five barely had room to fight, and in the press of metal bodies and the storm of randomly swinging weapons their armour was of little use. Red blood mixed with glistening oil, fouled the pure white sands of the fighting grounds. The audience shouted excitedly, seeing that the situation had become desperate.

Straining with channelled power, Sadira unleashed her spell. The others were bathed in a tide of verdant magic which washed away their fatigue and set their wounds to closing even faster. The Gladiators, renewed by the font of life, pushed back into the ranks of their foes once more.

Karmal, eyes wide and flashing fury, shouldered into the Brass men, pushing them back and bringing her heavy war-cleaver down upon them. She slammed two into the ground with one pendulous swing, splitting one in half, the sixteenth to fall. She let power build up within her, readying for a tremendous spell of her own.

Cunning Ravius, ever mindful of the tides of battle, saw an opportunity and darted in finishing the brass soldier still struggling to rise after Karmal's swing with a swift thrust of his trident. He allowed his momentum to carry him forward, pushing the impaled brass man ahead of him for a few feet, a tremendous effort that caused the crowd to croon with excitement as he pushed back the ranks of the brass soldiers.

Gavin surged into the space created by Ravius's crafty move, using his shield to cover his team-mate. He lunged into the open space, his spear blade tearing into the chest of a brass soldier, producing a bloom of blue-white light as the weapons enchantments reacted with the automaton's power core.

"Nice fireworks!" shouted Ravius, laughing and waving to the crowd as he moved back to safety. Gavin grinned, rolling his eyes at his friend's clownish antics.

Vintia, ignoring two heavy blows that glanced off her armoured body, moved back and turned, pushing herself in front of Sadira. Her straight-bladed longsword swept out from behind her massive shield, slashing into the leg of a brass man. It faltered, gears grinding, and she toppled it with a powerful shove of her shield. She stepped onto it, her shield protecting her from its brothers, and sank her blade through its chest and into its metal innards, finishing it in a spray of oil, the nineteenth to fall.

The gilded metal soldiers, now a clockwork scrum around the Gladiators, pushed forward relentlessly. Every Gladiator bled, lacerated and punctured, unable to avoid the sheer number of blades that pressed in on them. Gavin felt a terrible pain as a sharp edge rent his back; only the healing power of Sadira's font of life kept him from falling before Ravius closed in and tripped his assailant.

Swift-footed Sadira leapt over Vintia's shield, driving her blades downward, slamming them into the shoulders of a hapless clockwork soldier like the fangs of some gargantuan predator. The metal skin of her foe screeched in protest as it gave way. As she wrenched her blades free, she gave a savage scream of exultation as then danced forward to behead another of the gilded clockworks before the blades of her foes forced her back.

Ravius threw his net, binding the legs of two brass men. They crashed to the ground, thrashing amidst their brethren He hopped forward and moved smoothly into a powerful two handed lunge that sent the points of his trident deep into an opponent. Its entire front armour plate ripped off as he pulled back his trident, spilling gears, oil, and coils onto the ground as it fell. "Twenty two!" he yelled, laughing.

Gavin, ignoring his wounds, stepped in behind Ravius, dispatching the two struggling brass men tangled in the skirmisher's net with quick, efficient thrusts. His shield was never still, moving to meet each threat to himself or his friend. He felt Karmal channel power behind him, the enormity of her magic raising the hairs on his neck even before she finished weaving the spell-pattern.

Karmal, sweating and bloody, holding back the tide with her broad cleaver-bade, howled in triumph as she let loose her mighty spell. For a moment nothing happened, then one of the brass men stopped moving. Light began to pour out from every nook and cranny in its metal body. And then it exploded, powerful magic detonating it with immense force. All of the nearby clockwork men were engulfed by the explosion, and the spell spread to them like a contagion causing several more to blow apart in turn, showering the Gladiators with drops of hot oil and bits of jagged metal. Karmal wiped the sweat and oil from her brow, smiling triumphantly as the crowd roared. With this, the Gladiators had felled twenty-nine.

Vintia took another, carving through its chest with three rapid, disciplined strokes of her blade. She pushed into the ranks, trying to capture and hold the territory that the Gladiators had cleared. If she could make space for her team, they would be able to manoeuvre more easily.

The wreckage of broken brass bodies was now an impediment to Gladiator and Clockwork alike;  oil covered metal debris made for difficult footing. The brass horde pushed in, heedless of their losses. Karmal, reckless in her triumph, was caught away from the group and received a brutal wound as a brass blade plunged into her back. She swore, throwing herself backwards, stumbling and falling over a brass soldier's broken corpse. The merciless automatons moved in, gilded faces seeming to smile vacantly.

Sadira, hearing her friend's cry of pain, leapt gracefully onto the shoulders of a brass man and then jumped off before it could react. She flipped in the air, her swords cleaving into one of the automatons assailing Karmal, pivoting and lunging as she landed to take another. A blade glanced off her shoulder armour and another cut into her bare back, leaving a vivid red trail on her moonlight white skin. The crowd cried out in fear and anticipation.

Karmal stumbled to her feet, her massive blade heavy in her hand, blood pulsing from her wounds. Her vision swam. She loosed a lightning bolt with great effort, sending a brass form falling back into the ranks, smoking and sputtering. She staggered, but remained upright, ignoring her pain, overflowing with aggression.

Gavin and Ravius moved in, reforming the group around their bloodied comrade.  Ravius tripped a clockwork soldier with a swift sweeping motion of his long trident, making it easy prey for Gavin, who thrust his spear deep into its pelvic gears, finishing it with a savage twist of the blade. It was the thirty-third to fall.

"Too bad Omodo isn't here; this is his kind of fight!" shouted the skirmisher. Gavin nodded.

Sharp-eyed Vintia, seeing the brass men starting to close around Sadira, renewed her stoneskin spell as she moved to a position where she could better protect her comrades. That will protect Sadira from a stray blade, she thought.

The gilded clockworks pushed against each other, eager to get to the Gladiators. They rained blows on Vintia and shield-wielding Gavin, gifting them both with deep cuts and forcing them back. They could not touch swift-footed Sadira though, for she had enough space now to evade them, and mocked their clumsy attempts to corner her, punishing them with her deadly blades.

Sadira began to call upon the font of life spell again, gathering power and weaving the pattern as she danced among her foes. She ducked low, barely avoiding a precise thrust from one of her clockwork opponents, bringing her blades up between its legs with a great war-scream and sending it cartwheeling backwards, cut open from groin to power core.

Ravius followed her, navigating the broken bodies with nimble ease. Seeing a pair closing in on Sadira, threatening to cut her off, he moved in on them. He thrust his trident into the neck of the first, twisting its head off with a savage motion. Then, howling with laughter, he tripped another and jumped into the air, coming down on his struggling opponent with all his weight behind his trident. Gears and oil spilt as it sputtered and went still, the thirty sixth to fall. The brass men were having trouble moving in unison now, such were the heaps of broken mechanical bodies leaking oil onto the sands of the fighting grounds.

Karmal steadied herself with her sword and blasted another automaton to pieces with lightning. She shook her head, trying to clear her vision as she struggled with her wounds. She channelled power, preparing another powerful spell-weave.

Gavin, heaving and sweating, pushed the brass tide away from Karmal as Vintia joined them. He surveyed the battle for a moment, breathing heavily, choosing his target wisely and then severing the animating pattern of one of their brass foes with a Cogimantic spell; it sank to the ground, robbed of any semblance of life. Hard pressed and bloody, he struggled to fend off attacks with his sword and shield. 

Vintia channelled lightning of her own, a blue-white streak of electricity claiming two unlucky victims. She had no time to smile in satisfaction as the brass tide surged forward, driving their blade arms against her shield relentlessly. She pushed back but the clockworks surged against her with sudden strength, catching her by surprise; she toppled backwards, tripping over a broken brass body, suddenly buried by a swarm of mask-faced brass soldiers whose swords rose and fell, clanging off her armour and shield, and finally reaching her flesh.

Sadira loosed a font of life spell, pushing forward with desperate fury as it blossomed from her, invigorating her team with new life. Savagely, she skewered one of the brass men assailing Vintia, tossing it back into the nearest enemies with a surge of strength that nearly overbalanced her. It was the fortieth to fall.

Ravius now moved in swiftly, taking advantage of the brass men as they stabbed down at Vintia. Catching them unawares, with quick thrusts of his trident he took down three of the enemy spearing them in their vulnerable power cores before they rounded on him.

Gavin could not, however,  leave Karmal's side; the red-haired warrior was still unsteady. He cleared space around them, taking the head off one brass man with a swipe of his razor edged shield.

 

Karmal, gritting her teeth, used the breathing room given to her by Gavin, calling down a massive pillar of flame spell among their foes. Heat washed over her as a towering column of bright orange flame slammed into the brass ranks, throwing melted metal bodies into the air with its ferocity. Several clockworks standing near were sucked into the inferno before it abated. She smiled in spite of her wounds, basking in the healing energy of Sadira's spell, and the heat of her own.

"Fifty!" roared the crowd with such enthusiasm that the noise startled some of the dozing patrons of the nearby spas.  

At the same time, wilful Vintia, battered and pierced, but protected by her shield and heavy armour unleashed a spell of her own. Fire washed over her, heat stinging her eyes as a ball of flame burst above her, scattering the gild-faced clockworks and buying her a breathing space. Two of her foes did not rise again. Now, she too felt the healing power of Sadira's font of life spell, and she staggered upright, blackened and bloody, gulping greedily for fresh air, as the crowd shouted its approval.

Although the ranks of the gilded soldiers were thinning now, they still had the advantage of numbers, and they pressed the weary and wounded Gladiators tirelessly, threatening to overwhelm them. Movement was hazardous as the ground was littered with severed brass limbs, and broken clockwork corpses.

Chosen Giselle watched with interest, enjoying the enthusiasm of the crowd. It was a rare thing to see wealthy traders and indolent pleasure seekers gripped by arena fervour in Scorpion's Oasis; people mostly came to the sumptuous spa town for relaxation, self-indulgence, and business. She found that she was actually pleased to be here instead of presiding over the show at the much larger arena in Brightsand Halls. Caught up in her own love of the Great Games, she almost forgot about all of her machinations. She almost wished she could participate.

The Chosen's eyes swept over the battle, reading its ebb and flow with practised ease; she saw the possible outcomes clearly. Unless she suffered from an extreme misfortune, peerless Sadira would easily be able to survive, picking off her foes one by one now that they could not encircle her,  The rest of the team, less mobile than Sadira, and hampered by their wounds, was, however,  still in danger. Idly, Giselle wondered what she would do in Sadira's place. Would she risk herself to help the team, or go for the greater glory of being the last woman standing?

To most of the audience the battle looked too close to call. Half the clockworks were dead but the Gladiators were in danger of being overwhelmed. This made them cheer all the louder; they wanted to see their proxies overcome such desperate odds.

A sense of inner peace flowed through Sadira as she launched herself forward, tumbling and rolling under the swinging blades of her foes. This was who she was; a Gladiatrix seeking her destiny in the arena, fighting for the pleasure of the cheering, bloodthirsty crowds. This was where she wanted to be, locked in righteous combat, testing her skills against whatever enemies they threw at her. She was at once an entertainer and a killer, sating the bloodlust of the crowds, proving herself worthy of her Gift with blood and steel. Swift and self-assured, Sadira attacked, her twin obsidian blades flashing in the bright desert sun. She moved fluidly from the leaping steps of Panther's Hunt war-dance to the whirling, circular cuts of the Razorwing's Flight. Shadows curled around her form, obscuring a wicked slash. Fifty three. She hopped forward, flowing back into the Panther's Hunt, lunging as she landed. Fifty-four. She back-flipped out of reach of the counter-attack, twisting, and bringing her twin swords down, raking and rending the brass armour of the clockwork closest to her. Fifty five.

Standing atop a pile of broken brass bodies, Ravius derided the clockwork soldiers with laughter, taunting them into clambering up the slippery slope of oil-slicked metal, making himself an obvious target. The treacherous shifting pile was much more of an impediment to the heavy-footed clockworks than to a nimble light-armoured Gladiator, and Ravius sent them tumbling down with swift kicks or thrusts of his trusty trident. The distraction he caused kept the clockworks from gathering into disciplined ranks, easing the pressure on the rest of the team.

Despite Sadira's magic and their own powerful regeneration, both Karmal and Vintia still suffered from their wounds, but now, as Gavin defended them, fending off brass men with his shield and spear, holding back the mob with all his might, they lashed out with fire and lightning. Two of their assailants fell, smoking and sparking. One of these began to burn, sending up a billowing cloud of foul black smoke.

The Brass men fought on, divided on three fronts. They climbed to assail Ravius, but he sent them tumbling. They moved in on Sadira, but she danced away, leaping over their fallen brethren. They pressed hardest on Gavin, Karmal, and Vintia, meeting stiff resistance from the shield-wielding defenders but still drawing fresh blood as they hacked away at the three Gladiators.

Sensing an advantage, Sadira sped away from the dozen brass men chasing her and ran toward the group assailing Gavin. She sheathed her elegant twin blades, drawing her greatsword Bellasdoom with a fluid motion as she ran. None of the clockworks turned to face her and she smiled at her good fortune. Gavin caught her eye as she drew close, readying himself. She sprinted forward, keeping low and quiet, thanking the Chosen that the brass men could not understand the cheering crowds shouting her name. Channelling power into a primal surge of strength, she barrelled into the brass men from behind, using the momentum of her charge to send her heavy blade sheering through their backs. Four fell, two of them cut in half at the waist. One pair of legs stood upright for a moment, quivering, oil spurting into the air, before toppling over.

Ravius, cackling and shouting his defiance, drew some of the soldiers pursuing Sadira away, leaping to a different pile of mechanical debris. He hoped to keep these away from his friends until they dispatched the rest of the mechanical men assailing them. He knew, however, he was playing a dangerous game however; a misstep would lead to his death.

Gavin killed the sixty-second brass soldier with a quick thrust from his spear. It fell backwards, twisting, his barbed spear blade caught in its metal innards, torn from his grasp. Pushing the others back with his lion-headed shield, he drew his short sword with a quick motion, and measured the situation, placing himself to best protect the wounded Vintia and Karmal while Sadira wreaked havoc.

Karmal steadied herself, full of anger but exhausted. She looked over at Vintia, a smile playing on her lips. "Chosen's hairy arse, Vee... If we're going to tap out this match let's do it with a bang!"

Vintia looked at battle-mad, grinning Karmal and then at stalwart Gavin who was hard-pressed trying to protect them; she would be damned if her valiant friend fell defending her! She nodded to Karmal and together they staggered forward toward the mass of metal men. They screamed defiantly at their foes as they unleashed spells of fire and lightning to destroy the glittering bronze ranks. Side by side they fought, heedless of their cruel wounds and the sorrowful red trail they left behind them.

Flame haired Karmal, hot with fury, blasted one of her foes with a jet of flame, causing it to burst apart, leaking smoke and bubbling oil. Shrieking, eyes wide with rage, she stepped over it swinging her massive war-cleaver into the brass men. The blade plunged into the oncoming tide, shattering the head of one clockwork soldier and causing gears and glass to burst out of the eye sockets of its gilded faceplate. The power of her attack knocked several more to the ground; the sixty-fifth and sixty-sixth clockworks were not ended by blade or spell, but rather trampled by their team mates scrambling over them. Vintia, careful to stay clear of Karmal's wildly swinging blade, shot another burst of lightning into her foes, one of whom pitched forward, sparks shooting from the gaps in its brass skin. She bulled into a group of her assailants with her shield, every muscle on her wounded body straining. They gave way a little and she lanced her long blade over her heavy shield into their ranks, but the brass men began to push back, and the two wounded Gladiatrices could not last against such odds.

Sadira, taking heart as Karmal and Vintia charged forward, threw herself at the enemy with renewed vigour. She drew ferocious, graceful arcs in the air with her elegant greatsword as she danced into her foes. She brought Bellasdoom down, the runed obsidian blade cleaving through the shoulder plates of her hapless brass victim, the sixty-eighth to fall. Before the body could sink to the ground she danced away, pivoting to face a clockwork soldier creeping in behind her. Her blade swept close to the ground and she twirled, arcing upwards. The vorpal edge sliced into the metal man's hip, shearing through metal as its runes glowed, writing the pattern of sharpness into the magic of the blade. The crowd roared as her sword cut all the way through in a single stroke; the gild-faced clockwork's torso fell backwards as its legs fell forward.

"SIXTY-NINE!" The crowd filled the arena with their raucous cheers. Smells of fire and brass filtered through the protective wards now, enveloping the stands.

Ravius engaged a large group of brass men keeping them away from his friends, daring them to chase him. His strategy was a simple one: divide and conquer. He led them on a merry chase, laughing with glee, baiting them with his flesh and always staying one step away from their brutal brass blades. Picking up speed, gaining distance, he turned and broke the pattern animating one of the clockwork men, causing it to freeze in mid-stride and fall to the ground amidst the others.

"Die you bronze bastards!" he shouted.

Karmal, frenzied with rage and pain, summoned power while swinging her massive cleaver into the mass of metal men that assailed her. She put every bit of her strength and adrenaline into the swing, throwing herself forward recklessly to add to the momentum. The heavy cleaver-blade smashed into the ranks like a tidal wave, splitting two brass men in half and knocking over others. One of them reflexively pulled on the end of the blade, and Flame haired Karmal, unbalanced from her mighty exertion, fell down among the thrashing broken brass men, and the ranks behind descended upon her, hacking and stabbing.  She struggled, defiant to the end, calling the pillar of flame spell down as the last of her life leaked away. The mound of clockwork dead became her funeral pyre, and the spectators roared as four more brass men were sucked in, adding fuel to the inferno.

Gavin leapt back from the conflagration. He had been unable to make it to reckless, war-screaming Karmal in time, her charge having carried her deep into the enemy ranks. He felt a moment of apprehension; he would never trust the Keystone enough to call down a spell of that magnitude on his own head. Then the brass men closed around him again and he went back to the grim business of the fight. He slammed his shield into the nearest enemy, stepping forward as it fell and slashing the razor-edge into its head, shattering the gilded brass face plate. He followed this with a powerful sword-lunge that missed the power core of his next target, but he hit some other vital system and it sank to the ground nonetheless, gushing oil. It was the Seventy-eighth to fall.

Stalwart Vintia stumbled. She did not even want to think of the trail of blood she'd left behind her. She saw Gavin and pushed her way toward him. A battered brass man grabbed onto her shield. She found herself too weak to keep her grip on the massive rectangle and it was ripped away. Snarling, she brought her longsword down two-handed on the clockwork soldier smashing its brass chest-plate. But her wounds were too great. Weak and dizzy, she saw a shocking pool of crimson blood at her feet, and felt her enemies moving toward her. She staggered again and fell to her knees. She saw the blades coming down and realized that she would not be able to last. With a final effort of will, she sent a stoneskin spell flying to Gavin, her last gift wrapping him in protective magic as she parried the slashing blade-arms of two clockwork soldiers. A third came up behind her, mercilessly shoving its blade home. She fell, hoping her spell had done a little good, and did not rise again.

The few brass men left near Gavin and Sadira pressed on tirelessly, but they could not overcome the enraged, nimble Gladiatrix or the shield-warded Gladiator.

Alas for poor Ravius, his luck ran out. A brass hand shot out from under a pile of bodies, catching his ankle as he hurled insults at the mob that followed him. He frantically stabbed at the grasping arm with his trident, but his captor was shielded by the brass bodies of the fallen. By the time the skirmisher destroyed his assailant with a mental blast, the rest were upon him. With nowhere to run, no shield, and little armour to protect him he fell quickly, his laughter silenced by more than a dozen bloody brass swords. The crowd gasped and cheered, enthralled by the drama.

Sadira danced among her enemies, moving around Stalwart Gavin. In her eyes he stood like a titan among them, keeping them from Vintia's broken body, unwilling to part from his friends even after they had fallen. She lashed out with Bellasdoom, cleaving the skull of one brass man, sliding forward and bringing her sword down again, crushing the head of its brother. Her magic was of little direct use against metal armour and clockwork innards, but she filled herself with bestial vigour, enabling her to leap over them and land at Gavin's side, She hacked another to the ground, shattering its chest-plate, as she landed catlike beside him.

Gavin punched his shield into a Clockwork as it lunged for Sadira. It stumbled and she sidestepped, bringing her greatsword down onto the back of its neck. As it fell he finished the last brass man near them with a quick trust of his sword. His eyes roamed the field, and his heart sank when he read Ravius's fate on the bloody swords of their remaining foes, fifteen clockwork soldiers shambling toward them across a fighting grounds choked with brass bodies.

"Let them come to us," he said before vengeful Sadira could charge forward.

She turned, her elegant brow arched questioningly. She looked so warlike and so beautiful, her eyes full of life and unclouded by doubt. He stepped in and kissed her. The crowd roared in approval.

"Nothing can beat me with you at my side, beloved," she said as they turned to face the enemy.

Sadira smiled, letting her feelings wash over her as she raised her greatsword to salute the spectators who had witnessed loss and triumph, bloodlust and friendship, sorrow and love. The crowd surged to their feet, filling the arena with shouts. Sadira wondered what Chosen Giselle would have to say after the fight. The crowd shouted as she kissed Gavin again, raucous and wild, and she glowed with pleasure, enjoying the moment.

Then the relentless clockwork soldiers drew close and the fighting began again. Sadira leapt forward, trusting Gavin to shield her. Her leap carried her high into the air and she brought Bellasdoom down in a glittering obsidian arc. The dying afternoon light caught the sword, making it shine as the sun-washed, rune etched, and lovingly made blade cut her hapless foe into two equal halves. Her war-scream sounded, savage and exultant and she cut another down with a leaping upswing. She parried brass blades contemptuously as her automaton opponents sought to end her dance.

Gavin surveyed the fight as Sadira ran forward. He saw that his best effort would be to stop them from flanking her. She could parry or dance away from attacks with graceful ease so long as they did not close around her. As he ran, he scooped up a motionless brass body, lifting it despite the fact that it weighed much more than a man of flesh and blood. He tossed it, caber-like, into the brass ranks as he drew close, sending them staggering away from ever-dancing Sadira. He drew his short blade again, charging forward and piercing one of his foes. His sword was off the mark but he smashed its head with his razor edged shield, ending it just the same. It was the eighty-eighth.

Only a dozen brass men remained. They tried to stab at swift-footed Sadira, but she twirled away using the graceful steps of the Shadow of the Red Moon, a more advanced war-dance, to obfuscate her movements. They tried to close around her, but clear-eyed Gavin held them at bay with his lion-headed shield. The fighting grounds were littered, not only with mounds of the clockwork dead, but also with the bloody ruin of Ravius, the pool of red in which Vintia slept, and the smoking remnants of Karmal's pyre. Taken in by the drama of the fight, the audience stood, shouting words of encouragement to the two remaining Gladiators. 

Sadira floated, her every movement artful, her whirling, graceful, blade drawing wide gleaming arcs around her. Two quick slashes downed another brass soldier and she kicked the next in line back into the others, flowing forward into the gap created by the flying body. She brought her greatsword up, sliding gracefully into a long lunge that plunged the blade through the armour plating of her next foe, deep into its innards of gears and tubes and oil, sending it sprawling. She knocked a few thrusts aside and danced backwards to Gavin's side.

And now, Gavin channelled power into a spell that disrupted the magic animating their foes. freezing a brass man in mid stride. He powered forward with his shield as he did this, sending the remaining soldiers stumbling back. Sadira flowed past him again, ready to take advantage of their disarray.

"NINETY!" shouted the crowd, full of fury and joy, as if it they were on the field with the Gladiators.

Sadira hopped over a pile of broken brass bodies, bringing Bellasdoom down on one of the clockworks as it struggled to rise. Her elegant blade sheered through its gilded faceplate and brass head, ending its mechanical motions. Oil from the blow splattered against her skin, but quickly dripped off, repelled by the same glamour magic that kept her hair in place and her skin shining. She found her feet easily, despite the treacherous terrain, and struck the next enemy with a flurry of quick, powerful cuts. It fell into pieces before her, and she rose exultant, flourishing her blade for the crowd.

Gavin pushed into them again, toppling two with a powerful shield slam, but a stray blade grazed his leg just below the groin as he moved over them. Vintia's stoneskin enchantment deadened the blow, but blood still dripped from the wound as he stabbed savagely downwards with his sturdy short sword, plunging the blade into the chest of a clockwork and twisting it into the power core. The metal man seized instantly, limbs curling. Hot oil dripped off the Gladiator's blade as he withdrew it.

Sadira darted past him, quick and agile. She plunged her blade into the other fallen metal man, ducked under a thrust from another, and came up whirling her sword which sheared through her next assailant's metal waist, cutting it in half. With a motion too quick to follow she kicked the upper half, sending the clockwork torso cannoning back into the other brass men.

"NINETY FIVE! " roared the crowd. Giselle was on her feet as well now, shouting with her people. 

Sadira stopped moving. She channelled power. Gavin stepped forward to join her, shield at the ready.  The last handful of brass men righted themselves. She looked over to Gavin, her eyes meeting his.

"Lend me your strength, beloved," she whispered to him, stepping forward toward the brass men slowly and gracefully, taunting them with her suddenly slow, delicate movements. "One last time, for love and glory!"

She moved slowly into the midst of the brass men, striking a pose like a debutante on display before her admiring suitors at a ball, letting her foes close in around her. She wove a spell of strength and speed, lazily parrying an attack as she channelled power into it.

Gavin, breathed in slowly, calming himself as he too channelled power and wove a spell. As his magic touched Sadira, the Gladiatrix felt her focus sharpen. She could sense everything around her now, even the smallest details. She watched her foes close in as if they moved in slow motion. The verdant strength of her own enhancement spell mingled with this sharp, new clarity. She felt for a moment as if she had touched the very pattern of creation, so profound was her attunement to life and thought in that heartbeat. She smiled.

The brass men readied themselves to strike, all five around her now. Sadira paused, unhurried, able to judge their movements perfectly. She stood still, daring them to strike. To the audience it appeared that the five brass men lunged at her in perfect unison, mechanical and precise... They gasped.

To Sadira, possessed with both enhanced vigour and perfect focus, their attack seemed slow and uncoordinated. She sidestepped the first clockwork, bringing her blade down into the attacker with a sweeping motion, cleaving its skull. She pivoted and struck again, and again, and again, and again, each simple, balanced stroke flowing perfectly into the next. As the last of her enemies fell, she turned slowly and then saluted the audience with a graceful dance pose frozen in mid air.

In the crowd’s eye, the five bodies had hit the ground almost simultaneously, like sections of an orange peeling away to reveal the glorious Gladiatrix within. The sun gleamed off her oil-glamoured skin, and shimmered on the surface of her elegant, curved Obsidian greatsword. The sudden stillness was explosive. Sadira held the pose, cradling Bellasdoom as if in supplication to the crowd, with her chin high and eyes defiant. The two enchantments slipped away from her then, leaving her feeling languid and content in the afterglow. Dropping from the pose, she brought her weapon up in salute to the ecstatic crowd. She did this for them, for those who loved her and feared her, and oh, how they shouted her name. But her smile, when it blossomed on her face, was for one man only.

 

-----o

 

The Blues took the field afterwards; they did not see the match, but Gavin and Sadira could hear the reactions of the crowd from the arena infirmary, where they waited for news of their injured friends. Vintia was the first to emerge, quiet and shy, curious about the match but too embarrassed about tapping out to ask the outcome. Sadira embraced her, smiling, and related the last minutes of the match to her. Halfway through the retelling, Lina entered, smiling.

"You won!" she said simply to them, flushed and smiling with excitement. "Azure Dream and Sapphire Lotus also survived their fight, but the Blue team took longer to finish...."

"I'm surprised they managed it at all," said Sadira. "The Blues here are not usually team players; Minerva must have been pushing her team hard to whip them into shape..."

"Sounds familiar, "Gavin said, thinking back to their first few matches in the Oasis. "I remember another team trying to scrape a little bit of glory out of a lost season not so long ago."

"It feels like years have passed since then..." added Sadira, half-smiling. She opened her mouth to say more, but closed her lips as flame-haired Karmal emerged from the infirmary, looking surprisingly hail after her gruesome finish. Lina seemed to shrink into the background as Karmal arrived.

"I did not expect to see you for a few days at least, Karmal," said Gavin. "Chosen's Oath I was worried that not even Keystone magic could bring you back whole from that kind of fire."

"A Pyromancer’s trick," the red-haired Gladiatrix said, winking at him. Gavin chuckled; Sadira rolled her eyes. "The healers said Ravius will be a few hours at least. Both lungs and his heart need to be repaired. Vintia and I can wait for him here. Why don't you two wander off and... celebrate... before we all get called to the victory party?

"We don't mind waiting here with you two," said Gavin.

Vintia shook her head. "I'd like some time alone with my sword-sister, Gavin. Very soon we will have to part ways. Karmal and I need to talk."

"Yeah, not everything revolves around you two," added Karmal. "We have our own lives."

Lina left them to go watch the closing ceremonies of the fight with Sulius. Gavin and Sadira spent a long time in the baths, enjoying the tender, bittersweet kisses of lovers soon to be parted.

 

-----o

 

Their victory over the Blues in this last fight sealed the season on a high note. For the first time in over ten years Scorpion's Oasis was claimed by the Red Faction. The festivities in their residence went on for a week. Sulius was even more generous than usual in his happiness.

Most of the other Reds had sought the five Gladiators out to congratulate them, familiar faces like Sax, Cassius, Tenisha, and Rishelle, as well as new-comers, and even old veterans they had not had a chance to work with in their crazed whirlwind of a season. The recognition and praise of their peers, as well as the festivities, took some of the edge off their imminent parting.

Gavin and Sadira stole as much time as they could for themselves, taking every opportunity to kiss, or sneak away and make love. Desperation and sorrow, mixed with the heavy feeling of the glorious triumph they had won, drove their passion to new heights. They clung to each other as if, letting go, they might drown. 

But as much as they desired to stay together, destiny had already decreed that they would part. At the end of the week Chosen Giselle sent for Sadira. The Chosen was returning to Brightsand Halls and she expected Sadira to attend her. Sadira was furious at the summons; she wanted to linger as long as she could, but Gavin was secretly relieved. An abrupt departure would save them both the added heartbreak of a long goodbye.

Lina would stay behind to supervise their belongings, most of which would follow Sadira to Brightsand Halls. The crimson haired vassal would then join her mistress in the private barracks of Giselle's favourite Gladiators. Sadira had told her that she could stay until she earned her freedom, but even then Lina was already planning to stay longer.

 

-----o

 

Gavin walked with Sadira to the gates of Scorpion's Oasis where the grand procession of the Chosen was winding out of the town. Hand in hand, clad in their armour, weapons on their backs they moved slowly through the streets. They seemed so out of place; two Gladiators, faces full of love and sorrow, walking through the streets of a town where everyone else was thinking only of pleasure and relaxation. Those who recognized them, shouted their names or smiled at them as they passed. Two Grey Robes followed silently behind at a respectful distance.

"I wish it didn't have to be this way, my love," said Sadira, breaking the long silence.

"I would follow you if you asked it," he said quietly "no matter what the cost."

"I know you would, beloved," she smiled, but her eyes were wet with heartbreak. "But I know now that making that demand of you would diminish us both. You cannot compete with Giselle and win, not yet, and I cannot defy her for you any longer."

"I bet you would try if I asked," he said, surprising her. She turned to him, eyes so bright in the desert sun, shockingly purple next to her pale skin and dark hair.

"I would," she said. The thought of such a grand, Pyrrhic gesture in the name of love excited her, in truth. "I would throw it all away just for you. What good is all the glory in the world to me without the man I love at my side?"

He smiled, the bright and secret smile that he only ever showed to those close to him. She kissed him quickly, cautiously, not wanting to get lost in his embrace while she had to leave.

They walked on, hand in hand, until they came to the great gilded gates of the Oasis where the Chosen awaited, hidden away in a magnificent steam-carriage, surrounded by an honour guard of armoured horsemen shining in the sun. She turned to him one last time. Part of her desperately wanted him to demand that she stay, to defy the Chosen with him, to throw it all away for love. She wondered if this was childish; once she would have said yes without hesitation.

But this was not what he said to her.

 

-----o

 

Chosen Giselle watched them from the sumptuous interior of her clockwork conveyance, hidden behind a lace curtain. She was impatient; a Chosen waits for no one. And yet she did not move to hurry the two lovers, merely frowned as she watched them, wondering why she felt so uncomfortable. She saw the sorrow etched on Sadira's face, and wondered if her newest acquisition was in danger of breaking.

Beside her, lying back on the silk cushions with her legs akimbo,  Karmal gasped, her face blushing with pleasure as one of Giselle's most skilled vassals worked her own magic on the powerful Gladiatrix. Giselle smiled at this; at least one of her new fighters would be easy to control.

When she turned back to Gavin and Sadira, she saw the Gladiator bend down and whisper something in her ear. He placed something in her hands then, and a smile formed on Sadira's face as she looked at his gift. In that moment Giselle saw hope wipe away a little of the sorrow and light up the Shadow-Elf's eyes. As Gavin stood up, smiling in return, the Chosen noticed, for the briefest moment, how perfectly his simple, handsome face complimented Sadira's.

Troubled, Giselle turn away. Thus, she did not see what Sadira gave Gavin in return.

 

-----o

 

Sadira felt as if she was tearing away from a part of herself as she walked from Gavin to the waiting steam-wagon. Although she could feel his eyes on her, she could not bear to look back. Her heart threatened to rebel. She held his last words in her heart, wearing them like a kind of armour as she entered the sumptuous carriage. His parting gift, a token to remember him by, felt warm in her hand.

She ignored Karmal, whom she doubted cared for anything beyond the tongue between her legs right now, and looked directly at the Chosen. Their eyes locked. Sadira did not directly challenge her new Patron, bowing her head slightly to her mistress. But neither did she submit before the power of the Chosen's gaze. Her obedience was wilful and purposeful, not borne of weakness. Giselle looked away first, signalling the drivers.

Sadira looked down at the gift Gavin had given her, a simple pendant showing a lion and a scorpion entwined.  Simple, but meaningful. She sighed, and leaned back, easing into the silk cushions. This is what we must do, she thought, but it did not salve her aching heart.

Gavin watched the carriage as it joined the grand procession leaving Scorpion's Oasis. His eyes followed until it grew small, became a spec on the horizon, and was swallowed by the dust and dunes along the roads to the great city of Brightsand Halls in the distance.

When he went back into the city the sun was setting and the coolness of the desert night caressed him. He felt cold without Sadira in his arms.

 

-----o

 

Gavin left the day after Sadira departed; he could not bear to be in the city any longer. All the opulence and hedonistic joy of the Oasis were meaningless to him. Even the congratulations and warm greetings of his fellow Reds seemed a little hollow without Sadira. Their apartment, once the locus of all his happiness, was now a dagger in his heart, reminding him of his other half, separated from him now by cruel destiny.

As he left the apartment for the last time, he gathered Lina into an affectionate hug. He was pleased that she returned his affection openly and without fear; she had come a long way in the few months that he had known her. "Take care of her, Lina," he said to the crimson haired vassal. "And yourself..."

The green-eyed girl nodded seriously.  As Gavin turned to leave she grabbed his wrist and hugged him again, tears in her eyes.  "Thank you for everything, Gavin," she said, voice clear as she intoned her blessing. "You are a kind man, and better than you know. Ezuis be with you."

He smiled. "And with you as well Lina diVolcanus. I am glad to have shared this little part my life with you. I hope we meet again one day, as friends, when we are free."

 

-----o

 

After saying goodbye, and thanks, to Sulius ul-Cyrus, Gavin found Vintia on the practice grounds. It was morning, and the little, bright-eyed Gladiatrix was engaged in drill. The desert sun glinted off her silver-white armour as she moved, effortless and graceful in spite of her massive tower shield and the heavy plates on her body. He realized then that something about her had changed. She seemed more confident, full of purpose, and yet a little sad. Sorrow tempers us all, he thought. He recognized energetic Rishelle and silent Tenisha training alongside her; perhaps the makings of a new team?

"I'm off," he said simply as he approached her.

"I'll be sad to see you go, my friend," said Vintia, her smile bright, but brittle with sorrow. He wondered suddenly what had passed between her and Karmal, or her and Ravius. Other stories had unfolded all around him while he was here, some that he might never hear. "If you come by this way again, visit me, please."

"I will." he said, "When my time is my own, I will gladly spend some with you, my friend."

"I will hold you to that," she answered, pinching her lip as she looked up at him. "Ravius is waiting for you with Sax at the gate and I can see you want to get out of here. You will always be in my thoughts, Gavin Orphanus. Chosen bring you victory, Lionfang."

"And you as well, Brightshield," he said, lifting her off the ground, armour and all, in a lasting bear-hug. Rishelle laughed nearby, a pure sound, as Vintia squirmed for a moment in his embrace.

Vintia shook her head as he put her down, a sly look in her bright eyes. "Do that again, and I'll fight Sadira for you!"

They both laughed, one last time, and he clasped hands with Rishelle and Tenisha before walking off the bright training grounds beside the clear, crystal waters of Scorpion's Oasis. Much to his surprise he realized he would miss this place as well. Not the unmatched opulence and glorious beauty of the town, but the people who he had come to know here and the experiences they had shared together.

 

-----o

 

Ravius was indeed awaiting him at the gate, wearing the green laurels of their victory on his head. Beside the smiling skirmisher, the tall, lean form of Sax lounged against the marble wall. A single, small officer of the Deliberative stood nearby, face hidden in the folds of her grey hood. Gavin, not trusting himself to speak, nodded to them. He felt warmth in his heart, despite his sorrow; it was good to have friends. He walked through the gate, wanting to be free of Scorpion's Oasis and the weight of the emotions he now felt.

They had come here a year ago, putting forth an effort that few could match, fighting challenge after challenge and inspiring their fellow Reds. They had won a great triumph in the arena, something that would be talked about by fans of the Great Games for years to come. He was leaving with the victory laurels of a Faction champion, but unlike Ravius, Gavin could not bring himself to wear them. He should be proud, but all he could think of was the cost. Their little fellowship was broken now, cruel reality having driven them apart. Victory and glory were ashes in his mouth without Sadira, Vintia, Karmal, and Omodo to share them.

"Time to get moving Gavin," said the Grey-Robe beside him, her familiar voice jolting him out of his sorrows and bringing a smile to his face. "The road to the north is a long one, and since you won't let me stay and hit up the Shato diOre, I'd like to get to an inn before nightfall at least..."

 

-----o

 

Sulius ul-Cyrus sat in his office. Across from him sat Regina diCouture, radiant in a crimson gown. A bottle of fire-brandy sat on the ornate desk between them, half-drained. Two more stood beside it, quite empty. They were both quite drunk, and quite content.

"I am going to miss you, I think," he said.

She smiled radiantly, "And I will miss you, Sulius ul-Cyrus." She shook her head. "I could not have imagined that you and I would be friends a year ago. But I could not have imagined how quickly the Blues abandoned me, either"

"Not all of them will forget you," he said. "Some of the newer Gladiators speak highly of you; this is an exciting time for them. They have a chance to retake the Oasis from the hated Reds now. Think of the glory!"

They both laughed. Having tasted glory at last, Sulius did not think it was worth the effort that some put into gaining it.

"So tell me one thing," he said, suddenly serious. "The Grand Melee... Why did you hire Stonehammer? Don't tell me he was just there to help the Blues win."

She looked at him. She saw that he would not rest until he knew. "You may have guessed that part of it was revenge. When I started losing, my superiors threw me to the wolves. Nothing stinks as badly as failure to a Blue. My own Gladiators, people whose careers I helped make, refused to fight against Sadira. If it weren't for my newest fighters I would have had to forfeit the last few challenges. The rest is personal. Someone ruined the career of a person I cared about a long time ago with trickery in the arena; I was not about to let that happen again. When I figured out that they were using Calamity to take out Sadira, I hired Stonehammer to stop him. I did not do so without some help; there are those among the Blues who still hold honour above victory."

He nodded sagely. "Ah, it all falls into place. You replaced him with Azure Dream at the last minute in the previous match as well. I should have guessed."

"Yes, they fired me for that," she said, lazily draining her glass and holding it out to him for another refill. The burning sensation in her throat was wonderful. "They wanted to do worse I'm sure, but the Deliberative is in their way now. They were foolish to try a second time: heads will roll."

"Interesting..." he said. "Well, our part in this tale is done now, I think. What will you do now Regina?"

"I was a Gladiatrix once, Sulius," she responded, eyes distant. "I lost a great deal in the foolish pursuit of glory; the Chosen can make you or destroy you with a whim. I have seen it too many times. I thought I could carve out a quiet corner, pay my dues, and live happily; then the eye of the Chosen fell upon me and I lost it all. I will fight to regain what I have lost of course; to give in is to die inside. And I am wiser now; I will move on and rebuild."

"You have not lost everything," he said, softly. "You will always have a friend wherever I am."

He held up his glass in salute. She tipped hers to meet it.

The pure, perfect sound of ringing crystal carried out across the clear waters of glittering Scorpion's Oasis, through the desert night, and into the Domains of the Chosen, where the brave can live forever.




  

Epilogue
 

 

Irongrim, the foreboding tower of Chosen Moltar is perched upon the upper reaches of the vast fortress built into the crown of Mount Wreckfire, the largest active volcano in the Domains. Despite the fiery surroundings, the ancient stone halls that house the ruler of Volcanus are always cold.

Valaran diVolcanus, the most feared Gladiator of his day, shivers in spite of himself. As a Gladiator the cold should not make him uncomfortable, but today it does. He knows that this means that his Lord and Master, Chosen Moltar, is displeased. 

Very few men survive Chosen Moltar’s displeasure.

Valaran enters the Chosen’s throne-room, a vast hall that could swallow most of the arenas in which he has fought. The room is black: obsidian, ebony, and polished blackstone with golden trim and rich red carpet running down the middle like a river of blood. It is empty save for a golden throne. On that throne sits the most feared man in the Domains.

Chosen Moltar wears his famed black and gold armour, ornate and terrifying. His helmet is off, revealing his perfect, expressionless face. Few people other than Valaran know what the Chosen looks like without his helmet on; most of the people of the Domains assume Chosen Moltar is as nightmarish to look on in the flesh as his Daemonic helmet would suggest. 

The Chosen’s presence fills the room, making the cavernous space seem too small. Valaran, arrogant as he is, prostrates himself unhesitatingly before his master. Moltar says nothing for some time, and Valaran remains on the ground. He begins to wonder if the Chosen has forgotten him.

"Valaran...," The Chosen’s voice is powerful, as if his words carry the weight of the mountain underneath them. "My little experiment is nearing its end. You may rise"

"Yes my lord," Valaran replies, relieved to be allowed to stand. "Soon I will take my place among the Chosen."

"Will you?" The Chosen's eyes focus on Valaran. The Gladiator nearly falls to his knees under that weighty gaze. 

"Have I displeased you my lord?" Valaran fights to keep a tremor from his voice.

"I created you Valaran; you can hide nothing from me."

Valaran waits uncertainly. He cannot think of anything he has done to upset his master; he has always been very careful to stay in the Chosen’s favour.

The Chosen tilts his head, regarding Valaran as a man might regard a disobedient pet. Valaran knows that the Chosen can annihilate him with a thought. The Deliberative cannot protect him here; the Grey-Robes of Volcanus are Moltar’s now.

"You have jeopardized my plans with your desire for a woman!" Moltar’s voice is grim and sombre, like that of a judge repeating the most repulsive of crimes. "Thoughts of love makes you weak; it jeopardizes my plan."

Valaran closes his eyes, realizing his mistake. Moltar would not look upon his passion for Sadira Lacivia favourably; he should have known this. He considers begging for his life, but decides against it. He waits.

"You do not deny this?" The Chosen says after some time has passed.

"No, Master, I do not. I desire her above all things," he waits for the end.

"I am not an indulgent lord, Valaran. The servant does not place his desires above the master's. Happily for you, I have received information that has shed a positive light upon your little obsession. I will allow you to pursue your little infatuation…"

Valaran wants to know why, but he knows better than to question the Chosen. Instead he ask, "How shall I do so, Master? She has already rejected my advances."

Moltar is silent for some time. When his voice comes, it is so thick with malice that Valaran shivers for the second time that day. 

"Corrupt her friends;... destroy her lover;... make her yours… To get what you want is the only true measure of power, Valaran."




  

Glossary (with Author Comments)
 

 

AR: [After Reckoning]. In the Domains time is measured from the end of the Reckoning.

 

Appeal to the crowd: [Show thumbs, Judgement of the Crowd] The appeal to the crowd has several uses in the arena, and is regarded as a sacred tradition among fans of the Great Games. The root of the action is a symbolic appeal to the people. The spectators vote for each side, often by showing their thumbs. A single spectator can vote for all sides if they wish. The side with the most "positives", with "negatives" cancelling one thumbs up each, wins the appeal. Ties and Deathmatch executions are almost always resolved in this manner. The Appeal is one of the reasons that popularity is very important to a Gladiator.

 

Armodon: Armodons are a race that have Rhinoceros features. They are much larger than humans and have thick, tough skin and a single prominent horn. Some Armodons have thick, bristly hair on their heads, although this is not the case with Omodo. Armodons, like Minotaurs, are a "beast race" created during the Reckoning and they frequently suffer from prejudice because of this. 

 

Armour. objectification, and bloodlust: [Commentary] Gladiator armour exposes a great deal more flesh than would be purely practical for armour. With the fabrication techniques available in the Domains even light armour class Gladiators could cover their entire bodies in strong, light metal alloys and enduring fabrics. Yet even the strongest heavy class Gladiators must expose at least a third of their body surface in the arena. Part of this is to make the fight more exciting, the crowds do not want to see nigh invulnerable steel clad behemoths bashing each other around to little effect; they want to see blood, and having exposed flesh is a near guarantee of red on the sand. In many of the ancient cultures that existed before the Domains, one on one combat was emphasized over mass melee, and wearing less armour was considered a sign of courage. Finally and most importantly Gladiator armour is about individual style, and some fighters will opt for sexier armour for various reasons, including increasing their popularity with the arena-going crowds. Both male and female Gladiators are heavily objectified in the Domains, and the portrayal of some characters as scantily clad and concerned about appearances is absolutely purposeful. Some schools are as concerned with aesthetics as they are with fighting. Body-sculpting is part of this objectification as well, akin to cosmetic surgery in some ways. This is all intentional, but I will not further address it here.

 

Armour Class/Weight Class: [Light, Medium, Heavy] During their early training Gladiators choose an armour class in which to specialize. This is occasionally referred to as weight class. The term is somewhat misleading because it refers to the weight and coverage of the armour, not that of the Gladiator. It is therefore possible to have a Quickling heavy armour class and an Ogre light armour class. Armour class is also a shout out to D&D, a game that kindled my love of Fantasy. (see Light/Medium/Heavy for specifics)

 

Artifice: A form of magic developed after the Reckoning. Artifice deals with machines and other devices. The "artifice revolution" has greatly increased quality of life in the Domains through technological advancement. Artificers are rarely seen as Gladiators. Artifice is seen as a more modern, measurable, and rational approach to magic by most people in the Domains. (Artifice is similar to what some Steampunk writers call Cognomancy, but I shy away from using that term because it is too close to Cogimancy.)

 

Attuning/Attunement: A Person must attune to a rune or enchanted item to make full use of the magic within. This is a relatively quick process for a Gifted.

 

Basic Training: [Training] A Gladiator's basic training consists of conditioning, armour class, magic class, and training class. Training also includes live weapons and fully powered spells and is considered overly brutal by some citizens of the Domains.

 

Battle Magic: [Remedial Magic, sub of magic class] Some Gladiators take to conditioning too well and develop a difficulty weaving spells that affect others. They are even more physically honed than most Gladiators but a little lacking in magical prowess. They are trained in a general array of relatively simple spells, and must work extra hard if they wish to push further into magical studies as they advance in ranks.

 

Bloodlust, the Game: [Commentary] Bloodlust began as a tabletop role-playing game that I wrote. The nature of the Great Games made it easier to deal with players and characters moving in and out of each play session and also seemed a more natural fit for encounter style play.

 

Capitals, use of: [Commentary] I use capital letters in a way that some people regard as poor English. When I write Gladiator instead of Gladiator or Training Class instead of training class I am simply trying to convey that these are seen as titles by the people of the Domains. Training Class would be the equivalent of a BA or BSC in many ways. The Great Games are steeped in ritual and the use of capitals is one way I attempt to convey this.

 

Charger: [Aggressor, sub of Training Class] Young Gladiators with aggressive personalities and offensively oriented mindsets are trained as Chargers. Chargers take the fight to the enemy and win by attacking, pure and simple.

 

Channel/Channelling: Channelling is the description for how Gifted draw upon power to energize their magic. The power accumulates over time until the amount required to cast the spell is reached. More experienced Gifted can draw upon power faster and have a higher maximum capacity. Gladiators are trained to do this more or less unconsciously so that they can still fight while channelling. Most channelling in the book draws from some internal source but some Gladiators are able to tap into the energy of a supportive audience; if you read closely, I call this out now and again.

 

Chosen: The Chosen are the rulers of the Domains. They are immensely powerful Gifted who have full use of their magic. Some of them, referred to as the Elder Chosen, have been around since before the Reckoning. Every Chosen that has been added since the Reckoning has been a Champion of the Arena (There might be an exception or two to this; I am undecided). All of the Chosen have sworn the Oath of the Covenant. Originally the Chosen were limited in number to 100 and new Chosen were only added when the old ones died (or disappeared fro long periods). Because the Domains are expanding, and Gladiators become more rebellious if regular championships are not held, new Chosen have been added at least every 50 years starting with AR 1000.

 

Clockwork: Any mechanical automaton in the Domains is called a clockwork, often erroneously.

 

Cogimancy: Cogimancy is the discipline of magic that deals with thought processes and the brain. Gladiators use Cogimancy for quick mental communication and coordination between team-mates. In fact, as a reader, you could assume that much of what the characters are saying to other members of their team in a match is mental communication and not speech. Cogimancy spells can be used to enhance personal focus, cause headaches and confusion, create hallucinations, read emotions and thoughts, and attack with potent mental blasts. Presumably Cogimancy can be used therapeutically to cure all sorts of mental illnesses, but that does not really fall under the purview of a Gladiator. (As an aside Steampunk writers occasionally use the term Cognomancy to refer to a kind of mechanical magic, which I call artifice in Bloodlust.)

 

Conditioning: [part of Basic Training] Gifted who choose the path of the Gladiator are subject to harsh physical and mental conditioning. They take up a regimen of athletic exercise that would destroy a normal person, forcing them to turn their magic inwards to enhance their physique to supernatural levels. They are injured in every way possible, to teach their bodies to heal and their minds to overcome pain. They are even killed and brought back to life with the Keystone, so that they do not flinch from death. Some feel this training is monstrous, especially since it begins during childhood, while others feel it is the only ordeal that can make a responsible Chosen.

 

Covenant, the: The basic set of laws that governs magic, the Chosen, and the Gifted in the Domains. The Covenant was drawn up by the people of Krass, led by Ezuis, during the Reckoning. The Chosen are forced to swear a magical oath to uphold and abide by the Covenant.

 

Deathmatch: A Deathmatch is an arena match where one or more of the fighters faces death.  In a Deathmatch the Gladiator/Gifted/Chosen who accepts the Deathmatch condition does not attune to the Keystone. Deathmatches must be sanctioned by the Deliberative, which ensures that they are as fair as possible, and the Gladiators must agree to the fight publicly, in front of the crowd before the fight begins. Deathmatches are often used to execute Heretics. Two things are important to note in Deathmatches; firstly the risk is not always equal, in some Deathmatches only one side or participant risks death; secondly, most Deathmatches end in an appeal to the crowd in which mercy is often shown to the loser if they fought well.

 

Defender: [sub of Training Class] Young Gladiators who are oriented toward protecting others or lacking in direct aggression are trained as defenders. Defenders concentrate on outlasting their enemies and protecting their friends. Defenders frequently use shields. They are the least popular of the Training Classes.

 

Deliberative, the: The Deliberative is the body that overseas magic and the Gifted in the Domains. Many of the Officers of the Deliberative are Gifted, even former Gladiators. The Deliberative is not under the control of the Chosen, but rather upholds the Covenant. It takes a unified act of the People's Assembly and the Council of the Chosen to over-rule the Deliberative. The Deliberative has a strained relationship with some of the Chosen, who see it as intrusive.

 

Dirty Fighting: [Schools] This school of fighting codifies every mean, nasty dirty trick imaginable that can be used in the arena. It is very popular among Skirmishers.

 

Domain: A Domain is the personal territory of a Chosen. It is analogous in many ways to a province or state. Quite a few Domains have their own people's assemblies and act relatively democratically while a small minority are rather despotic. At least one Domain is more akin to a nature preserve.

 

Domains of The Chosen: [The Domains] The Domains of the Chosen refers to the collective of all of the Domains, the free holds, captured territories, and Krass. 

 

Druidic Magic/Druidism: Magic dealing with nature, instinct, and life-force. Druidic spells can be used for physical enhancement, healing, growth, and so on. Plant magics often fall under this discipline, but Scholars often debate that they should be considered an aligned category rather than a sub-category. 

 

Dwarf: A fairly typical take on fantasy Dwarves (so far, I may develop them further. I am also toying with a purely Dwarven fantasy series), aside from their use of magic. Dwarves were the originators of Artifice magic and Rune-smithing. They were fairly isolationist prior to the Reckoning but have now integrated into the Domains. Dwarves tend to specialize by nature and are driven to master a single craft or skill throughout their lives. Since Gladiators are pretty obsessive to begin with this does not really come up often in the book.

 

Elementalism: A school of magic based on the idea that the four elements (air, earth, fire, water) are the building blocks of reality. Elementalism has a wide variety of spells and numerous sub-disciplines, like Pyromancy. In the arena Elementalism is a crowd favourite due to its spectacular, impressive attack spells. 

 

Execution: Most Deathmatches are supposed to end with an execution. The Gladiator subdues his or her opponent and then makes an appeal to the crowd. The winning Gladiator can actually encourage the audience to vote one way or another, if they wish. 

 

Ezuis: [The Founder, Blessed Ezuis, The First Champion of the People] Ezuis was the man who suggested that the surviving Gifted be allowed to enter Krass if they swore to follow the Covenant. He is the prophet and father figure of the Domains, and many people pray to him for guidance and regard him in a spiritual manner. He was Ungifted, but profoundly knowledgeable, old and wise by the time the Reckoning ended. There is some evidence that he was the one who ordered the walls of Krass reinforced in preparation for the great storms at the end of the Reckoning. The official story is that he retired to the Isles of the Dawn and lived a monastic life before dying of natural causes.

 

Factions: [The Blues, The Reds, The Greens, The Orange] The popular factions are basically political parties that arose naturally out of the interaction of the Great Games and the popular assemblies. They are somewhat more pervasive than modern political parties. Imagine if politics, entertainment, and sports intermingled more than they do in present day. The Factions are loosely based off Byzantine groups as well as modern politics. 

 

Faultless Blade, the: [School] This complex school teaches that self-mastery, understanding, and discipline are the true path of a Gladiator. 

 

Gifted: Those who develop the full "gift" of magic are called the Gifted. Most people in the Domains can use simple, formulaic magic with great effort. The Gifted can sense magic, allowing them to Channel power and weave spell-patterns with ease. The Gifted can perform great feats of magic, and can improve their skills over time, with some of them approaching Godlike power. Their magic also makes them far more resilient and long lived than the Ungifted. The Gift is not hereditary and cannot be detected until after early childhood.

 

Gladiator: Gladiators in the Domains are Gifted who have chosen to try to win their freedom in the arena. A Gladiator can choose to retire at any time to undergo the sundering and become a Vassal. Gladiators who achieve Master Rank can become champions, retire to teach, or retire to service as a Warbound. Other options exist (possibly as secret operatives of the Deliberative or some form of Retainer), but are not widely known. A male Gladiator is called a Gladiator. Mixed groups of Gladiators are called Gladiators. 

 

Gladiatrix: A female Gladiator is called a Gladiatrix. I just like the way it sounds. The plural is Gladiatrices which is a bit awkward but I still like it.

 

Glamour: Glamour is a minor form of magic that instantly applies cosmetic effects. It is used by characters in the book to create hair and make-up effects as well as exotic, but temporary appearance alterations like shiny skin. It is also used to freshen up quickly, cleaning a person as if they had just washed.

 

Grey-Robe: Common slang term for officers of the Deliberative. They are called Grey-Robes because they always wear grey, and their dress uniform is a robe.

 

Heavy: [sub of Armour Class] A Heavy Gladiator wears armour that covers 40-66% percent of their body surface and weights between 33-75% of their body weight. Heavy Gladiators are trained to take advantage of the additional protection of their armour by positioning the armoured parts of their bodies to take an impact. They are also trained to use the additional weight the armour gives them to great advantage when charging or holding position. 

 

Heretic: Any Gifted who breaks the Covenant is called a Heretic. 

 

Honoured Gladiator/Honoured Gladiatrix: Gladiator is an official title in the Domains but when more respect needs to be shown people use an ancient honorific which is designated as "Honoured Gladiator" in the book because I have yet to have the time/skill/desire to make up a language like some of the masters of the genre.

 

Enduring Bulwark School: [Iron Bulwark, School] The Enduring Bulwark School teaches advanced shield use and defensive positioning. 

 

Image: see armour, objectification, and bloodlust,

 

Keystone: A Keystone is a powerful device that can essentially preserve the life-force and re-create the bodies of anyone attuned to it. It allows Gladiators to survive just about any injury in the arena, including those which would normally be fatal. Decapitation, being burnt to a crisp, and exploding are all things that are survived in the book via a Keystone. Keystones have many limitations, such as size, massive power requirements, and limited effective distance. In a Deathmatch the Gladiator does not attune to the Keystone. Keystones are similar to lifestones in some online games, but fairly limited by comparison.

 

Light: [sub of Armour Class] Light Gladiators wear armour that covers 10-33% of their body surface and weighs up to 17% (one sixth to be exact) of their body weight. Light Gladiators rely on mobility and speed above all. Where their lack of armour hurts them most is in situations where mobility is limited or mass melee. Light Gladiators are crowd favourites, both for sex-appeal and bravery, but many critics of the Great Games feel that they exist only to titillate. Gladiatrices face more scrutiny for this than their male counterparts.

 

Light-Elf: The ancient elves warred amongst each other long before the Reckoning, but have set their animosity aside. The Light-Elves are compassionate, calm, and socially oriented which means that they rarely choose to be Gladiators. Light-Elves tend toward softer, more even, skin colours than humans; alabaster, light brown, and golden tan are the most common skin colourations. They exhibit very few blemishes or birthmarks. Their eyes are somewhat large, very luminous and brightly coloured: greens, blues, gold, and ambers predominate. Hair colours are gold, copper, silver, pale blond, light brown, and raven. Light elves have little body hair, and males grow beards far less frequently than humans. All Light-Elves can see through illusions to a certain extent. (Because Bloodlust started out as an RPG I allowed all types of Elven ears styles from the slight points to the full on anime elf ears).

 

Link Crystal: The link crystal is what artificers did with magic mirrors and scrying pools. It is a device that is analogous to a modern smart-phone in many ways. One of the reasons I included this is that I feel it is important to have the characters read to create a bond with the reader, and some of you will, no doubt, read Bloodlust on an e-reader. It also helps emphasize that the Domains are not medieval. Gladiators are not allowed full use of Link Crystals, for fear of them organizing a rebellion.

 

Lost One: What the Wirn call the Gifted of the Domains. The term implies that there is some other type of Gifted than the Wirn do not think are lost.

 

Master: A Master is any Gladiator who has passed their Ranking Match for the 10th rank. Masters are eligible to become war-bound or teach. To be invited to a championship, one must be a Master Ranked Gladiator. 

 

Match type: There are many different types of matches, rules variations, and challenges in the Great Games. Slaughter matches pit the Gladiators against a number of creatures, which they must kill as quickly and spectacularly as possible. Survival matches require the Gladiators to hold out against an increasing number of foes until a time limit is reached. Some match types resemble games or local past times, like bull baiting. As always the Deliberative must approve of a match before it is allowed.

 

Medium: [sub of Armour Class] Medium Gladiators wear armour that covers 33% to 50% of their body surface and weighs 25%-33% of their body weight. They are more versatile than lights or heavies.

 

Minotaur: [Tauran] Minotaurs are a race that have bovine features. They are larger than humans and have horns and hooves. They are a "beast race" created during the Reckoning and are treated with prejudice in many areas of the Domains.

 

Necromancy: Necromancy is a form of magic that deals with death, decay, and the after-life. Once considered a "dark art" necromancy in the Domains is surprisingly commonplace, although still subject to prejudice. Hazardous tasks, for example, are often performed by animated corpses. Necromantic curses are greatly feared in the arena, as are their spells that steal life or power from the victim. Animated corpses and undead constructs are also a favoured arena foe all over the Domains.

 

Orc: Somewhat larger than humans with powerful, broad builds, Orcs are a common sight in the Domains. They have green, grey, black, or striped skin colours and should be familiar to most readers of fantasy. In Bloodlust Orcs are a carnivorous species, and those who are trained as Gladiators are taught to rely on their predatory instincts. Some Orcs decry this, seeing it as a brutalization of their race.

 

Ogre: Ogres are a massive, muscular race that look like really big humans with heads that seem just a little on the small side for their bodies. The small size of their heads means that Ogres often get characterized as dumb, musclebound brutes, but this is actually far from the truth. Ogres are also known for their tremendously loud voices

 

Path of the Colossus: [School] This school teaches larger Gladiators how to use their size and weight to greater defensive advantage. Part of the training is additional conditioning and a special diet that increases the Gladiator's size and muscle mass. This school was once taught only to students of Chosen Moltar, before School reforms.

 

Path of the Brutal Executioner: [School] A favoured school for those who use heavy two handed weapons. The school teaches Gladiators how to channel all of their power, both physical and magical into blows of terrific force. The School also teaches a few special ways to execute opponents in Deathmatches.

 

Path of the Juggernaut: [School] This school teaches the Gladiator how to use their size and weight to overpower lesser foes. Part of the training is additional conditioning and a special diet that increases the Gladiator's size and muscle mass.

 

Pattern: [Spell-Weave, Spell-Pattern] The pattern is best thought of as the "set of instructions" that translates channelled power into a spell. Most objects have a natural pattern of some sort or other as well, which allows objects to be directly manipulated by magic. The patterns of an object can be altered in a number of permanent, interesting ways.

 

Pyromancy: [exploder magic, School] A school of Elementalism dealing with powerful fire and concussive spells. Very popular in the South, and with crowds who love more destructive magic.

 

Quickling: A small race that resembles little elves. Quicklings are extremely fast with incredible reflexes and movement speed. They also tend to talk very quickly, which leads to communications problems and prejudice.

 

Rank: Rank is a measure of how experienced a Gladiator is. Every five matches the Gladiator qualifies for a Ranking Match. The Ranking Match is supervised by the Deliberative and often seems to involve unusual elements. Failure requires that the Gladiator repeat the test before moving on in Rank. It is possible to win the match and yet still fail to earn the Rank since the test often involves a hidden objective that the Gladiator is not aware of. One can also lose the match and still pass the test, such as when Gavin fights Sadira for his first Ranking Match. There is a great deal of mystique surrounding Ranking Matches. Some Chosen want to see them done away with.

 

Racism: [Commentary] Racism is alive and well in the Domains, but takes a different form than in traditional fantasies where each race tends to have its own separate cultures and space. In most Domains, the races live together in a fairly cosmopolitan arrangement. They are forced to tolerate each other by law and many enjoy interacting with each other; others still cling to prejudices old and new, and I try to make this apparent in the book. The races in Bloodlust are not conscious allegories for any particular real world groups.

 

Reckoning, the: The Reckoning is the pivotal event in the history of the Domains, and the world. It started as an apocalyptic series of battles, wars, and duels between various Gifted of tremendous power. As more and more magic was released into the world, including spells of mass-destruction and experimental magics of last resort, unpredictable wild magic and tainted magic began to wreak havoc. This culminated in a massive storm of uncontrollable magic that swept even the Gifted away. Only Krass is known to have survived intact; those caught without shelter were destroyed or tainted. The effects of the Reckoning were so dire that they still linger and occasionally flare up over a thousand years later.

 

Seeking Spear School: [School] A school of spear fighting that emphasizes the versatility of the weapon. The special grip techniques are particularly impressive, allowing the Gladiator to take full advantage of the weapon's reach with only one hand.

 

Shadow-Elf: Shadow-Elves are aggressive and lusty by nature, traits that are greatly encouraged in Gladiators. They are shorter and more full-bodied than Light Elves, and tend to have dark eyes that shine in the light. Shadow-Elves have either white skin with black hair or black skin with white hair (many dye their hair with Glamour, however). Shadow-Elves have an innate ability to conjure shadows. (Because Bloodlust started out as an RPG I allowed all types of Elven ears styles from the slight points to the full on anime elf ears. Breeding does not change skin colour on Shadow-Elves; it is not an inherited trait for them but rather seems to be caused by something else).

 

Spell-casting: [Spell-weaving] Combining power and pattern and aiming it at the target.

 

Spell-weaving: See spell-casting

 

School: [Discipline, Path] Gladiators spend much of their time learning new ways of fighting and new magical theories as they train and advance in rank. The most complex of these are akin to martial arts with complete underlying philosophies and multiple ranks of advancement, but even the simplest teach an entirely new set of moves or spells and represents a major undertaking for a Gladiator. Schools are presided over by Master Gladiators, usually retired. 

 

Skirmisher: [clown, sub of Training Class] Skirmishers are the class clowns and socialites of basic training. They are not as straightforwardly aggressive or defensive as their peers, and rely on their ability to uncover and exploit their opponent's weaknesses to win. Skirmishers often come out of basic training with a better understanding of how to play to the crowd and basic tactics.

 

Sun and Moon School: [School] A simple school that teaches a variety of two weapon fighting techniques, with a balance of offence and defence. The school is noted for its flowing, circular style.

 

Sundering, the: [Gelding] The Sundering is a magical ritual that prevents the Gifted from using his or her magic in certain ways. It is thought to be irreversible (Maybe true, maybe not) It blocks the use of magic that is deemed too dangerous. Vassals are all sundered. 

 

Tauran: see minotaur

 

Tap out: When a Gladiator is killed or incapacitated in a regular match it is called tapping out. 

 

Tainted: Magic that has been altered in an uncontrollable and undesirable fashion is called tainted. Tainted is also applied to lands or creatures that were altered by such magic in the reckoning.

 

Time Limits: most matches have time limits, which are set before the match is drawn up. Time limits are intended to prevent a match from stagnating and boring the crowd. The winner of a match that reaches the time limit is determined by appeal to the crowd if need be. If a match is especially exciting the time limit can be increased. If a Deathmatch reaches the time limit the Gladiators still appeal to the crowd for victory, but the loser is not killed. Interestingly, since the introduction of time limits, there have been almost no fatalities in Deathmatch duels between the Chosen.

 

Transportation: Horses and sea vessels remain the main method of transportation in the Domains. Magical roads remain free of obstacles even during winter months and some can even enhance the speed of living creatures that use them. Specially bred and enchanted horses provide those who can afford with mobility that would rival a modern sports car. Steam-wagons are becoming more common, especially for mass-transport of heavy goods and in areas where climate makes horses less effective. Airships and rail transportation do exist, but Gladiators are rarely allowed to use them due to their role in past rebellions. Exotic mounts exist as well, but mostly in the hands of the Chosen and the Legions. It is known that prior to the reckoning, gate travel, teleportation between two huge magical devices, was possible.

 

Trolls: Trolls flourished during the Reckoning. They can survive nearly any injury, regenerating much like a Gladiator. They are also highly resistant to magic. The common variety of troll is a big, bulky humanoid with thick, craggy skin. Trolls are the only known intelligent race that does not have the Gift.

 

Ungifted: The Ungifted are those who do not have the ability to sense magic.

 

Vampire: [Path of the Vampire] Vampires do exist in the Domains and some Gladiators seek out their power, taught to them in a school like any other. Vampires of all sorts are also supervised by the Deliberative. I included this note partly to demonstrate some of the more unusual "schools" that Gladiators have access to. As a side note this means that there are likely a couple of Vampire Chosen and that Gifted Vampires are strong enough to survive the sun.

 

Vassal: A Vassal is a Gifted who undergoes the sundering instead of becoming a Gladiator. Vassals are far more common. 

 

Victory Coins: [VC] Victory Coins are a special form of currency used by Gladiators. They were created to prevent a Gladiator with wealthy backers from buying their way to a Championship by purchasing magical weapons and enchantments that would give them a tremendous advantage. Gladiators gain a certain amount of VC every match and can gain bonuses based on performance and crowd reaction as well. Gladiators can only use items purchased with VC from Deliberative approved shops in the arena. Gladiators can also receive cash bonuses for popular matches and gifts from fans, but these cannot be used in the same way as VC. The VC system does favour popular Gladiators, like Sadira or Valaran, and is held up as a sign of democracy in action in the arena. After writing the first book, it was suggested to me that a few hundred years of common use would wear this term down to something other than victory coins, which just sounds too technical. 

 

War-Dance: [Battle-dance, School] A complex school that teaches Gladiators a series of moves that flow together like a dance. Tribal battle-dance features movements that mimic animals while Formal battle-dance follows traditional dancing. Both are difficult to master and only appeal to agile Gladiators with a strong sense of showmanship. Crowds love War-dancers.

 

Wirn: The Wirn are a tainted race that once made war on the Domains. Wirn feed off magical power and can taint spell patterns. When a Wirn feeds it sends some of the power to an external source.

 

Weerde: The Weerde is a source of tainted magic that is grown and sustained when the Wirn feed. It is stronger in Wirn territory. Gavin makes brief contact with it and senses that it feels hunger and may be more than just a source. The Wirn appear to worship and care for the Weerde, going mad when cut off from it.
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