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Synopsis
“I love the challenge of a good fight and the roar of the crowd. I will impress you.” Sadira Lacivia, aka Red Scorpion.
 
“There's nothing quite like the feeling of finding that perfect comment to enrage an opponent. I will get under your skin.” Ravius Vergerus, aka Ravishing Rude Ravius
 
“My friends trust me to defend them on the fighting grounds, I can think of no greater compliment than that. I will not fail them.” Vintia Legarda, aka Brightshield
 
“The Great Games give us the opportunity to lend our strength to better causes. I will make a difference.” Omodo diYava, aka Hammerhorn
 
“The arena weeds the weak from the strong. I will not let anyone stand in my way.” Karmal Kolat, aka Crimson Dragon
 
“In spite of everything, I cannot deny that I enjoy the way the arena pushes me to test my limits.  I will find my way.” Gavin Orphanus, aka Lionfang
 
 
In the Domains of The Chosen, magic is power. Because of The Reckoning, a cataclysm brought about by a war among magic-wielders, the Gifted, those with magic, are feared and controlled. Only those willing to face the rigours of The Great Games as Gladiators can earn the right to wield their magic unfettered. A lucky few might even win a place among The Chosen, immortal rulers of the Domains.
Gavin, a thoughtful young man, begins his career as a Gladiator in the Campus Martius. He seeks the freedom that can only be gained through the path of the Gladiator. Gavin is soon joined by Ravius, a cunning, sociable skirmisher who becomes his only real friend in training. Ravius introduces Gavin to the amiable Armodon Omodo. 
After a match in which he executes a Heretic, Olek Agvarson, in a Deathmatch, Gavin begins to question his place in the bloody games. The man's only crime, in Gavin's mind, was his desire to live freely.
Gavin meets Sadira, a dynamic Shadow-Elf Gladiatrix, and the two fall in love. Sadira, already a skilled fighter and a consummate performer, seems destined for greatness. Many people do not understand what she sees in Gavin. One of these is Sadira's friend and rival, Karmal, who sees Gavin as soft and weak. 
Sadira, Gavin, Omodo, Ravius, Karmal, and Vintia, another of Sadira's friends form a troupe and travel to the town of Dreadwood Junction. There they hope to gain the attention of Faction League recruiters and pursue a fast track to better leagues. They succeed in attracting the attention of the Red Faction, but not before Sadira and Gavin get tricked into a Deathmatch against local favourites Bella and Cat. During the match Karmal kills the corrupt arena master, Meady Mox, whom she was investigating on behalf of The Deliberative.
The six Gladiators join the Red Faction and travel to Camp Valorous, a busy military town on the edge of the Empire. They meet Cleothera, a friendly Grey-Robe. They train hard here and become favourites. Sadira, in particular, gains the attention of the crowd. When a rival Faction challenges the recruits, Sadira and Vintia are selected to represent them, winning handily. During this fight Gavin meets Valaran diVolcanus, the most feared Gladiator in a generation. Valaran becomes obsessed with Sadira, who he believes is the only woman worthy of him, and begins to send her gifts. Gavin struggles with feelings of self-worth.
When they troupe moves on, Omodo remains behind at Camp Valaran. He feels he must overcome his aversion to crowds and become more self-reliant. He eventually joins the Green Faction, but remains in contact with his old friends.
The rest of the troupe joins the Red Faction at Scorpion's Oasis. Sadira hopes to win the patronage of Chosen Giselle, which will greatly further her career. The Oasis is a town traditionally dominated by the Blue Faction. Sadira is put in charge of the troupe. She trains her friends hard, learns to lead, and masters the complex Faction challenge rules with Gavin and Vintia's help.
The troupe gives their all and leads the Red Faction at Scorpion's Oasis to a winning season, working hard to do so. As the season goes on it becomes apparent that Chosen Giselle will sponsor Sadira's ascension to a higher league, but she will have to part ways with Gavin. Thus their victory at Scorpion's Oasis is bittersweet.
Sadira and Karmal join Chosen Giselle in Brightsand Halls. Sadira gets a chance to train with a woman she has adored since childhood, but she finds that having little time to spend with Gavin is a heavy price to pay for glory.
Vintia is saddened to be separated from her childhood friends. She decides to remain behind in Scorpion's Oasis and defend their title. At least that way she will be close to Sadira in Brightsands.
Gavin meets Master Sax after a rough match in the Oasis. Sax reveals that Gavin's spear bears the maker's mark of the smith Liam Valcoeur, who never gives weapons to just anyone. Curiosity to meet this enigmatic smith and a desire to prove himself worthy of Sadira drive Gavin to travel to the north and join the Free Leagues. Ravius, Sax, and Cleothera join him.
Meanwhile Valaran seeks to find a way to eliminate Gavin and make Sadira his, and all the while the great players of the Domains plot, getting ready for the coming Grand Championships where the victor will join the ranks of The Chosen.
 



Interlude One: Entrances
(1150/07/17 AR, The Grand Arena in Krass, Semi-Final match in the Grand championships)
 
"Despite Chronology being the simplest part of history, getting times mixed up leads to the great confusion." Chosen Mazurin
 
“There is nothing quite as lovely as dire enmity in the arena.” Madam Chloe diSilk, Death-Leagues announcer.
 
The Gladiatrix stands motionless in the mouth of the shadowed tunnel, clearing her mind as she waits for the match to begin. She muses briefly about the torches, a purposeful anachronism in this sacred place. She loves them for the shadows created by the dancing firelight. Her sharply pointed ears perk up as the cheering for her opponent, first to take to the fighting grounds, begins to die down. 
A chorus of one thousand trumpets sounds, brazen brass calling her. The Gladiatrix's heart quickens as her name is announced. The very stones of the greatest arena in the world shake as the people cheer. She feels that noise, that joy, in her bones. Adrenaline fires her blood, the crowd's excitement feeding her own. She allows herself a small smile, confident and eager.
 As the massive drawbridge, bound in gold, lowers gently, the Gladiatrix tastes the growing anticipation of the audience. Her magic allowed her to drink the emotions of the crowd, channelling some of that energy. They want to see her. Sunlight spills into the passage of the Gladiatrix’s entrance; slowly, almost teasingly, revealing her to the hungry eyes of the audience.
Her hair, dark as a midnight shadow by the light of a full moon, is done up in a multitude of braids held stiff by glamour, each resembling a curled scorpion’s tail. A single red rose nests amidst the scorpion tails, a token from her lover. The style is uniquely hers; a small rebellion against the more formal or inviting fashions created by celebrated stylists for her peers. It is also a gift to her fans, who have come to expect such things from this Gladiatrix. She wears it with the swagger of one who knows, without a trace of doubt, that she is adored.
Her dark eyes slowly sweep the crowd as row upon row of faces come into view above the descending gate. Her gaze is piercing, even at such a distance. She does not blink even in the sudden light of the bright sun. Many of the audience shiver, with fear or rapture, as those dark orbs rake over them; imagining that the Gladiatrix has eyes for them alone. She looks at the gathered multitudes, shouting her name, with the fearless stare of one who knows that she is respected.
Her shining black armour, scorpion themed and gold-edged, encases her shoulders and the outward faces of her limbs in overlapping metal plates. Her head and torso are left tantalizingly bare, save for the silks that cover her breasts and loins, rose red in colour, matching her lips. Her body is inviting in more ways than one; the pale, vulnerable skin of her bare torso makes a tempting target for thirsty thrusting blades as well as for hungry eyes. In this way her armour is a trap; she has but to pivot slightly and her bare undefended torso is now protected by the thick plates on her arms and legs. It is a clever ruse, one well suited to her mobile fighting style. She is an acrobatic Gladiatrix after all, not an armoured juggernaut. Still, there is no doubt that her attire is partly designed to titillate, just as there can be no doubt that she wears it with the poise of one who knows that she is desired.
The keen-edged blades of her obsidian coloured sabres are pointed upwards, mostly hidden by her cleanly muscled arms, like the folded wings of a hawk at rest. The long hilt of her matching greatsword is visible above one armoured shoulder, its ruby pommel catching the light. These weapons are polished and well-cared for, each one named and loved. She channels power into them and the runes pulse with life, red on black. She holds them as if they are a part of her, with the predatory certainly of one who knows she has killed.
Some in the crowd could sense her magic. Even the ungifted could get a glimpse of it through the devices and wonders of the arena. She weaves no spell, instead wearing her power like a halo, channelling merely for pleasure and presentation, like a strong woman flexing her bicep. She does this even though it required a powerful effort of will to hold such power, with the glorious energy and fierce joy of one who knows that she is mighty.
The Gladiatrix stands as the gate descends, perfectly still, drinking in the raucous praise of her audience. She loves every spoken compliment, every shout of encouragement, every word her followers utter; even the lusty and often lewd expressions of desire that they ejaculate at her. She basks in the rapture of her fans and her own anticipation of the challenge to come.
The moment is brief, but eternal, and the image of the Gladiatrix in her pose is etched in the minds of many who saw her. 
This tableau was shattered when the drawbridge was half-way down and the Gladiatrix exploded into motion. She sprinted forward; in two long strides she cleared the tip of the drawbridge and launched herself into the air. The bright beacon of blossoming power was forged into a spell, increasing her already supernatural strength and speed. With muscle and magic, she seemed to take to the air like a bird, leaping higher than any mortal could. 
For a moment it seemed as if she truly might take flight, and such is the faith of the fans that they almost expect this. The Gladiatrix revels in this feeling. At the apex of her trajectory, as gravity’s clawing grasp finally overcame her, she spun in the air to face the sun, unfolding her black blades like wings. This image was also etched in many minds: black hair, black blades, milky skin, bright sun. She then plummeted towards the sands, as the crowd gasped, turning a lazy flip to land gracefully on her feet, raising her swords and crossing the elegant obsidian blades above her in a salute to the spectators. They let the whole city hear their appreciation this time and her smile becomes a girlish grin for just a moment.
Sadira Lacivia, Gladiatrix Domina, revelled in the attention of her fans, like a dragon basking in the sunlight, forgetting all her troubles. For that one moment, everything seemed perfect.
But her opponent does not allow her to savour the sensation. 
"Long time no see, Red Scorpion." said the flame-haired woman. Karmal smiles, emerald eyes glittering above too-sharp teeth. “You're a long way from the whorehouse.” 
Sadira's joy in the moment is lost, vanishing like a dream, as she is finally forced to acknowledge her opponent.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two: Blood, Mud, and Sweat
1145/09/07 AR, Bullstock, Five years before Karmal faces Sadira in the Grand Championships
 
“The Free Leagues are The Great Games stripped bare. The Free Leagues offer a greater range of tournaments than the Faction Leagues, these events are relatively free of politicking and seen by many fans as more meritocratic. Some fans just want to watch a match without any meddling or pretence.” Arena Master Druth
 
“The Free Leagues are for wash-ups and dreamers.” Gaius Gerald White
 
Sax doesn't really sleep. He is fairly certain that the others aren't cognisant of this; he has mastered the art of dulling his thoughts so even a master Cogimancer has to check twice. Some instinct, honed by years of experience has drawn him into the woods. Because of what he is, ambush is often on his mind. Subtle noises, a shift in the forest, alert him. The feeling is unnatural, as if a dozen great cats stalked towards the fire in the distance. He spots forms moving in the darkness, shades of black among the night trees. He is too far away from the camp, and so he channels a power into a spell that is sure to warn the others. Swift and sure, he surprises his foes. They look like bandits. He unleashes lightning, cutting the darkness, as his Greatsword carves the nearest form in two.
 Gavin is fuming over a link he has just read about Sadira's supposed sexscapades in the debauched Brightsands social circles. While he doesn't believe the rumours of her promiscuity, printed in the vulgar Arena Post, the taunting words and salacious pictures make him angry and play with his subconscious. His anger leads to jealously and heart-pangs. 
Gavin's distraction and anger work in his favour, this time. When he hears a noise he does not hesitate. He turns. Sax's warning shout follows. A shadowy form lunges. Firelight glints on steel. Reflex takes over. Gavin's hand darts out. His grip is sure, vice-like on a wrist. He pulls and twists his body, throwing. His assailant is surprisingly light; a Quickling? The body hits the fire with a crunch. Sparks fly. He sees Cleothera's eyes widen as she stands. More forms boil out of the darkness. They make no sound other than their rustling movements and grunts of exertion.
Ravius scrambles. He see lightning flicker in the trees. He kicks his trident into his hand. An arrow whips by, missing his head. He sees a shadow behind Gavin and lunges. A dead-eyed bearded man stumbled into the light, throat a red ruin. The man does not scream despite his terrible wound. Instead he stumbles forward, hatchet slashing. This gives Ravius pause, men do not ignore such wounds, but instinct spurs him to act. A swift kick sends the dead-eyed man tumbling back, pushing him into his comrades.
Cleothera unleashes Ravius and Gavin, freeing them to use their magic. Part of her notices with clinical detachment that Sax is no longer under her bond. Is he dead? Is he betraying them? Spells flicker in the woods. Her thoughts become moot as a body pounces at her. She is not a fighter. The sword feels heavy and slow in her hand. She parries the spear, knocking it aside. She fights down fear and panic. She defends herself, giving ground. Gavin moves in to shield her.
Then the body in the fire rises. Flames dance in its hair and clothing. Ravius dodges away as it flails towards him. Zombie he thinks, and smashes the head with the weight of his trident. The body topples and does not rise again.
The Gladiators, free from constraint, bring their magic to bear. Power surges and heads explode, showering gore. Gavin finds his shield and wades into the bodies emerging from the woods. He notices that many of them bear fresh wounds. Fatal cuts. Sax he thinks. He shouts. The need to defend his friends spurs him. The clearing turns into a chaotic melee. 
Sax cuts into their attackers from behind. He has killed a dozen, mostly archers, since the battle began. Those with missile weapons are a greater danger; he hopes he got them all. Countess, his fine-bladed Greatsword, sweeps through them as he joins the others. He aims for heads and hearts. Their foes know no pain or fear, but they are mortal enough. The Gladiators form a circle. Surprise having failed, the remaining attackers cannot hope to overcome them. Still, they do not retreat; strange for bandits. They keep fighting to the last, silently and savagely.
Sax captures the last one, a woman covered in leaves and dirt, bearing her to the ground and knocking her unconscious with a blow from his pommel when a nerve pinch fails. He then begins checking the prone forms of their foes. Most are dead, having fought on despite terrible wounds. A few will live and he makes sure to bind them.
Gavin quickly checks his companions. They all have minor wounds, cuts and bruises. Some of them need to be cleaned. He looks around for other signs of danger before going for a kit.
Ravius picks up one of the weapons of their attackers. A woodsman's axe, the steel of it's head is blunted where it met the superior metal of Gladiator's armour. Hardly an assassin's weapon. Just to be sure he checks several of the weapons for poison.
Cleothera surveys the carnage, wide-eyed and breathless. She's has never been in a serious fight before. It's not at all like watching one in the arena. Their attackers, despite their suicidal bravery, do not appear to be bandits or assassins. She realizes that the small form that Gavin tossed into the fire was not a Quickling or a Dwarf and she retches violently.
 
o-----
 
It is a long night after that. They move camp in the dark; Sax scouts ahead. Cleothera notes how easily he moves in the shadows, alert and poised.
In the daylight they are left with carnage and a group of terrified and half-mad prisoners who have no recollection of attacking them: all signs point to some form of terrible magic.
 
o-----
 
“Do you think it was wild magic?” asked Cleothera. She had guessed that the lanky Ogre was a Blackcloak, the militant arm of The Deliberative, and an understanding had passed between them. “These poor people were obviously under some form of compulsion.”
“Maybe,” said Sax. He paused a moment, thinking about the encounter. He had not sensed any tainted magic before the attack. The remnants of the uncontrolled magic of The Reckoning usually had a distinct pattern. “We'll need to inform the authorities.”
“Could a Chosen be behind this?” asked Gavin.
“No,” said Sax. “Not directly. We'd be dead if that was the case. A Heretic I'd wager.”
“Not even Moltar would dare attack us in another Chosen's Domain.” added Ravius. 
“Maybe some old weapon from The Reckoning that has been unearthed,” said Gavin.
“I hope not,” said Sax. “Some things are best left buried.”
“We'll get to the bottom of this,” said Cleothera. “We know bandits don't fight to the death; it doesn't make sense.”
“And then forget all about it the next day...” said Gavin. He eyed the frightened looking band they were leading through the forest. He couldn't believe these were the same people who'd attacked them last night.
 
o-----
 
After they reported the event to The Deliberative, Sax left them to meet with the Chosen of the Domain, Mordhawk. It was wise policy to inform the master of the Domain of any disturbances within his borders.
The Grey-Robes investigated the attack. They interrogated Gavin, Ravius, and Cleothera at length. They asked about the nature of the assault, any impressions of magic before the attack, and if the Gladiators had been trying to cast any spells. Gavin felt that the Grey-Robes were naturally inclined to blame the Gladiators, at least at first. After two days of questions they were finally cleared to return to the road.
They also scoured the area for signs of heresy or tainted magic. The official ruling was a surge of wild magic. Several of the dead were actual bandits, the rest were groups of travellers, possibly the bandit's next victims. The official ruling was close to the truth.
 
o-----
 
They stopped in a village a day from Dun Mordhawk. The houses were picturesque with their fitted stone walls and snow-capped roofs. Gavin made his way to the property of the smith, Liam Valcoeur. He left Ravius at the inn, bringing Cleothera with him. He wished Master Sax was with them; he knew the smith.
The smith's home was built on a hill. A low stone wall surrounded the garden and the out buildings with the woods cleared for a bow-shot all around... Smoke curled from the chimneys of a large smithy attached to the house. Gavin could see a man working at an anvil, deep in concentration, his hammer rising and falling, pounding out rhythmically.
Gavin hesitated. His carefully prepared words died in his throat as he took a clear look at the smith. The eyes of the Gifted are sharper than most. There was no mistaking the familiar patterns of the face, even hidden in a beard. The brown hair was a little sandier; the blue eyes were a little lighter. Beside him Cleothera's eyes went wide and Gavin could tell that she had come to the same conclusion. The smith, Liam Valcoeur, was his father.
Gavin's thoughts fractured. The mysterious smith, the reclusive weapon-maker in whom Sax seemed to put so much faith, the man who had made his own war-spear, appeared to be his father. 
Gladiators cannot keep their children, even the ungifted ones. They are free to establish relationships with them once they have grown, but many do not. It was a complexity that he and Sadira discussed often.
It could be that Valcoeur had no desire to meet his long lost son. The man had never tried to contact him, after all. Gavin had much to be proud of: he was skilled in Cogimancy, the magic of the mind and senses, one of the most difficult of the forms taught in the Domains. He carried the laurels of a Faction Champion, won in Scorpion's Oasis. Skilled in defence, a master of shield and spear, he was courageous and thoughtful, though he would not claim so out loud. He has come far.
And the spear... was Gavin's choice of a spear made by his own father just a cruel trick of fate or did his father arrange to have the weapon make its way to him? The possibilities clashed in Gavin's head.
 Will Valcoeur have heard of Sadira, he wondered? Most people have by now. Will this man who-is-likely his father look down on him because of the rumours surrounding his lover? Or will he be impressed that his son has the love of one who will soon be a Grand Champion soon? 
Liam had left the arena... how did he feel about The Great Games?
And what of his mother?
Gavin drowned himself in questions while he stared distantly at the smith. It is a weakness of the thoughtful, this kind of hesitation. After a moment, he turned to Cleothera.
“I'm going to wait until Sax can make a proper introduction,” he said.
“Gavin,” said Cleothera, with the urgency of someone who knows the pain of having no family. “Look at him. You cannot lose this chance.”
“Now is not the time,” replied Gavin, impatiently.
Cleothera shrugged, putting on the impassive mask of her profession. She tried not to let her exasperation show. Sometimes Gavin over-thought things.
The smith watched them go, eyes sharp, memorizing every detail.
 
o-----
 
“Are you sure you’re ready to fight again?” 
Gavin felt a surge of irritation at pale Cleothera’s question. Behind him, Ravius chuckled. Despite the time he had spent away from the arena, Gavin's frustration had only grown. Being forced apart from Sadira gnawed at him still; he wanted to change his circumstances, but felt helpless to do so. Now he felt foolish for squandering his opportunity to meet with the smith. Cleothera’s mothering tone reminded him of his weakness. Ravius’ amusement did not help his mood.
“When did I become so angry?” he asked himself, struggling to overcome his inner storm. His friends were acting as they always did; he had no right to take his anger out on them.
“I can’t say…,” he responded, after taking deep breath. “But, if I am going to make a name for myself I have to start somewhere.”
“Come now, little brother, we’ve already achieved some degree of fame with our victory at the Oasis,” interjected Ravius. “People are still talking about it, even up here.”
“That’s true,” added Cleothera. “You need to stop being so hard on yourself Gavin.”
Gavin shrugged. As far as he was concerned, his Victory Laurels from the Faction Games belonged to Sadira; she had assumed the mantle of leadership and dragged them all forward. They were the supporting cast to her storybook hero. Now he felt like he was offstage, no longer truly part of the legend she was weaving. It was a gloomy thought, and he knew she would mock him for it, but he could not help himself. 
His beloved reached out to him as often as she could, given the strictures on Gladiator communications. He was glad he still had her affections, but part of him felt unworthy. He needed to prove himself, to win his way back to her. Think of how proud she would be if he were a Grand Champion as well.
He shook his head. He was getting caught up in dark thoughts, as usual.
“Look, I don’t want to make a mountain out of this,” he said. “We’ve been training hard since we got here, and it might be months before they hold another entrance trial for the Free Leagues.”
“Truth,” said Ravius, sombrely. “Besides, a match could hardly be more painful than training with Sax. The old bastard's been getting pretty creative with his lessons lately…”
 
o-----
 
Although being separated from Sadira pained him, eight months of travel had been a revelation to Gavin. 
After leaving Scorpion’s Oasis, and Sadira, he and his companions had taken the well-travelled imperial roads as they travelled north out of Chosen Giselle’s Domain.
Cleothera bought a horse, a massive white Aradian Stallion; the Gladiators went on foot.
They stopped at old ruins and monuments, places of significance in history or natural beauty, whenever Gavin could persuade Cleothera, Ravius, and Sax to do so. Although nominally still fighters for the Red Faction, they had not been assigned to any Faction leagues and thus were no longer under the constant pressure they’d faced in their winning season at the Oasis. Gavin made the best of this; exploring and seeking out new experiences whenever he could. He felt less constrained than ever before, but still far from free.
After more than a month’s travel with heavily guarded merchant caravans through the Sea of Sands, they arrived in Grandia’s Landing, spending their festival days there. A bustling port city built on the southern shores of the Serpent’s Bay that bisects the middle of the Domains; Grandia’s Landing was one of the first colonies of the Domains founded after The Reckoning. Like the Capital, it was ruled by the people instead of falling under the rule of one of The Chosen. 
The city, although not without its rough edges, had a friendly feel to it that Gavin wanted to attribute to the freedom its citizens enjoyed. The markets were full of travellers and the arena had a grand view of the bay.
Still Gavin felt a little melancholy at not being able to connect with Sadira, even briefly, for the holiday, but the great gusto with which the people of the Landing celebrated won him over quickly enough. 
From Grandia they sailed north and east along the Serpent Gulf to Krass. Despite growing up in the city Gavin had never seen the Capital from this perspective. The great walls closed off the harbour as well, hiding his initial view of the ports. He could still see the great mass of columns and arches that was the Grand Arena with the roof of the Assembly of the Covenant just visible beyond it. Thrusting above them both was the towering obsidian pillar which housed the Halls of The Chosen, not nearly as massive, but far taller.
“Looks like it wants to have its way with the clouds, doesn't it little brother?” said Ravius beside him.
Gavin shook his head while Cleothera made a sour face. Ravius laughed.
After spending some time in the Capital, Cleothera decided that they would continue by ship. Crossing the mountains in winter was a risky proposition at the best of times, while the enchanted ships of the Domains feared not ice nor snow.
They passed through Mazurinhold on their way north, spending a day among the fortress-university on the coast. Soon after leaving, they rounded the tip of the continent. The iron ship shed ice as it formed and cut its way through treacherous waters with the aid of steam and magic. They sighted a polar Kraken hugging an iceberg from underneath, but it was too wary of the loud ship to come close.
They did not stop in the Trapholds heading straight down into Frostbay. Gain cursed the ice then, for it denied him a chance to look into the clear waters of the bay at the ruins deep under the water. He had heard that they were spectacular.
 
o-----
 
“Names?” The Free Leagues clerk was strangely informal, even for a junior officer of The Deliberative. His attitude was akin to that of a man tallying grain stocks instead of taking the names of fighters for a league qualifier.
“Ravius Vergerus,” said Ravius, teeth gleaming in the sun as he grinned.
The clerk, deftly recording this, suddenly looked up at Ravius, irritated and expectant, before Gavin could utter his own name.
Ravius paused for effect, drawing it out. The clerk's stylus hovered impatiently above his tablet, involuntarily still. “Arena name: Ravishing Rude Ravius.”
The clerk frowned, unable to tell if the Gladiator had forgotten or was merely jesting at her expense. This robbed him of his chance to be superior and he quickly turned to Gavin.
“Gavin Orphanus,” said Gavin evenly. “Lionfang.”
The clerk paused, gazing at the information in the crystal of his link tablet.
“I see,” he said. “You're both Gladiators, ranked six... Faction Champions, albeit from a small town in the south... Decent records... Still in good standing with the Reds. I see no problems here, honoured Gladiators. Do you wish to join the Free Leagues?”
“We do,” Gavin answered, cutting off any chance for Ravius to exercise his wit. They had, after all, stood outside in the rain and mud for several hours for this very reason, but the clerk still needed their official acquiescence.
“Agreed,” said Ravius. 
They both touched their thumbs to the clerk’s link device to finalize their agreement.
“Very well,” said the clerk after a few more minutes of fiddling with his link. “The trials are tomorrow. It will count as a regular match for your career ranking purposes. We will be taking two fighters from each trial, win or lose. I have entered you both in the trials appropriate to your training. Please feel free to browse through the trial rules on your way out.”
Ravius smiled brightly at the clerk, but his expression quickly darkened after they stepped outside.
“Champions of a small town?” he grumbled. “That’s more than he’ll ever be. I’ve been poisoned, cut, set on fire, stabbed, and stepped on by a giant. I’m damn proud of what we have accomplished!”
“You can get your revenge by winning, my friend,” said Gavin
“Truth, little brother,” nodded Ravius. “The best vengeance is a life full of sex, wine, and victory.”
“Something like that,” said Gavin, rolling his eyes. “Now let’s go find Sax and Cleo and find out what we can expect from these trials...”
 
o-----
 
“Things are less complicated in the Free Leagues than the Faction Games.” said Sax.
“We know, Old Wolf,” interjected Ravius, earning himself a glare from Sax. “No need to wax poetic. We’d like to know about the trials…”
Sax sighed, shaking his head and rolling his eyes at Ravius before continuing; the skirmisher merely grinned in response.
“Gavin, you can expect a survival match; it will be tough but the rules will be familiar. As for you,” he turned to Ravius. “You get to put all that clowning to good use.”
“What do you mean?” asked Ravius.
“Well you may have noticed that we're in cattle country up here,” Sax gestured to the ranches beyond the town. The wiry ogre paused for effect.
“…and?” said Ravius, fidgeting and impatient.
“Well the people of Bullstock raise cattle,” drawled Sax, becoming unusually expansive in order to savour the skirmisher’s discomfort. “Cattle-folk are truly proud of their prize bulls; they used to pit them against each other in fights to the death to show who had the best stock, but the loss of a bull or sometimes both is too expensive.”
“I see,” said Ravius, calming himself. “I’m sorry I interrupted you, Master Sax. I’d like to know about the actual trial.”
“Well, you get to do a little bull baiting,” said Sax with obvious relish.
“Oh, I think I’ve been to a match like that.” Cleothera exclaimed. “On the plateau in the Giant’s Teeth Mountains…”
“Shepherd’s Reach?” volunteered Gavin.
“Yes, that sounds right,” she continued. “They’d get the bulls to charge them, jump over them and dodge around them. It was surprisingly entertaining.”
“The same basic idea,” said Sax. “Although the bulls they grow here are about twice the size of the ones you saw on the plateau. Very aggressive too; they grew strong to protect their herds from Beastmen and frost wolves after The Reckoning. They also feed 'em all kinds of strange concoctions before the match; makes 'em even stronger and more territorial.”
“Sound like great fun,” muttered Ravius.
Gavin chuckled.
“Actually they feed the same stuff to the Beastmen that you will likely be fighting, Gavin,” added Sax. “It can’t make 'em any crazier, of course, but it does make 'em a bit more deadly…”
“Lovely,” said Gavin, not quite as amused now. “Any good news?”
“Are you tired of fighting on sand?” said the Ogre, breaking into a broad grin at their expressions.
 
o-----
 
The Bullstock arena was a sturdy corral commonly used to hold livestock, filled with mud and what looked suspiciously like manure. A series of ingenious folding stands made of steel and polished wood were quickly erected around the huge pen. Runed posts were then placed around the fence to prevent stray spells from hitting the spectators and keep any monsters from leaving the fighting grounds. It was impressive, but rather depressing after the opulence of Scorpion's Oasis.
Gavin's trial was held mid-morning. As usual, Gavin arrived early, escorted by a yawning Cleothera.
The stands were slowly filling with spectators. The makeshift arena looked like it could hold a decent sized audience. A festival atmosphere accompanied the event, with vendors, food pits, and games set up around the arena. The [people were surprisingly friendly.
The Gladiator’s arming rooms were large, framed tents near one of the entrances to the pens. The tents were not as luxurious as the facilities in most small arenas, let alone the gilded marble rooms of the arena at Scorpion’s Oasis, where he’d won victory laurels, at Sadira’s side. Nonetheless they were well-crafted and private. 
His weapons were waiting for him in the tent. Bullstock did not have a large enough Deliberative presence to form a Gladiator’s quarter, and being allowed to carry his own weapons through the streets was apparently out of the question. This restriction made Gavin frown; every civilian that he’d seen thus far in the Northlands carried a large knife at the very least, and many openly carried powerful weapons like spike-throwers. He felt like a second class citizen.
“I had better get used to it,” he thought. Free leagues matches were often held in places where there were no Gladiator’s quarters or even a permanent arena. The idea of being a wandering Gladiator, not tied down to a particular arena had appealed to Gavin, who wanted to see the world and be among the people of the Domains. It was not without its disadvantages however, something he felt foolish for not considering before. 
He wondered what Sadira would think of this; would she balk at fighting in a glorified cow pen or would she revel in the chance to show off her arts before a rowdy crowd untainted by cynical expectations? He expected she would find a way to turn it to her advantage and enjoy it. She always strove to entertain and excel no matter who her audience was. He could learn from her example.
The fearsome and much-famed Valaran diVolcanus, Gavin’s rival for Sadira’s affections, would certainly look down upon this match. But then again the Golden Giant refused any fight that wasn't a Deathmatch.
Gavin's broad-bladed war-spear, bearing the mark of a master smith who bore a striking resemblance to it wielder, felt unusually burdensome in his hands today. He should have talked to Liam. He had let his surprise get the better of him. Perhaps he had been without family for too long. Could he even relate to his father?
Perhaps he could. Liam had given up the arena, mastering a craft. Gavin could sympathize, he found himself tired of meaningless matches. The violence of the arena sometime sickened him, and yet the challenges would often exhilarate him as well. His thoughts fell into well-worn patterns. In the end he could think of no other way to earn a name for himself and win his way back to Sadira. He needed to show his worth. The Free Leagues were his best shot.
Gavin inhaled deeply, trying to rid himself of negative thoughts as he exhaled. He sheathed his short sword and took up his lion-faced razor shield.
A lonely trumpet sounded, calling all Gladiators to the field. 
 
o-----
 
Gavin did not have any time to greet the other fighters, nor were their names announced. He knew they were most likely all defenders like himself; few other gladiators would join a trial for a speciality in which they were not trained in.
His fellow fighters included a pair of Dwarves: one red-bearded with a well-crafted suit of the heaviest plate armour a Gladiator could wear, often called Coward's Plate, and an ornate broad bladed axe and a shield nearly as tall as his body; the other, a woman, also wore heavy armour, mostly mail decorated with clan symbols on the plates, and carried a stout halberd. Dwarves were naturally tough to begin with; the supernatural abilities of the Gifted only enhanced this. Gavin knew from training with Master Ironwall that their low centre of gravity, from their compact frame and heavy body, combined with the strength of a Gladiator, made them near impossible to knock over. Defender was a common training choice among Dwarven-kind. He could not guess any further training from simple visual clues, nor did he know what magic they might employ. Since he was not fighting them directly he did not care; he simply measured them as a matter of course, as all Gladiators do when meeting an unfamiliar fighter.
The largest of the fighters was an Orc who towered more than a full head above Gavin, just shy of eight feet tall, lean and muscular. His long hair was tied into war-braids and he wore ornate silver tusk caps, as was the fashion among Orcs in Thousand Isles cities. He carried a long chain covered in spikes in one hand with a round razor shield similar to Gavin’s own and a fist spike on the other.  The Orc’s medium armour harness was set with cunning spines at the elbows and knees, and bladed along any edge that could be used for striking. Gavin guessed that he was at least partially trained in the Pit Master school, because few other Gladiators favoured so many spikes on their armour; protrusions like that could divert a blow into a vital, rather than deflect it away. Pit Masters were adept at making use of the spikes and blades in vicious grappling manoeuvres and close strikes. The Orc nodded to Gavin after measuring him in turn.
The fourth and final person to take the field with Gavin was a Quickling Gladiatrix. She wore a suit of medium armour similar to Sadira's, with the addition of a small breastplate. A wide-hilted greatsword rested on her shoulder. Gavin was immediately struck by her stillness, a rare sight for a race known for their natural hyper-activity. She looked at him as he stared, calm blue eyes meeting his, as if reading his thoughts. He felt his face redden and his cheeks burn, but he managed a small smile.
“Attention!” The announcer bellowed out the rules quickly unceremoniously. “The Free Leagues admission trial for Defenders and miscellaneous middle-weight Gladiators will begin now. There is one change of note. Since the league can take more Gladiators in these categories than are present, all fighters who are still standing at the end of the trial will be accepted.”
The Gladiators shifted, looking each other over in a new light as they digested the announcer's words. They were no longer competing directly: it was easier to survive working as a team.  Defenders, after all, were trained to protect their companions and the middle weights could provide a stronger offence with this assistance.
The trumpet sang once more. Despite the simplicity of the arena, the crowd responded with zealous enthusiasm as the match started, cheering and hollering encouragement as the doors to three house-sized wagons at the edge of the arena were opened. Shaggy Beastmen leapt from the wagons, one after another, fanged mouths foaming. The mad-eyed, bestial humanoids looked around, sniffing the air as Gladiators formed up. Gavin took an outer edge of the formation opposite the shield-bearing Dwarf. It would be his job to anchor his side of the line. The big Orc took point.
All of Gavin’s stray thoughts fell away as his adrenaline flowed and his focus narrowed to the fighting grounds. He set aside his worries about the uncertain future. He set aside his thoughts about his father. The crowd seemed distant now, defining the boundaries of his world. He could feel the other Gladiators moving into place; he knew exactly where they stood without looking, an awareness brought on by little things like the sound of a breath or boot, or the feel of power being channelled. Even for a Gladiator, his awareness of the arena was exceptional, forming a map in his head. The Quickling Gladiatrix was beside him, holding her tiny Greatsword at the ready. 
Gavin could almost smell the rancid breath of the Beastmen; feel their power and fury. He read the exact moment when their rabid minds turned from the distraction of the tumultuous, rowdy crowd beyond their reach to the five quiet fighters who were much, much closer. The beasts growled, tensed, and then charged, eyes filling with mad rage as the bloodlust took them.
“COME GET IT, YE SHAGGY BUGGERS” bellowed the male Dwarf just before the Beastmen crashed against their line. The crowd chuckled.
A massive form sprang at Gavin. He ducked low, bracing. The beastman slammed into his shield. Gavin levered his shield skillfully, using his attacker's momentum against to lift it off the ground and fling it aside. As it hit the muck, he was already on to the next opponent, thinking two steps ahead. Shifting back, still low, he planted the back-spike of his spear. The next beastman that leapt at him was impaled. The brutal barbs of the spear blossomed from its back, festooned with gore. The creature’s monstrous, horse-like face contorted, more in surprise than pain. There was still enough life left in it, however, to claw at him. Its swipe was strong, fuelled by mad rage. Gavin moved, taking the rasping claws on his shoulder armour. Twisting his spear, Gavin sent the horse-faced beast sprawling into a bloody heap in the mud. Its hands jerked at Gavin's spear. As another foe came upon him the Gladiator channelled a quick mental blast. The beastman reared back, and Gavin reclaimed his weapon with a mighty pull that showered him in crimson. The crowd roared.
The two Dwarves fought with grim efficiency on the far flank, slow and steady despite the red-beard’s gleeful barking insults. Heavy armour and sturdy footwork ensured their safety while they held their ground. Gavin could see that they had fought as a team before this. Dead and dying Beastmen were piled at their feet, a testament to their brutal efficiency. That end of the line was safe.
In the middle of their formation the big Orc whirled his spiked chain around his head in a broad arc, lashing out at any foes who dared approach. The Beastmen seemed confounded by the whirling chain, less willing to brave the weapon's glittering arc. As Gavin watched, the Orc channelled a spell that dropped the temperature around him. Frost clung to the fur of his foes, and they slowed. The Orc then swept out with the chain, snaring a beastman. He pulled its struggling form close with a savage twist, ramming his fist spike through the beast's gut. As the crowd shouted their approval another jumped at him. The muscular Pit Master sent it back into the pack with a straight-arm shove, 
Gavin unleashed his own magic. An enchantment brought the arena into even sharper focus. A pair of Beastmen closed on him. These were stronger and faster than the Beastmen he had fought against early in his career. Dire concoctions coursed through them, enhancing their strength. It was a trivial matter, for he too was stronger, more confident, and versed in more powerful magics. 
He shifted, pivoting and sliding forward to dodge between the pair. His razor edged shield grazed the throat of the first.  The thin red line left on its neck soon became a river of gurgling blood. His spear hooked the other beastman’s legs. It tripped, scratching at him as it fell.
The Quickling fighter seemed to flicker among their foes. She stood motionless to lure the Beastmen into attacking her, only to move suddenly as they sprang. Her speed was unmatched and her cuts were faultless; her slender greatsword left brutal wounds despite its toy-like size. When Gavin knocked a beastman to the ground near her, she finished it without pause.
The Gladiators held together in a loose line, keeping the Beastmen from overwhelming them with numbers. Gavin directed foes away from and into the other fighters, reading the battle and applying his strength judiciously. The crowd gleefully applauded the massacre
The only tense moment for Gavin came when a huge beastman, muscles rippling under its scaly skin, brushed one of his spear-thrusts aside and clawed at him. Its sickle-like talon’s scraped along his shield, catching the boss and staggering him. A second swipe slashed Gavin's arm. He felt blood pumping from his bicep. The Gladiator wove a spell. The beastman slashed at a phantom image of Gavin. The Gladiator set himself, lunging, but the scaly beastman's reach was too long and knocked his spear aside again. Massive claws swiped inches from his face as Gavin backed off. He felt the wind of those talons tickle his nose. He caught the eye of the Quickling beside him, and circled the scaly beastman, hoping it would expose its back to her.
As he manoeuvred, another beastman leapt onto Gavin from behind. He reflexively tossed the creature over his shoulder. The massive lizard faced beastman attacked, talons ready to rend. Although Gavin was off balance and ill-prepared to meet the attack, he had already positioned himself so that lizard face has his back to the Quickling.
The tiny Gladiatrix did not disappoint. As the beastman loomed over Gavin, she hopped onto its back. Stabbing it from behind; her slender sword burst from its throat. Gavin gathered his balance and thrust his spear into its chest. Blood gushed from the beast's wounds. There was some fight still in the massive creature, however, and its jaws snapped at Gavin while the Quickling rode it to the ground. 
The trumpet sounded again. The fight was done. The remaining Beastmen stopped dead in their tracks, suddenly docile as their minds clouded with spells of control. Gavin felt an involuntary shiver as he was suddenly reminded of the dead-eyed assailants who had attacked them on the road. He shook his head. The Beastmen that were still mobile backed away from the Gladiators, unnaturally docile.
Gavin cleared his thoughts. He smiled at the Quickling, still standing on the corpse of the massive beastman while the spectators wildly cheered her; she regarded him with her huge eyes, poised and calm. One side of her mouth lifted.
“Welcome to the Free Leagues Gladiators!” bellowed the announcer. 
And the crowd cheered, loud and furious.
 



Chapter Thirty-Three: Baiting Bulls
1145/09/15 AR, Bullstock
 
“The Great Games often draw upon more ancient forms of contest for inspiration. Bull-baiting, shark-jumping, and pit-fighting all come from more ancient traditions, subsumed and consumed by the modern games.” Quinn diTavalon, A History of Imperialism, Volume III: The Great Games.
 
“Sometimes the bulls win and sometimes the Gladiators win. I like it when the bulls win.” Anonymous fan.
 
“You’ll love this. I swear.”
“Does dodging a giant, angry bull really sound like my idea of a fun match to you, Ravius?” said Gavin, fastening the leather straps on his silvery mithril greaves. “I’m less mobile than you and my shield isn't going to help when I'm getting trampled.”
“Have I ever misled you, little brother?” said Ravius with a grin, continuing quickly before Gavin could respond. “Ancestors curse me if I have. Now, this type of match is a Bullstock favourite; you did say you wanted to win fame and recognition so you can rejoin Sadira… yes?”
“I’m not going to back out now, Ravius,” sighed Gavin. He shook his head. “I just wish you’d stop trying to convince me I’ll like your new `hobby’ as much as you do.”
“You’ve fought bigger creatures than these bulls,” said Ravius.
“True, but I’m not allowed to injure the bulls, which makes a big difference, I’d say,” noted Gavin.
“You’re always complaining about how the arena is too bloody…” said Ravius. “What better way to showcase your skills in their purest form?”
“I admit you have a solid case my friend,” said Gavin. “Just stop trying to convince me it's all fun and sunshine and let’s go over how this works once more.”
 
o-----
 
Bull baiting matches were a popular tradition among many of the people of the Domains, with a history that dated back to the days before The Reckoning blighted the world.
In most forms of Bull baiting matches, a Gladiator harming the bull on purpose was considered a serious foul. No Gladiator wants that kind of black mark on their career, and so the bulls were seldom injured.
The owners of the bulls used the matches to showcase the best of their stock. A winning bull gained fame in its own right, brought prestige to the owner and breeder, and became the subject of local discourse. Bull baiting was serious business in the North. In truth it was simply another way for the notoriously competitive ranchers to outdo each other, along with the plethora of grooming contests, show-judging, demonstrations of strength, and other competitions. 
The bulls were groomed and decorated for each match, according to local customs. Ribbons, bells, barding, horn and hoof spikes were all part of the adornments. The bulls were Gladiators in their own right, wearing the owner's heraldry instead of a favour or faction colours.
Before each match the bulls were given alchemical solutions, increasing their aggressiveness and physical prowess. Often the potions, salves, and suppositories were secret and proprietary to each alchemist. The solution usually made the bull angrier, stronger, faster, and tougher. Some formulae, however, had unusual and spectacular effects such as fiery breath or resistance to magic. If the alchemist miscalculated badly enough a catastrophically exploding bull could be the end result. While explosive Bovine pyrotechnics certainly entertained the crowds, they usually resulted in a very angry owner and an alchemist with a ruined reputation facing a hefty court claim. 
The goal for the Gladiators in these matches was to get the bull to ram or knock over various targets. The simplest way to do this, favouring swifter fighters, was to run away from the bull towards the target and leap over it while the bull crashed into it. Standing in front of the target and dodging to the side or leaping over the charging bull were also popular choices, but required somewhat better timing. The Gladiators were not penalized for being hit, which allowed some slower but tougher fighters to fall back on the less desirable option of taking the hit to get the bull to ram them into the target which still counted as a success.
To win the match the Gladiator was required to get the bull to hit a certain number of targets before the allotted time was over. More difficult matches required more targets or in some cases unusual or dangerous targets, like spiked dummies. Master ranked bull baiting was a spectacular form, complex and varied in its own right, and growing in popularity.
Since the owner wanted to showcase the strength of his prized animal, and thus the prowess of the breed of cattle he kept, smashing the targets was nearly as good as knocking down a Gladiator. Thus the two sides were not entirely at cross purposes. A bull could not lose a bull baiting match unless it failed to demonstrate strength of vitality or was accidentally killed. However, a bull knocking out a Gladiator was still considered a great victory for the animal and the owner, and enthusiastically applauded by the audience. The best bulls gained great fame, and allowed the owner to charge tremendous stud fees.
 
o-----
 
Gavin was greatly impressed by the bull; the cattle of the Northern domains were well known for their size and strength. The huge creature was over seven feet at the shoulder with thick reddish-brown hide and massive muscles. The owner, showing great pride, had outfitted the creature with heavy mail barding with sharp metal caps on the beast’s four menacing horns and heavy hooves. The armour was polished to a shining silvery gleam and prominently embossed with the owner's mark. The bull's shaggy mane and tail had been dyed a brighter red and elaborately braided. It had seemed quite calm until they fed it the concoction; now it strained against the corral, eager to get at him and Ravius and prove its dominance.
“This bull has knocked out a few Gladiators, little brother,” said Ravius as they gave their salute to the crowd. “He comes from a long line of winners. I hope you remembered to hit The Keystone.”
“Are you sure now is the best time to tell me this?” said Gavin, noticing that the audience was larger than that of the Free Leagues trials.
“Best time for you or for me?” said Ravius, laughing.
The trumpets sounded and the bull was released into the arena. Gavin’s retort was drowned by the cheers of the audience. Many of them cheered the bull. This did not bother Gavin as it once might have. Even zombies have their fans and the bull was a local resident, after all. Its colossal hooves sprayed mud in all directions as the bovine behemoth powered forward with impressive speed, snorting in fury.
Ravius swaggered into the bull's path, whirling his glimmering metallic net above his head and making a loud whooping sound. As the defender, Gavin moved with his team-mate, ready to throw himself into harm’s way when things went wrong. He inwardly cringed at the idea of lightly armoured Ravius getting crushed. 
The bull charged towards Ravius, lowering its four cruelly curved horns. As it came close, the smiling skirmisher darted backwards. He ran toward one of the wooden targets. By reading his friend’s movements Gavin could see that he intended to vault over; he responded by moving towards where his team-mate was likely to land. That was the point where Ravius would be most vulnerable and in need of defence.
Ravius came close to the target. He reached it just as the bull threatened to overtake him. He could feel the hot breath of the beast on his back. The bull surged forward suddenly, swinging its sharp horns. The skirmisher leapt. His hand caught the top of the ten foot target. He vaulted up and over as the bull connected with the wood. The target splintered thunderously. The bull did not stop, slamming through the heavy wooden target without losing momentum. The crowd whooped and yelled its approval. Ravius landed gracefully. Gavin moved, shield ready, between his team-mate and the massive animal.
Now the beast swung its head at Gavin. The defender backpedalled out of reach as Ravius began shouting and whirling his net once again. Gavin moved past his friend and the bull’s attention transferred back to the loud and aggressive skirmisher, who rolled out of its way, forcing it to turn and lose speed, as he sprinted towards a new target.
Ravius ran faster than any ungifted man could, nearly as fast as a Quickling, but the bull gained quickly, overtaking him as he reached the target. Gavin could not keep pace. He had to anticipate where he needed to be. Rather than vaulting the target this time, Ravius pivoted as he reached it. The bull surged at him. Gavin's heart lurched. The skirmisher brandished his net, drawing the bull to attack the shining mass while throwing himself aside to dodge out of harm's way.
The bull, smarter than most, turned to follow the skirmisher but collided with target nonetheless, knocking it over and breaking it. This time its momentum halted. There were only two targets left to demolish. The crowd roared and cheered, encouraging the bull.
Gavin stepped in, attracting the bull by flourishing his spear and yelling. It tried to gore him, swinging its massive head, but he backed out of the way. He wove a little spell to disorient the bull for a few moments. Much to his chagrin the wilful beast shrugged it off rather rapidly. He moved around it, forcing it to turn, using its size to his advantage. He was careful to avoid its crushing bulk and stomping hooves as well as the deadly horns. 
Ravius began to shout and whirl his net again. Gavin ran past his partner so he could gain the bull's attention. He could tell from the mad grin lighting up his friend’s face that Ravius was going to try something a little more spectacular this time. He stifled a warning; Ravius would just see it as a challenge.
The bull charged. Ravius ran. The crowd cheered as the animal closed on him. Gavin, heart pounding, sprinted to keep up.
The skirmisher neared the target and leapt up onto it. He clung to the centre of the target like a human bull’s-eye. The bull closed. The skirmisher tensed. He could feel the creature's pounding hooves in the vibration of the wood, the crowd held its breath. Gavin felt his teeth clench: this was too risky. Just as the bull was about to collide with him Ravius sprang towards it, vaulting over the huge, muscular shoulders. The bull slammed into the target at full speed. Wood and iron disintegrated under the onslaught of horn, muscle and bone. The crowd erupted into wild cheering. Gavin knocked a chunk of target spinning towards him to the ground with a deft flick his spear. Ravius landed behind the bull, laughing with triumphant glee. He looked towards Gavin, full of buoyant bravado.
But the bull got the last laugh on Ravius. It stopped short and lashed out with its hind legs.  The mule-kick hit the skirmisher in the chest. It sent him flying across the fighting grounds, skidding into the muck, chest crushed and blood dribbling from his mouth. He twitched in the mud, unable to rise. 
Gavin would not have believed such a nimble manoeuvre from such a massive creature, had he not seen it with his own eyes. The crowd cheered, frantic with shock and joy.
Now Gavin stepped between the bull and Ravius. He could sense the animal’s pure joy at having defeated one challenger. It swung its hard gaze towards him, gouging the ground with a hoof, tossing its head in challenge. Huge muscles twitched as it gathered itself. The defender could hear his friend groaning behind him. He took a deep breath. The Bull charged, the thunder of its hooves drowning out the roar of the crowd.
Gavin embraced calm as he breathed out. If he remained where he was and dodged out of the bull's way, its momentum might carry it right over a helpless Ravius. He could not outrun the beast either. He had to meet it head-on. There was no better option. He charged forwards, aiming to skirt the bull and move towards the last target. The bull curved to meet him, metal capped horns gleaming. The ground shook as it closed. As it swung its head, he ducked under the horns, springing upwards as they past. A hoof pounded into the ground beside him. Mud splattered against his skin. He leapt, twisting, shield hand closing around a scythe-like horn. 
The powerful motion of the bull’s head pulled him from the ground, tossing him towards the last target. He flew through the air. The crowd surged to its feet, shouting. Gavin landed gracefully at the target's base. The bull turned and charged. Gavin brandished his shield to catch its eye and then dived out of the way. The bull crushed the last target with magnificent ease, sending wooden shrapnel in all directions. The crowd cheered. The trumpets sang. The Bull tossed its head, but did not advance towards Gavin, as a powerful calming spell took hold of it; the match was done.
 
o-----
 
After the bull baiting match Gavin’s esteem rose dramatically in the eyes of the people of Bullstock. The local folk would stop him in the street for days afterwards to congratulate him on his victory, or point him out to their children. He felt like more of a hero than he had winning the victory laurels at Scorpion’s Oasis; it reminded him of the wild enthusiasm of the partisan crowds at Camp Valorous, where they had trained for the Faction Games. Although, perhaps his victory in the Oasis had been overshadowed by his separation from Sadira.
“Why do you think the people are so friendly now?” he asked Ravius during a break in training. A small throng of townspeople and passersby had gathered to watch the handful of Gladiators.
“Well, the women are here to watch me perform, little brother,” Ravius laughed and blew a kiss to the crowd. “And, I think that the men are here to learn my ways so that they can enjoy the adulation of the fairer sex like I do.”
“Be serious,” said Gavin. “Or next time I'll let the bull stomp you into paste.”
“Most of these people grew up here, and have lived there entire lives out on the ranges,” said Ravius, resting on his trident. “Things are settled here, but life isn’t easy. When we got here, they didn’t know us. The whole town and all the outlying areas watched our last fight, so now they have our measure. They liked what they saw, and don’t hide it. People are less jaded about the Games here; their reactions are far more honest than those of a lifetime patron in a place like Scorpion’s Oasis or those of a faction partisan in the Capital.”
“I could get used to this kind of recognition,” said Gavin. The faces of their small admirers were so open to him. “It reminds me a bit of Camp Valorous.”
“It is certainly much easier to connect with people here,” said Ravius, nodding.
“I can see why Omodo prefers travelling through the smaller venues,” said Gavin, thoughtfully. 
“I do as well,” said Ravius. “But it is harder to earn a reputation in a place like this. You can play the small-time circuits for your entire career and do well, but you'll need broader recognition if you want to get invited to places like Brightsands or the Capital and make the Grand Championships.”
A shadow passed over Gavin at the mention of Brightsand Halls, the great southern city where Sadira was currently performing. The audiences in places like that were usually only interested in the most exciting and well known Gladiators. Even skilled masters like Sax were often ignored in favour of younger, more dynamic crowd favourites. Gavin would need to win a lot of acclaim to make it into the big leagues and rejoin his love. He often wondered if it was even possible, hope eluded him at these times.
“Only five years to go 'til the championships,” said Gavin. 
“Brighten up, little brother,” replied Ravius. “Today is a good day. The people here love us, the sun is bright, and even a small step forward like this is still a step.”
“You’re right,” said Gavin. He looked at the smiles of the passing townsfolk and felt refreshed. “Let’s go find Sax and Cleo and plan our next move.”
“In a moment,” said Ravius, nodding towards a familiar looking Quickling Gladiatrix who had just started a kata on the training field. “Is that the Quickling you fought with in the qualifier? What was her name? Hummingblade. Hmmmmm.”
Gavin shook his head as Ravius swaggered over to the Gladiatrix.
 



Chapter Thirty-Four: Stonebreaker
1145/10/13 AR, Dun Mordhawk
 
“The Border Chosen feel the Oath far more keenly than those of us who rarely leave the heartland.” Chosen Marius
 
“Trolls do not fear pain or death. They see The Great Games as a rite of passage and a test of leadership. Those Trolls who make a name for themselves in the arena return to their tribe with wealth, fame, and knowledge. Death is simply seen as part of the cycle of regrowth, a view informed by their natural regeneration.” Chosen Eudora
 
Gladiators in the Free Leagues are not attached to a particular arena. They roam, finding matches where they can. While Sax had “personal” business in the highlands to the west of the broad prairie which surrounded Bullstock, Cleothera and Ravius were able to find a good match in the stronghold of Dun Mordhawk, close to their destination.
Even in the most temperate areas of the Northern Domains winter comes early. By Tenthmonth the rugged highland hills they travelled through were knee-deep in snow. The cold did not, however, cause any real discomfort to the Gladiators, and in truth the snow did not hinder their progress much. 
Gavin stopped to watch a crew of labourers assisted by a Gifted, a vassal of some kind, working together to keep the roads clear for winter traffic. The young elementalist used spells of air and fire to help clear the snow, while the workers scattered an alchemical mixture that would stop ice from forming on paving stones. They worked in quiet harmony, physical and magical.
“What interests you about them, Gavin?” asked Cleothera, while he watched. Her gaze was openly measuring, reminding him that she was an officer of The Deliberative, his keeper as well as his friend.
He watched for a moment before responding. The crew had taken a break when their two parties met. The roads were lonely during heavy snowfall. Now Ravius was telling a bawdy story to the workmen while Master Sax was offering advice to the elementalist. No doubt the crew was happy to see Grey-Robes and Gladiators on the road: it was a sure sign of safety.
“I like to see the Gifted and the Ungifted working together,” Gavin trailed off.  He shook his head, wishing for greater wisdom, or the ability to express his thoughts better, at least.
Cleothera regarded him for a moment, nodding. “I agree, my friend. I wish more people shared that desire. We should get moving before Ravius completely disrupts the work crew though… I would like to get to Dun Mordhawk before nightfall.”
 
o-----
 
One can learn quite a bit about a Chosen from his Castle.
Dun Mordhawk is exemplary of the strongholds built in the hills and mountains north of Marius' Wall at the base of the Blightwall mountain chain. It is functional instead of grandiose with strong walls and a commanding view of the surrounding lands, a fortress made to hold a key territory and guard the borders of the Domains.
Unlike the great march West along the old roads into the lush lands of the thousand rivers or the great campaigns ongoing in the South, the taming of the North was undertaken by individual Chosen carving out their own Domains chunk by chunk, over a long period of history. Even now the old mines and porous tunnels of the Blightwall range presented a grave danger.
Built in 504 AR by Chosen Mordhawk, the stronghold started out as a military camp, one of several used by The Chosen and his band of soldiers and his Hearthbound as they extended their control over the surrounding area. It was further fortified over the course of his campaign and long rule. 
Dun Mordhawk is built on the highest, rockiest hill in the area: an ugly slab of barren grey-brown rock that dominates the nearby forests. On a clear day one can easily see all of the nearby towns, mines, and major roads from the battlements; a keen-eyed Gifted can even make out the Greywater chasm that marks the western border of the Domain without the aid of magic or the devices of artifice.
The outer walls of Dun Mordhawk keep rise out of the steep sides of the jagged rock, curving to present as little flat surface as possible to outward attack. The stones that make up these walls are closely fitted and polished slick; even after centuries they show little sign of wear and no moss grows upon them, a sure sign of magic. Intricate machicolations line the parapet, providing an easy way of attacking enemies trying to attack the base of the wall and some defence against flying foes. Strong towers, round and squat provide many angles from which defenders can safely fire against any assaulting force, including flying assailants.
The main gate is guarded by a fortified bastion cunningly built to slow down an attacking army but provide little cover against attacks from the main walls should it be taken. A thick drawbridge runs between the bastion and the main gate, made of rune-carved iron-wood beams stout enough to withstand considerable damage. The ditch under the drawbridge is an extension of the rocky hillside; and when the bridge is closed it gives the impression that Dun Mordhawk is a rocky island floating amidst surrounding hills. A heavy portcullis and a long entrance-way covered with convenient murder-holes for defending archers, gunners, and spearmen await any enemy strong enough to overcome the bridge.
The newest addition to the fortress, a large short barrelled elemental flame cannon, waits to greet any who penetrate the courtyard. It is the type of weapon that destroys formations, not fortifications.
The central keep is somewhat less austere, but still defensible and impenetrable. The windows might be made of brilliantly hued stained glass, but they are nonetheless arrow-slit thin with stout shutters. The doors of the keep include a portcullis and even a spout for oil above the single entrance to the building. A drawbridge on the third floor of the keep can be lowered to provide quick access to the outer wall. The roof of the keep is well defended, especially against attacks from winged beasts.
Many visitors from other parts of the Domains wonder why a Chosen would live in such an austere abode. They are used to the open villas and forums of Krass and the glorious, decadent palaces of the Southern Domains. What casual travellers fail to understand is that Dun Mordhawk is about control, not commerce or personal aggrandizement. The Chosen of the Border Domains care more for power and stability than the trappings of their offices. They live too close to serious threats to play politics and hide behind decorative walls.
In other words, Dun Mordhawk is a stronghold, pure and simple, and Chosen Mordhawk is a man who values power over luxury.
 
o-----
 
Gavin was not the main attraction in his thirty fourth match; the troll named Stonebreaker was a much bigger draw, locally at least. 
Trolls, while not Gifted, are large and strong, able to recover from nearly any wound, and very resistant to poison, magic, disease, and a myriad other forms of harm. They thrived in the harsh days of The Reckoning and gained further when they willingly allied with The Chosen in the early days of the Empire. Trolls are nearly equal to Gladiators in standings in the Free Leagues, and are often allowed to enter the qualifying matches after fighting twenty-five bouts in other leagues. Only truly skilled troll fighters are able to pass the qualifiers, but the prestige they gain among their fellows make the effort worthwhile. 
Rumour had it the Orange and Green Factions were petitioning in the Assembly of the Covenant to allow Free Leagues Troll fighters to join and represent factions. The Blues, defenders of tradition, opposed this out of habit. Much to Gavin’s disappointment, so did his Reds, a Faction that had less reason to stand in the way.
Stonebreaker was only a foot or so taller than Gavin, but nearly twice as broad and heavily built. His movements spoke of power and self-assurance. He did not appear clumsy like many of the young Trolls that Gavin had faced, nor overly aggressive like the famed Troll Warlords he had watched. Stonebreaker’s skin was the colour of rough-quarried granite, and he had small curved horn-like protrusions instead of hair, marking him as a rock troll. He wore well-crafted heavy half-plate armour, made to arena regulations. The armour was etched with script that Gavin could not decipher, but was likely decorative and not magical. Trolls had trouble even attuning to runes; such was their resistance to magic.
Stonebreaker’s weapon was a large, thirty pound metal ball attached to a long chain. The crowd roared its approval as the troll whirled the massive weapon above his head. Gavin was impressed; the troll showed tremendous strength getting the weapon moving. He also demonstrated great skill in the fluid way he moved while wielding such a difficult weapon. This was going to be an interesting fight, to be sure.
The Arena in Dun Mordhawk began its life as a cistern carved under the fortress, re-purposed relatively recently. Galleries had been added around the top of the area for spectators. It reminded Gavin of fighting in the Pits on the Campus Martius, the arenas where fledgling Gladiators fought their first ranked matches. The Chosen and all of his guests had an intimate view of the fighting ground. 
Were it not for the magical warding, Stonebreaker could have easily struck anyone in any part of the lower gallery, Gavin thought. It would an intimate experience for the spectators; no one would have to rely on arena magics to get a better view here.
Gavin recognized Chosen Mordhawk from description. The dark haired man watched from the highest Gallery along with a cadre of retainers and honoured guests. The same wards that protected the spectators also masked the Chosen’s power from Gavin, but the way others flowed around him, like a school of smaller fish around a shark, marked him nonetheless. 
The trumpets sounded. Gavin stepped onto the white sand of the fighting grounds, saluting the Chosen and the spectators as he took up his place near Stonebreaker. Ravius and Cleothera cheered him loudly from the edge of the lowest of the three Galleries. The troll regarded him with interest, nodding a polite greeting. Gavin inclined his head in return, showing respect. The trumpet rang out as he did so, signalling the beginning of the fight.
Wasting no time, Stonebreaker tossed the metal ball underhand. The troll moved with an efficiency borne of long practice. Gavin swatted at the flying projectile. The metal mass clanged against his shield, driving the Gladiator back a step. Vibrations ran down his arm as aftershocks. Blocking a shot from a small cannon came to mind. The crowd applauded. 
Stonebreaker yanked on the chain, bringing the ball hurling back. He caught it in a leather palmed gauntlet, confident and economic. Then he tossed the ball into the air and began whirling it above his head like a lasso, moving towards Gavin, hard-eyes purposeful.
Gavin knew he needed to assault Stonebreaker, but was not sure how. The troll had reach and range and was more resistant to his magic than other creatures. His shield provided some defence, but he guessed that Stonebreaker could get around that; a skilled user of chain weapons could wrap the weapon's head around the edge of a shield with a deft motion. Gavin would need to be careful if he wanted to get close. It seemed that the Troll's plan was to herd him back into the wall where his mobility would be limited. Moving forward into the arc of the whirling ball and chain presented an obvious danger, but it would give him room to manoeuvre. 
Gavin edged forward, keeping an eye on the ball. Stonebreaker let a length of chain slip through his grip. This increased the arc of his weapon. The metal mass whirled towards the Gladiator. It was skillfully and subtly done, and Gavin was nearly caught off guard. He leapt up over swinging chain to avoid the deadly weapon, feeling it pass under him, just missing his feet.
Gavin hit the ground, tumbling towards his opponent. He began to channel power, getting ready to weave a spell. Coming to his feet, he lunged. The broad blade of his spear bit deep, piercing unarmoured flesh above the troll’s hip-plates. Stonebreaker grunted, but did not falter. The troll drew his chain in so that the ball whirled towards the Gladiator. Gavin ducked. The heavy mass swept the air above his head. The Gladiator twisted and pulled on his weapon as he backed away from the looming form of his enemy. Finally, the spearhead came free, ribbons of red gore caught on its vicious barbs. Gavin felt a surge of Triumph as Stonebreaker's smirk disappeared. He had felt that, at least.
The Gladiator followed up, completing his spell. A powerful mental assault overcame the Troll's strong resistance. This time Stonebreaker shook his head, momentarily stunned. His chain fell to the ground, limp. Triumphant, Gavin lunged forward, ramming his shield into the Troll's face. Already unbalanced, Stonebreaker toppled backwards, crashing down to the bloody sand.
Gavin felt the glorious sensation of victory surge through him. The cheers of the crowd filled the tiny arena. With no hesitation, he moved forward reversing his grip on his spear and raising it to stab at his fallen foe.
But Stonebreaker was a veteran of many fights. He recovered quickly, though he did not show it. He flicked his wrist, whipping a length of chain at the Gladiator as he attacked. Gavin raised his shield to ward off the blow. At that moment the troll raised his leg and kicked out, pushing the Gladiator backwards. Gavin’s spear glanced off the troll’s thickly armoured chest and he was forced back a few steps.
Stonebreaker staggered to his knees. Gavin stepped in again, thrusting his war-spear. This time the spear dug deep into his enemy’s shoulder. It was a brutal wound, but before he could withdraw and strike again, the troll's hand snapped up, grasping the weapon’s shaft.
Mindful of his past mistakes, Gavin let go of the spear. He drew his trusty short sword in a fluid motion. Raising his shield he warded off an uppercut from a massive gauntleted fist. He swept the punch aside and thrust his short blade into the troll’s belly. Stonebreaker grunted, ignoring the stomach wound and the spear stuck in his shoulder. He flicked a length of chain into Gavin’s face.
Gavin raised his shield, blocking the well-timed chain snap. But the cunning troll had anticipated this. A section of chain slapped at Gavin with an undulation from another angle. The blow took the Gladiator in the mouth. He backpedalled, spitting a mouthful of blood and teeth onto the white sand. The crowd gasped and cheered. The rational part of Gavin's brain noted that the wound would look worse than it was. He focused on that, trying not to choke.
This momentary pause gave Stonebreaker the time he needed to rip Gavin’s spear out of his shoulder. Chunks of flesh came out with the barbs. He did not throw it, as Gavin expected, but rather planted it in the sand nearby. Gavin darted in again. He stabbed his sword into the troll’s thigh. Most of the force glanced off the armour. Blood was drawn nonetheless, and the crowd cheered. 
The troll swung his ball and chain and the Gladiator ducked, rolling away from the follow up swing. Stonebreaker began to whirl his weapon again, buying himself space. Gavin realized that the troll had purposefully kept his spear to deny him the extra reach.
The rest of the fight bogged down quickly. Gavin assaulted the troll with mind-magic spells, most of which were resisted or shaken off quickly. He tried to get past the Troll's whirling ball and chain, but was forced to back off quickly both times as the massive weapon swung his way. The troll was simply too skilled to get at with a shorter weapon.
It was a technical fight, not a crowd pleaser. He got the feeling that most of the audience was unimpressed and perhaps a little bored with the stalemate when the match ended. Chosen Mordhawk was already speaking to a subordinate as the fight was called. Gavin was declared the victor, having drawn the most blood. It seemed indecisive to him, a waste of an opportunity to win fame and impress a Chosen. Ravius and Cleothera cheered wildly though; it was always good to have friends in the audience.
He threw a salute to the crowd, bowed to the Chosen, and nodded respectfully to Stonebreaker before leaving the fighting grounds. The troll smirked and bowed.
 
o-----
 
“Don’t be so hard on yourself;” said bright Cleothera later that afternoon as they walked to the Dojo of the Flawless Blade school, where they would meet up with Sax, “It wasn’t a bad fight…”
“It wasn’t great,” Gavin responded.” Besides, how do you know what I’m thinking?”
“I don’t need magic to read your face,” she said, “It’s my job to observe Gladiators; you get pretty mopey when you aren’t happy with yourself. It shows.”
“Truth there, little sister!” chimed Ravius from above. The skirmisher was amusing himself by hopping from branch to branch in the thick trees along the road. Gavin mentally wished he would fall.
He rolled his eyes, “I need to do better; I won’t win any fame with a match like that.”
Cleothera and Ravius shared a look. They both knew Gavin was his own worst enemy, but they did not want to push the issue.
Ravius tactfully changed the subject to rumours of goings-on in the Domains, a much safer topic than the psychology of their friend. There were rumours of trouble along the nearby borders, Heretics and Wirn crossing the mountains in the dead of winter.
 
o-----
 
Sax met Gavin, Ravius, and Cleothera outside a small, well-constructed traveller’s lodge on the edge of the lands stewarded by the Faultless Blade. They arrived as dusk was settling over the rough hills and wild forest of the Domain, but Gavin could still sense the difference between Chosen Mordhawk’s lands and those of the school.
The monastic Dojo was built on the edge of the foothills, where the rocky forested lands gave way, very abruptly in this case, to the flat prairies to the east. The top-most part of the school sat facing the prairie, built on a hill that seemed to have been shaped into perfect rounded smoothness. The ancient forests here seemed tame, almost sculpted. The outbuildings and little paths around the area appeared perfectly natural and in harmony with their surroundings. The whole land spoke of serenity; Gavin stared at it for some time.
Master Sax watched him while Ravius and Cleothera went inside, drawn by the tantalizing scent of bread and stew. Gavin ignored his rumbling stomach, fascinated by the sense of peace emanating from the Dojo. How could a school that taught Gladiators, men and women who kill for the entertainment of others, seem so harmonious?
“You'd like the grounds,” said Sax. “There's a river chasm on the other side of the hill. It has practice rooms carved into the stone all the way down and a spectacular little garden by the falls at the bottom.”
“Sounds nice,” said Gavin noncommittally, turning abruptly towards the lodge. “I’d like to visit one day... better get inside before those two eat everything… we have a solid week of walking before my ranking match.”
Gavin did not want to insult Master Sax by saying that he felt better served by learning a flashier discipline than furthering his studies of the Faultless Blade; the basic techniques taught by the school had increased his precision, but they were hardly crowd pleasing. He needed to learn something that would win him the crowd's adulation. Something with a bit of flash.
“I’ll join you shortly, lad,” said Sax, turning back to the Dojo. The Blackcloak watched the sun set over the buildings, picking out the unhurried motions of the students and the masters as they too were called to their evening meal before darkness enveloped the land. The peace of their long practised motions, perfect thought followed by perfect deed touched him. He thought about what Gavin had said, and not said, shaking his head and smiling before he made his way inside.
He had thought that way as well.
 
o-----
 
That night Gavin slept peacefully. Dreams took him to a place where he woke free of tension for the first time in many years. His mind was on his next match, too busy preparing for the journey to consider what that might mean.
 



Chapter Thirty-Five: Fortitude
1145/10/19 AR, Dun Shi’a. Gavin’s test match for the seventh rank.
 
“To survive and suffer. That is what the lowly consider a true test of character.” Chosen Silvius
 
“Endurance is often underestimated in The Great Games. Fatigue can doom a man as surely as bleeding him.” Arena Master Druth
 
Gavin, waiting for the trumpet’s call, watched a particularly large snow-flake tumble lazily downwards. He frowned when it fell into a pool of blood, still warm from the last fight and was instantly fouled. It was a grim omen in the Gladiator's mind; ranking matches always made him nervous.
The Dun Shi’a arena was a pit cut deep into the rock, a style popular in the Northern domains. The outer edge of the pit was rough-looking rock complete with rusted iron spikes jutting out like hungry metal teeth. The fighting grounds in this style of arena were small, encouraging close combat and minimizing manoeuvre. Polished beast skulls lined the upper wall. The white sand almost seemed out of place next to such savage fixtures. However, the tunnels and Gladiator’s arming room were well-appointed, especially welcoming given the rough surroundings.
The audience sat in rock benches carved into the upper lip of the pit or stood in a gallery beyond that. Despite the winter weather both the gallery and the stands were crowded; Gavin couldn't sense the magic that kept the arena-goers warm through the wards, but none of them seemed uncomfortable. Most of them seemed drunk, relaxed, and well-entertained by the earlier matches; a good crowd. Flare torches, no doubt chosen for style over efficiency, warded of the early darkness of the winter evening.
Instead of arranging individual ranking matches The Deliberative had called a large number of Gladiators in the region to Dun Shi’a. It was common practice to do ranking in batches in the Free Leagues. Given the mobile nature of the league it made more sense for the Gladiators to come to the Grey-Robes rather than the other way around.
Gavin's was the fifth match. Ravius had fought third; he wondered how his friend had fared. The Grey-Robe in charge of today’s match had insisted that each participating Gladiator be segregated before their matches and not allowed to watch the prior bouts. 
The trumpets sounded. The simple iron portcullis rose, beckoning him into the arena. The crowd gave a lusty cheer as he appeared.
Gavin noticed some green shards lodged in the walls and dug into the sand, they looked like bits of twinkling glass when the last rays of sunlight caught them,. Before he could consider this evidence too deeply, he heard Ravius cheer him from above the Gladiator's entrance. Turning, he caught sight of his friend, wearing several reddened bandages. It must have been a tough fight if he was still bleeding; Gladiators healed that type of wound quickly, especially when attuned to a Keystone. Ravius was seated beside Hummingblade, the Quickling swordswoman who had fought alongside Gavin in his Free Leagues entrance trial. Gavin nodded to her and was rewarded with a smile. He wondered idly if Ravius was serious about her.
As Gavin's mind drifted lazily over the implications and mechanics of Quickling and human intercourse, the trumpets rang out again, announcing his opponent. His mind turned immediately to the fight, focus sharpening; it was then that he noticed that many of the green shards sticking out of the sand had blood on them. Were they projectiles? He wondered. This thought spurred him to raise his shield.
The entrance that opened for his opponent was not especially large. Something glinted greenly from the shadows within. Gavin heard a strange, whistling intake, like the rush of a desert twister mixed with grinding glass. He tensed, gathering his body behind his shield, minded of the spike shooting automatons he had fought before. There was a brief, endless moment where nothing happened. The crowd tensed. He saw movement, and then heard the sound again. This time it heralded the eruption of a cloud of glittering green glass shards, like a storm of emeralds as they emerged from the darkness and caught the sun's light.
Gavin realized he could not block the whole burst. It was too late to roll out of the way. He minimized his profile, using his shield and armour to best effect. Glass tore into his exposed flesh, cutting any part of him not covered. Blood begin to drip from dozens of tiny cuts. The individual damage was not worrisome at the time; he expected such trivial wounds to heal quickly enough.
As the Gladiator recovered, his opponent moved. Something scurried in the darkness, making a twinkling, scraping sound. Gavin snarled and stood to face the creature as it emerged into the light. 
The beast was a gem-like blur of quickly moving limbs, made mostly of what looked like green glass. It had legs like a spider’s but more in number, each ending in a sharp curved claw with a jagged edge. Wings with beautiful green glass feathers jutted from it's back. Eight eyes like shining black pearls, and a round mouth full of sharp glass shards complete its head. It was a startling sight, as beautiful in its symmetry as it was fearful and unworldly.
The creature stood in the sun for a moment, as if it were basking in the awe and fear of the crowd. Then it burst into motion, crossing the sand quickly, legs scuttling and wings fluttering. 
Gavin stood, bracing, shield up, spear held out and angling up from the ground to meet the aberration’s charge. He was careful not to push himself too hard before his dripping wounds closed.  He realized that it was not going to pounce or whirl away. It seemed eager to collide with him!  He adjusted his stance, weaving a spell as he did so.
The spidery creature did not try so much to ram into him as to trample over him. Its feet were like a rain of blades upon his shield. Gavin's own spear bounded off its glass carapace, chipping it, but otherwise doing no obvious harm. His spell was more effective stunning it briefly and allowing him to push it off with his shield. A spear thrust glanced off its head, nearly sinking into an eye. 
Gavin felt more fatigued than he expected. He wondered if he had been poisoned or the beast was using some spell. The truth was that blood loss was taking its toll; his original wounds still dripped freely. He was too caught up in the fight to notice. Gladiators often take their regenerative powers for granted.
The creature shook off his spell with an effort of will. It reared up, thrusting four leg-blades at him, like spears. He blocked three shots with deft movements of his shield. He ducked the last. Rather than back away, Gavin moved a step closer to the beast, pushing his shield in front of him. His nearness made it harder for the creature to angle its limbs for powerful thrusts. His spear rang off the glass carapace again, chipping it. No blood issued from the wound.
The thought of the creature's blood brought Gavin's mind round to his own. He realized his wounds were not closing properly. The smallest of the cuts should have healed already. Was that why Ravius was still bandaged?
The glass creature stopped trying to impale Gavin. Instead it slashed at him with a lower limb. The attack cut under his shield guard, but the wise defender sensed the movement and slid backwards, avoiding the eviscerating claw.
Rather than launch itself at him again, the beast regarded the Gladiator with alien eyes. Gavin took the time to catch his breath and weave a spell. He knew what was coming next. He released his spell. The beast drew back and spewed a stream of glass shards.
The same ward screens that protect the audience from magic and stray projectiles help them see illusions and magics that would be invisible to the unaided eye. Thus the cheering spectators could tell that the Gladiator had conjured an image of himself. He sent it running in one direction while he dove in the other. The spider-thing had no such advantage. It could only perceive the image Gavin conjured. Thus it vomited glass shards at Gavin's phantom.
Gavin, willing himself to move quickly despite his blood loss, closed with the creature while it scuttled in confusion. He threw his weight behind his shield, crashing into it. The glass carapace crunched, fracturing as he connected. The beast whirled away in a blur of limbs, trying to position itself to aim another spray of deadly shards at the Gladiator.
Gavin did not think he could take another blast; none of his cuts were healing. He was covered in sheen of sweat and blood.
The Gladiator shadowed the creature as it scuttled away, ducking a side-swipe of a bladed limb.   Stabbing his spear at the fracture caused by his shield slam, he found himself wishing he had a hammer or mace. A heavy bludgeoning weapon would crush its glass body much easier than his spear thrusts. His shield would have to do. Perhaps he could crush it into the side of the arena.
The creature reached the wall, but did not stop. It scuttled nimbly up, using the spikes in the wall as footholds and flapping its wings. The crowd gasped and a few of the more panic-prone members cringed away from the edge of the pit or leapt from their seats as it danced up the wall and then launched itself into the air above Gavin.
The Gladiator skidded to a stop and reversed direction. The creature flew over him. Each breath burned now. It would be so easy to just give in to fatigue and blood-loss. He felt weighed down. The creature landed, green carapace glistening, facing him, gathering itself to fire another lethal salvo. Gavin was two steps too far away to ram it. It drew back. He threw his spear underarm, a quick, but inaccurate toss. The creature reflexively flinched away from the heavy, flying spear as it spat, fouling its aim. Some shards hit Gavin, leaving deep red furrows on his flesh where his armour did not protect him, but most of the spray missed. The stalwart Gladiator let out a war-shout, tapping into pure primal adrenaline and pain fuelled fury to find the strength to continue. He surged into the creature, shield-first, as it turned to run.
The thick glass-like carapace splintered against the wall with a sound not unlike ice breaking under-foot. He pinned it, crushing it into the stone with his shield. Leaning into the beast, he drew his short blade. Two spiky limbs lifted and speared at him as the creature tried to use its weight to topple him. Gavin swung his sword at one of the claws. The blade struck true, smashing the spindly limb. Shards rained down on him, threatening his eyes. He flinched. The other limb skidded off his thick shoulder armour. He felt something slice into his abdomen. He bellowed and pushed harder.
The beast was heavy, but not overly powerful; it could not match Gavin's supernatural strength, nor his superior leverage. He kept pushing and hacking with his sword. A broken glass limb fell to the sand. The crowd cheered. The beast swivelled its monstrous maw towards the Gladiator, seeking to spit its deadly shards. Gavin smashed the thick pommel of his sword into its head. A black eye burst into tiny slivers. Two more limbs slammed against his shield. Another speared him through his leg. Gavin shouted in pain and anger, staggering back. The creature slipped out. Desperately, Gavin hacked off the offending limb in a single blow, sending glass shards flying everywhere. Unbalanced, the creature skidded to the ground.
Before it could regain its feet Gavin slammed the edge of his shield into its head. His caught the fracture caused by his pulverizing pommel smash. Adrenaline replaced the energy that blood-loss had stolen. Splinters of green glass flew, almost blinding him. Gavin didn't care; he just wanted to end it. He did not need to see to strike again. Raising his shield again, in both hands, he slammed it down at the squirming green blur with all the force he could muster. CRUNCH. The creature's limbs stopped flailing. He repeated the attack again for good measure. CRUNCH. He staggered, suddenly feeling the weight of his wounds. Blackness threatened. The crowd cheered. 
Gavin hefted his shield and brought it down thrice more, rewarded with a brutal splintering impact each time. He was too tired for a fourth. Standing took a titanic effort. The beast was finished. Had it suddenly sprung back to life he would not even have enough energy to raise his shield. He was sweating, bloody, and dizzy. His vision was blurring. His ears rang. He staggered to his feet. Exhaustion dragged at him. The fight had taken every measure of endurance from him. He wanted to rest.
His sword felt as if it weighed more than a sack full of rocks as he lifted it to salute the crowd, but victory felt somehow sweeter. The crowd was on its feet. Pride kept Gavin upright as he walked out of the arena leaving a trail of blood and glass. 
 
o-----
 
“Sounds like a great fight, beloved,” said Sadira to the ghostly image of her too distant lover, conjured forth from her link crystal. “I wish I could have been there to cheer for you.”
“It would have helped, I’m sure,” he said with a half-smile. “Once I realized that the wounds weren’t going to heal, it really changed my strategy. It was an interesting test, I guess. I think they were trying to see how we reacted to having our healing taken away. I had to draw upon anger, pride, every last bit of energy and will that I could marshal just to finish.”
“That sounds like my kind of fight,” Sadira responded, relishing the thought of such a contest. It was not the type of test that The Deliberative would give to her though. Most Gladiators felt ranking matches tested their weaknesses, and bloody-minded endurance was Sadira's best defence. Gavin was smart, but prone to over-thinking. They had set him up against a foe who had foiled his plans and forced him into uncharacteristic aggression. She had to admit it was a good lesson for him. “My last ranking match was an unmitigated disaster.”
“Really? I thought you won?” said Gavin. “I do follow about your matches love, even here in the Free Leagues. Am I missing something?”
“We won the match and I passed my Rank,” she responded, looking at the Grey-Robe nearby, overseeing their conversation; a precautionary measure, relic of the many Gladiator’s rebellions in the history of the Domains. “Karmal did not get hers, however, and she blames me for that. We have not exchanged polite words for a while now. She actually tried to flatten me in training and earned herself a blackout from the Grey-Robes.”
“I hadn’t heard that,” responded Gavin. His concern showed in his voice. Sadira could see he was already getting angry on her behalf; Gavin had a tense relationship with Karmal. “What happened?”
Sadira sank back into the pile luxurious silk cushions, taking a moment to compose her thoughts; the truth was she had trouble sorting the event out herself.
“Our ranking fight was a pairs match, fighting Sand Slayer serpents,” she began, pausing for a moment when Karmal’s face, twisted with anger, flashed into her mind. Their friendship was based on rivalry; perhaps she it was time to show Karmal who led the pack, once again.
“Big constrictors that spit acidic venom, and have scales that can deflect an axe-blow?” prompted Gavin.
“Three prime specimens,” said Sadira. “We worked out a loose strategy before the match. I was to distract our opponents while Karmal burned whatever we were fighting down with her spells. Problem is that the Sand Slayers proved very resistant to Karmal’s main attack spells; our plan did not survive contact with the enemy. Sand Slayers are very resistant to fire. I improvised. Karmal… did not react well to the change in plan. After, she accused me of something crazy like bribing The Deliberative. You know her temper. We won the match but she failed the ranking test.”
She looked up sharply at the Grey-Robe listening in on her conversation. Gavin would have Cleothera with him most likely; whereas she had one of the many Officers of The Deliberative who cycled through Chosen Giselle’s private stables: a stranger. The Grey-Robe, a young ogre woman, looked away studiously. Sadira frowned and turned her attention back to Gavin’s ghostly image. 
“I think they failed her on teamwork,” she said. “They know she relies heavily on her Pyromancy. Regardless, after the match she blamed it all on me. She ranted incoherently and threw things. Typical Karmal behaviour. She said I wanted to steal her glory. Then she accused me of always stealing the show from her, whatever that means. I told her to grow up. Worse things were said after that. She tried to mangle me in training a week later; we've not spoken since… It will sort itself out, but things will be unpleasant here until she calms down.”
“Sadira, a true friend would not blame you for her own mistakes,” he said, “You know my opinion of Karmal…”
“Gavin, she’s my oldest friend,” Sadira’s voice hardened imperceptibly. “She's always been like this; she's just competitive.”
“People change, Sadira,” said Gavin. “You have made quite a name for yourself; Karmal might very well see you as an obstacle to her own destiny now. I think she is jealous, not just a rival.”
“I don't know,” she said. “… Karmal is just acting like Karmal. I can't see anything different. Besides she's the only one of my old team that I still have with me. I miss them; I miss you.”
“I miss you too,” he said. 
Gavin steered the conversation to more pleasant ground. He felt that pushing Sadira further on the topic of Karmal would not do any good. Besides they were rarely allowed to speak to each other in this fashion, a legacy of a Glad rebellion long before they were even born, and he did not want to waste the opportunity. They talked late into the night, until fatigue forced them to part and seek their lonely beds.
 



Interlude Two: Parlay
(1150/07/17 AR, the Grand Arena in Krass, Semi-Final of the Grand Championships)
 
“Rivalries are encouraged among Gladiators. We are told that a good rival drives us to train harder, fight better, and focus on the arena. This may be true, but the real reason is that the crowd loves watching two rivals fight.” Vulluriel Valcoeur
 
“Gladiatrix, Gladiatrix
Sword in her hand, blood on the Sand!
Death in her eyes, she's battle-wise!
Gladiatrix, Gladiatrix
Come see her fight, the crowd's delight!
Head in her hand, blood on the Sand!” An old arena cheer.
 
"Long time no see, Red Scorpion," said Karmal. The flame-haired woman smiled, revealing too-sharp teeth. “You're a long way from the whorehouse. Having fun with those two little harlots you `rescued' from Dregs? Do they fill the void now that Lina's worn out?”
Sadira answered with a gesture. Looking into Karmal’s eyes, she found it difficult to force herself to see beyond past friendship and acknowledge the hatred burning in those emerald depths. Memory and reality battled within her. 
The crowd was quiet now, listening to the voices of the two Gladiatrices, amplified by magic. The trumpets would not sound until the verbal sparring ended; this was widely considered to be the best match of the Grand Championships, two lifelong friends turned bitter rivals. 
Sadira thought about putting on a show, returning Karmal’s taunt and concealing how she felt from the crowd; it would be easier that way. But she did not hate her former team-mate; instead she felt a deep sense of loss where their friendship had been severed. She spoke from the heart, not caring how the fans would react.
“Why the insults Karmal?” she asked, her crisp voice carrying her sorrow to one-hundred thousand people. “We were friends once..."
“Champions cannot be friends,” said Karmal. She smiled, displaying a predator's teeth. In truth she looked inhuman now, horned and fanged; a creature of power and daemonic allure; yet Sadira still saw the woman underneath, the friend from her youth. "Only one can be Chosen. If you want my friendship so badly then forfeit to me. Show the people who is the better woman."
“You know I would never do that,” said Sadira. "But just because we're rivals on the fighting ground doesn't mean we need to treat each other bitterly. Those two 'harlots' are kids I rescued from Dregs and you know it. If you need to fight me, fine. We've been down this road before. I don't mind crossing blades with you any more than I do with Minerva. We'll fight and then the winner can buy the loser a drink and we'll be friends again. You don't need to repeat that crap they print about me. You know it’s beneath you. Why the anger?"
"I lived in your shadow for years,” growled Karmal, runes on her war-cleaver flickering; Sadira could sense ripples of magic from the weapon, as well as the some more exotic disciplines taught to Karmal. She measured them as they talked. "I never really realized how much you were using me until you cost me that ranking match in Brightsands.”
“We won the match, remember?” said Sadira, a touch of icy impatience creeping into her voice. “You just failed the ranking part. I passed it. Does that not tell you something?”
“It tells me that you are a spoiled little slut who gets what she wants because everyone wants to fuck her.” snarled Karmal, hands tightening on her blade, muscles heaving with anger, “You get easy treatment because you're everyone's favourite, Sadira, you always have been. Even the Grey-Robes treat you better. Tell me, does you little man-toy know what you’ve been doing behind his back? Is he too weak and pathetic even to bring it up?”
"Oh please Karmal, I never expected you to believe that kind of gossip-mongering," said Sadira. She shook her head.
"Girl I've watched you take three at a time," said Karmal. Some of the crowd jeered and leered at this. "I doubt little Lionfang can measure up to some of the experiences we shared."
"I outgrew that long ago Karmal," said Sadira. "Gavin and I share a special bond. Don't you understand love?"
"How could you love someone like that: he's a fucking weakling," spat Karmal.
"Gavin is not weak," countered Sadira, blazing with anger. “Watch your mouth.”
"He's no Valaran," said Karmal, smirking. "It took me a long time to figure out why you'd stick with someone like Gavin over Valaran. You just can't abide anyone who threatens your place in the pack."
“You mistake his protective nature for weakness,” said Sadira, “Take it up with him on the fighting grounds; you will be surprised by the outcome. Just like Valaran was when they met in Dregs. As for the rest of it, you should mind your own actions instead of mine; maybe if you did you would have passed that test the first time. They put you up against something your spells were weak against for a reason Karmal. Why can't you see that? I thought the Blues taught personal responsibility?”
Flame haired Karmal’s eyes flashed. Her crimson lips twisted into a bestial snarl. “You think you're better than me Sadira. I will prove you wrong. After I cut you down, everyone watching us will see you for what you are: a spoiled little war-whore.”
“The truth is this Karmal,” replied Sadira, her voice steady and cold. “When we were companions, I never cared which of us was better; I only worried about improving my own skills, winning my own matches, and helping the team advance. Anything else you read into it is a fabrication of your own jealousy. You should walk away right now, and reconsider why you want to face me.”
"I'll think about it after I split you open from cunt to collar," said Karmal, sneering. "And I don't think anyone believes I'd be jealous of a whore who fucked and strutted her way to the top!"
“Enough...” snapped Sadira, drawing her swords to signal her readiness to begin. She felt rage suffuse her. Karmal was exceptionally acidic today. “If you need to prove that you are better than me, do so with fire and steel, old friend.”
“Very well,” said Karmal tartly. “I just have one little point of order to take care of.”
She turned to the arena master's box.
“I CALL FOR UT NEX!” she roared. 
A stunned silence descended over the arena as the echoes of her voice rolled like thunder from the mountain top.
 



Chapter Thirty-Six: The Maze
1145/10/19 AR, Dun Mordhawk
 
“I see the arena as a way to hone the Gifted into better servants of the Domains. Every Gladiator is a potential Chosen, but also a potential Warbound or Hearthbound. Some may become teachers or even found a new discipline. Even those who are sundered and choose the life of a vassal can bring the experiences learned in the arena to bear on their new lives. A weaponsmith who has been a Gladiator makes better weapons, for example. This is why I advocate for new matches, new arena types, and new training methods. We must prepare them.” Chosen Mordhawk
 
The invitation to meet with Chosen Mordhawk took Gavin by surprise; he was pleased, but like many who are not certain of their own worth, or buoyed by overconfidence, he was suspicious of the attention of such a powerful man, and therefore, also rather nervous. One cannot fathom the minds of The Chosen, he thought.
Chosen Mordhawk was not as well-known as most of his peers. Elder Chosen,
like Chosen Marius or Chosen Moltar, are famed throughout the Domains: they are living historical figures who predate the founding of the civilization they lead, legends one and all. Even the most reclusive of the Elder Chosen, like Chosen Eudora, are so deeply woven into the tapestry of history and myth in the Domains that they are never forgotten. They walked with Ezuis, the mortal philosopher who sealed the covenant. They are living ancestors. Many of the Successor Chosen, those who replaced or were added to the original ranks of the immortal rulers of the Domains, are widely known because of their exploits in the arena or the cult of celebrity. But a few of the successor Chosen, those who are inclined to privacy, can fade into the background. Mordhawk was one of these; it was in his nature to seek the shadows and the wild places.
By reputation, Chosen Mordhawk seemed to care little for events that did not involve his secluded Northern Realm. He was known to patronize the Blues, as were most of the Border Chosen, but his involvements in the politics of his peers was otherwise unremarkable in the eyes someone like Gavin. The Spartan nature of his abode was an obvious insight into his character; the undecorated grey battlements of Dun Mordhawk demonstrated an appreciation for austere functionality as well as a stark presentation of power.
Gavin found the rooms of the inner keep, which he had not been invited to explore in his previous stay, comfortable, clean, and expensively decorated but without ostentation for the most part. The furniture was of exceptional quality, made by local craftspeople using local materials; wood and leather predominated. The Chosen seemed to prefer rich, dark colours, and used oil lamps and candles for lighting instead of glowstones or more modern methods. A page escorted Gavin to a well-appointed waiting room decorated with bookshelves and trophies.
“Wait here, Honoured Gladiator,” said the page. “I will alert The Chosen to your arrival; he will join you at his convenience.”
The Chosen had asked to see Gavin alone, an unusual request, bur not outside his purview. The Deliberative did not police The Chosen, and the Chosen certainly did not need protection from most Gladiators. Gavin was uncertain as to the nature of the meeting. He saw no evidence of the Chosen's Hearthbound. Perhaps the visit had something to do with the dominated assailants that had attacked them on their way north. Ravius and Cleothera awaited Gavin's return in the town outside Dun Mordhawk, enjoying the Chosen's hospitality. Sax had gone off to visit the Flawless Blade monastery and planned on joining them later.
Uncertainty made Gavin nervous. He did not sit down in any of the comfortable looking chairs, nor did he feel like helping himself to some of the food that had been left out for him. The roasted meats smelled delicious, but he could not bring himself to eat with his stomach in knots. “What could Chosen Mordhawk want from me?” he wondered. He had fought in the arena at Dun Mordhawk arena, with the Chosen watching him, but he did not think his performance against the troll Stonebreaker had been noteworthy. Trying to discern the motivations of a Chosen, especially one as cryptic as Mordhawk, was a futile exercise. He tried to take his mind off the meeting by examining the room.
Gavin perused some of the books, noting titles like Chosen Mazurin's Guide to Bows and a massive illustrated bestiary that seemed to predate The Reckoning. As he was examining the bestiary, wondering if he could leaf through such an ancient volume without damaging it, he caught site of a monstrous Manticore head, mounted and stuffed, almost lifelike. The beast, far larger than the one he and his team had brought down at Camp Valorous, seemed to snarl at him from the wall. Gavin stared into its eyes, seeking signs of the same madness that he had seen in the other.
He became aware of the Chosen's presence before the man spoke; when a Chosen does not try veil his presence, even the ungifted, who are normally blind to magic, can sense power radiating from him. To Gavin, Chosen Mordhawk's arrival was heralded by a change in the room's atmosphere, much like the charged feeling in the air before a tornado touches down. He turned and bowed low, rather shocked to see that the Chosen was standing within two paces of him, as if he had appeared from thin air.
“Uval'vich,” said Chosen Mordhawk, nodding to the Manticore, as he walked towards and then past Gavin to gaze up at his trophy. He frowned, looking up at the beast for a moment before continuing. “You've seen a Manticore before, haven't you Gladiator?”
“Yes. I fought one a few years ago, Chosen,” answered Gavin, forgetting the Chosen's powerful presence for a moment as the aftershock of the nightmarish visions the Manticore had used against him, assaulted him once again. “My friends and I fought one for my tenth match.”
“Then you know the madness that infects most of their kind,” said the Chosen, turning his gaze away from the trophy. “It is interesting that The Deliberative would choose to place you up against a creature for one of their tests. Are these friends the same team that you fought with in Scorpion's Oasis by chance?”
“Yes, Chosen,” he answered. “All but of one us. When we went to the Oasis, our friend, Omodo stayed behind.”
“Hammerhorn?” asked Mordhawk. 
“Yes, that is his arena name.” said Gavin, proud that that his friend's arena name came so quickly to the Chosen. 
“I confess that I am looking forward to his match here. I've heard that his surge in popularity has taken many by surprise,” said the Chosen. “What do you think of it?”
“Omodo chose to find his own path instead of joining us at the Oasis,” said Gavin. “When I asked him about it later, he explained that he felt ready to face his weakness on his own. The talent was always there, but now he's more confident.”
“Mastering one's self is a worthy goal, from the lowliest citizen to the loftiest Chosen,” said Mordhawk. He faced Gavin. The Chosen was tall and strong, but he had been a Gladiator once. Dark hair framed a watchful face. “Gladiator, I was impressed with your match against Stonebreaker.”
“Thank you Chosen,” said Gavin. He hesitated, unsure how to respond to a compliment from a Chosen and hesitated.
Mordhawk chuckled. “There is no need to be cautious Gladiator. We hold to the rules of hospitality on the borders. You are my guest. You have nothing to fear from me here, unless you act against me. Your honesty won't offend.”
“I felt that I could have done better,” said Gavin. He felt uneasy, disagreeing with a Chosen, even over such a trivial matter.
“Of course one can always do better,” said Mordhawk. “But in striving to improve, one should not belittle what one has accomplished. Stonebreaker is a tough fight for a defender...”
“Yes, chains have an advantage against shields and he was gradually herding me towards the wall.” replied Gavin eagerly. “His strategy would have stripped away all of my defensive options. I had to attack.”
“Just so,” said Chosen Mordhawk. “But you deduced this yourself while fighting him, and you attacked.”
“I must be honest, Chosen; I was also trying to impress the spectators,” said Gavin.
“I understand. I was a Gladiator myself at one time,” said Chosen Mordhawk. “I have trained more than a few fighters since. We all have passions beyond the fight. Enough of that though; suffice it to say that you caught my attention. I have a little project I am working on. I could use some help. Have you ever hunted before, Gladiator?”
“No, Chosen,” answered Gavin. One of the few things he knew about Chosen Mordhawk was that he loved to hunt, sometimes even going beyond the borders of the Domains into dangerous territory to test himself against dangerous game.
“I thought not,” said Mordhawk, his eyes swinging back to the Manticore on the wall. He regarded it with a strange fascination for a moment, before he resumed speaking. “Uval'vich here was mad like others of his kind, but his mind had not rotted away over the years. He ruled these lands before I took them. He was strong, but also unpredictable and cunning... I had to hunt him.”
“I'm not sure I follow, Chosen,” said Gavin. 
“Most tainted creatures, especially those whose minds have been destroyed, are not wary of us in the way that natural animal life is. They often attack with no provocation, even outside their territory. They actively seek to destroy us, and I feel that they see us as unnatural, as we see them. We scoured these hills for a year, killing five or six Manticores in open battle, as well as other tainted beasts. Uval'vich hid from us, and left us evidence that he was some lesser beast when he needed to kill. As the land was cleansed of the taint, monster-hunters moved in with my approval, capturing other creatures for use in the arenas. Uval'vich preyed on these, but only one or two lone hunters a year, and he was always careful to hide his presence. He left no bodies. I think he understood that he could not face a Chosen and survive. After the lands were settled he would take the occasional traveller, a stray workman, an unguarded farm animal. He struck over a wide area, hid his tracks, and left false evidence. The land was more dangerous then, and such disappearances were not unexpected. He could have gone on for years, prowling the back woods, while our attention was focused elsewhere.”
“What happened?” asked Gavin.
“He attacked a farmstead in broad daylight. Butchered a family. He attacked the legion patrol when they arrived to investigate, killing a full squad of men and one of my... best... rangers before they drove him off. Once he had shown himself confrontation was inevitable. I tracked him back to his cave. He was strong, but no match for me. I killed him. It was only when I investigated his lair that I realized that he had survived our initial sweep and been operating in my Domain, undetected, for decades... it was a lesson for me. A bitter failure.”
“Why would he attack the farm after so many years of cautious behaviour?” Gavin knew that the madness that infected the Manticores was the easy answer, but the Chosen seemed to be trying to impart a more esoteric point.
“That is a question that I have been asking myself for many years, Gladiator,” The Chosen shook his head. “He was not getting old, nor was he suffering from starvation or some other new illness that would force him to alter his behaviour out of need. The taint did not drive him the way it did with his brethren, I could tell that when we fought. He did not even eat those he killed on the farmstead. What think you?”
“Perhaps the Manticore grew too confident, Chosen,” said Gavin, somewhat shocked at the question. He still could not fathom why the Chosen has taken this particular course of conversation. “Or maybe the Farmers offended him somehow.”
“Indeed,” said Chosen Mordhawk, turning to Gavin. “These are good explanations. They might be true. All I can say is that Uval'vich ceased to be a hunter when he attacked that farm. A true hunter only takes what he requires. He crossed that line and it brought ruin down upon him. I was merely the instrument of his doom. But I digress; I did not bring you here to discuss an old man's hunting trophies. What do you know of Valaran diVolcanus, the man they call the Golden Giant?”
“He is considered one of the best Gladiators in contention at the moment, Chosen,” answered Gavin, cautiously. Chosen Mordhawk was known to favour the Blue Faction, for which Valaran was currently fighting. “He is a favoured student of Chosen Moltar, trained outside of the Campus Gladius. He only fights Deathmatches. He is strong, fast, and unbeaten in competition...”
“Common knowledge,” said the Chosen, rolling his eyes. He did not seem angry, however. “Your caution is commendable Gladiator, but I think you know more.” The Chosen looked directly at Gavin, waiting, but did not extend his overwhelming presence. He merely waited patiently.
“He has killed all of his opponents, Chosen,” said Gavin. “No one has survived a match against him.”
“Odd, isn't it?” said Mordhawk, pacing away from Gavin. Even distracted by his own thoughts the Chosen's movements were precise, like those of a wolf or big cat. “In this day and age the spectators are frequently merciful, especially to popular fighters. The current time limits on a Deathmatch also work to limit lethality; an experienced Gladiator can often defend against an opponent who gets the better of him long enough to be saved by the trumpet. This was actually initially instituted to lower the chance of death in duels between the Chosen. Regardless Valaran has killed all of his opponents, more than thirty Gladiators. Every single one of them. He killed many of them outside the Death-Leagues, even. Some of them were very well loved.”
Gavin wanted to ask Mordhawk why he was interested in Valaran, but one did not simply question a Chosen. He watched the Chosen pace, saying nothing.
“His magic is... unusual,” said the Chosen, swinging to face Gavin again. “It has been approved by The Deliberative, of course, but not without some debate. His patron has a very keen interest in keeping it as secret as possible.”
“Isn't that cheating?” asked Gavin, curiosity overcoming caution.
“Not if the Council of the Chosen votes to allow it,” said the Chosen, smiling for a moment. “The true imbalances in a society as great as ours aren't what criminals do in spite of the law. Manipulations of the law to favour the ambitious and the powerful, whatever their politics may be, are much, much worse.”
Gavin nodded; he met the Chosen's gaze for a moment. The man's dark eyes swallowed everything in the room.
“I would have voted against allowing a little known form of magic to be used in the Arena despite my ties to the Blues,” said Chosen Mordhawk. “Interesting that such an important vote came on a day that I and many of my peers were otherwise occupied. Border raids kept us away from the Council.”
“I'm not sure I understand, Chosen,” said Gavin. Was Chosen Mordhawk saying that a trick of politics has allowed Valaran to pursue his unusual path?
“Forgive me, Gladiator,” he said, smiling; an unexpected reaction from someone who seemed so distant and controlled. “I tend to blather on as I get older. Valaran diVolcanus passed through my Domain a few days ago. His patron is one of my allies and so he was my guest here for several days. I watched him fight. I hunted with him. I learned of some of his habits off the fighting grounds. He mentioned you, in passing. He sees you as his prey. But what kind of hunter hates his prey?”
Gavin felt his cheeks redden with anger, and a cold feeling settle in his gut at the same time. “At least he acknowledges me, now.” he said, unable to keep an edge of bitterness from his voice.
The Chosen raised an eyebrow. “He is of a mind to destroy you, Gladiator. He thinks it beneath him to challenge you directly, but his hatred drives him to oppose you. He feels you stand between him and something he desires...”
“Good, I will gladly face him, Chosen,” Gavin replied, his voice trembling with anger. His hands balled into fists at his side. A shiver ran down his spine and he inwardly cursed himself for feeling fear. “Even if I lose, Valaran's 'desire' will be his downfall.”
“Interesting,” said the Chosen, his eyes appraising. “But I digress. I did not ask you here to talk about Hammerhorn or Valaran or to show off my hunting trophies. As I said, I have a project I could use your help with. I am creating a new arena, one that tests certain qualities. You have shown yourself to be both perceptive and adaptable. I would like to see how you fare in it.”
“I would be honoured, Chosen.” said Gavin. Refusal would be foolish, of course, but he was genuinely curious as well.
Chosen Mordhawk nodded. “We will discuss the specifics over supper, Gladiator. If you choose to accept, you and your troupe shall be my guests while the match is arranged. My steward will convey dining protocol to you on your way out.”
“Thank you, Chosen” said Gavin, bowing formally before leaving the room. His mind was racing, trying to make sense of the Chosen's words while his stomach churned with the thought that Valaran was near, and had not forgotten him.
Mordhawk watched him go. After the grand doors to the room closed, he turned back to the head of the Manticore, Uval'vich, mounted on the wall. Even after years of thought, he still did not understand why such a patient beast had grown so over-bold, nor did he understand why he, the consummate hunter and protector of this Domain, had failed to detect the beast. He glanced briefly at a picture mounted above and to the side of the trophy; a portrait of a young man dark and fair, like himself. Then he left the room to return to his duties.
 
o-----
 
All of Gavin's trepidation over the special match that Chosen Mordhawk arranged for him vanished when he looked up, through the transparent ceiling over the maze to see Omodo standing next to Ravius and Cleothera. His heart soared upon seeing his old friend, Hammerhorn. He waved up at the crowd, spear in hand, grinning broadly.
Gavin could not see very far in any direction other than up. The walls of the arena-maze were grown from what looked to be sturdy trees with thick interlacing branches and bocage bristling with thorns. Moss covered the ground and much of the wood. The whole setup was obviously spell-crafted, custom grown by Druids under the Chosen's supervision. He could tell that the maze was quite large, just from looking up at the extent of the glass above him. No doubt the spectators were meant to follow his progress on foot, since none of them were seated. Perhaps he could watch them for clues, once the match started.
The rules for the maze match were deceptively simple. Gavin was meant to hunt down his foes and defeat them. They would, in turn, be hunting him. The only difference between this and a regular match was the environment, and the added uncertainty of not knowing what enemies he faced, how many there were, and how they would be coming at him. It could mean the difference between a simple fight and an ambush if he wasn't careful
The trumpets sounded. Within a heartbeat the roof of the maze above him became opaque to anyone looking up from below, which obscured Gavin's view of the audience. He could still hear muffled sounds and see vague shadows, but no useful details. He snapped the traditional Gladiator's salute at the crowd, confident that while he could not see them they would certainly see him.
Gavin chose a path and began moving warily into the maze, his footfalls cushioned by the deep moss. Traps were uncommon in arena matches, but not unheard of. He noticed a mist start to form low to the ground. He doubted it would rise high enough to obscure the action but it would certainly make it hard to see footprints in the moss or a short, crouching creature. A nervous tingle caressed his spine at the thought. The fog could hide a pit or a leg-trap, too.
Deciding to always take the passage to his right, Gavin followed advice he had once read about navigating mazes by always turning in the same direction if possible. Lionfang's focus narrowed as he tried to detect his opponents, who must already be in the maze. As he looked and listened he wove a spell that would help him detect an enemy by mental impulse alone. It would not work against a wary mind or an automaton, but he had to use every tool at his disposal. His spell caught a trace of mental activity from a nearby passage and he stalked forward, raising his spear to strike. The mossy ground cover and close wooden walls muffled his footfalls, encouraging him to opt for a stealthy, cautious approach.
As the sensation of thought grew stronger, Gavin came out into a wider clearing within the maze. In the middle of this area, which was the perfect size for a fight against a larger creature he noted, was a wide bush covered in fragrant blossoms of a type with which he was unfamiliar. The sensation of mental activity was coming from the vicinity of the thick bush which easily hide a man sized creature. It was also possible that the bush itself was somehow foiling his mind-scan, part of the Chosen's plans. He began to weave a spell that would allow him to better identify the mental pattern. Before he could finish, however, something moved. Gavin's spear snapped up. A blurred form sprang from the leafy undergrowth scattering brilliant orange petals in its wake.
Swiftly Gavin changed his spell-weave to a mental blast, and raised his shield to face the creature before he realized that it was simply a large jack-rabbit. It bounded out of the bush and away from him, startled by his approach. He watched it go, relaxing a little. Apparently not everything within the maze was an enemy. An interesting complication. The Chosen was intent on recreating some of conditions of a woodland hunt, it appeared. As if to emphasize the point he heard the croaking of a frog nearby.
He listened for a moment before deciding to follow the path the rabbit had taken. Perhaps it would attract whatever was hunting him.
The crowd above watched Gavin with interest. They could see the movements of all the creatures within the forested labyrinth below them clearly. Unlike the Gladiator, whose concentration made time seem to move more slowly, their anticipation made the passing minutes seem shorter.
Gavin turned down two more passages, going right whenever he was faced with a choice, before he came to another wide clearing. He detected a faint musky odour. Readiness stole over him. As he took two steps into the clearing, his instincts screamed warning. He whirled around just as the spike hound that had been trailing behind him attacked. The Gladiator's lunge caught the beast in the air. Gavin's aim was precise; the creature's own momentum drove the spear deep. Gavin let go of the haft and sidestepped the body as it crashed into the bocage, where it twitched in its death throes. He barely had time to draw his short sword before the rest of the pack was upon him.
The next few moments were a confusion of snapping jaws, gnashing fangs, and desperate footwork. Strong, spiny bodies darted at him from multiple angles. A heavy form barrelled into him. He twisted to minimize the impact, and then sent the beast sprawling with a kick. A powerful clawed paw swiped at his shield. Gavin turned and raked the offending limb with the device's razor edge. The Gladiator was able to keep on his feet, fending off the two remaining hounds by backing down a tunnel.
Memories of his first fight against spike hounds surfaced. He was stronger now, faster, more skilled, and confident in his abilities. Where two of these beasts had once nearly finished him, three were hardly a challenge. Having survived their cunning ambush he felt certain that he could dispatch these two with relative ease. He smiled, but kept his guard up nonetheless; he could not be sure that these were the only hounds.
They circled. Both suffered from minor wounds, but showed no fear of him. Normal animals would have been wary. Perhaps Chosen Mordhawk was right; the untainted were anathema to the tainted. They charged. Fanged maws slavered and snapped, but they could not get past his shield. He thrust his blade into a snout, drawing blood. Although this forced one of the hounds back for a moment, the bloodshed only seemed to encourage the vicious reptilian creatures. Gavin followed up by attacking the other with a powerful mental blast, leaving it shaking its head. 
The hounds hesitated. Gavin caught a flash of movement. He dove to one side, acting on instinct. He hit the ground, dead branches gouging his arm. An arrow flew past him. He tumbled away from the hounds and this new threat. Using the onrushing hounds and his shield for cover, he assessed the situation. He saw a tall being, roughly the shape of a man, composed of vines, leaves, and living wood. It notched another arrow, taking aim at him as the hounds moved in. It was now apparent that the hounds were not the only threat in this scenario.
The shaft flew. Gavin was forced to raise his shield to deflect the missile. One of the Spike hounds darted in, trying to take advantage of this motion. It lunged in below his guard, biting at his vitals. The Gladiator pivoted. The arrow rang off his shield. The jaws of the hound met the thick leather and studded metal of his protective kilt. The beast's teeth still penetrated the armour in places. With a snarl, Gavin brought his shield down. The razor edge bit into the hound's thick neck, severing the spine. It fell, limp and dying, before it could apply any more pressure to the bite. The final spike hound leapt, pouncing at him in the manner of a great hunting cat.
Still tangled with the dying beast, Gavin could not dodge out of the way. He raised his sword and shield instead. He let himself be carried by the motion of his opponent's attack, rather than resist. The beast knocked him off his feet. He was prepared for this. While its claws raked his shield, he positioned his sword. He felt an arrow slam into his side. The pain spurred him. When the spike hound's fang filled maw darted at his face, he slipped his sword under it and cut the beast's throat. The spike hound flinched back, spraying blood all over the Gladiator. Gavin kicked it aside, hoping to minimize his exposure to arrows as he stood.
Another arrow sank into Gavin's calf. The Gladiator hissed, more in anger than in pain. He had not expected the hunter to aim low. His opponent was already taking aim with another arrow. The Gladiator, now hobbled, could not charge forward. Nor did he have time to pull the arrow out. Thinking quickly, he wove a mental blast. His spell staggered the vine-man as he hopped forward. The arrow flew wide. The hunter took aim again. Gavin threw his shield, discus-like, forcing his opponent to dodge, and fire wide again as he limped forward and pounced. He bore the vine-man to the ground, hacking at it with his sword while attacking it with spells. It was stronger than a man, but no match for Gavin's magic enhanced strength. Sappy fluid, like green blood, leaked from it, splattering onto the Gladiator. It smelled like wet sawdust, moss, and mushrooms. The vine-man's struggles stopped after the tenth plunge of Gavin's sword.
The trumpet sounded. Victory was his. Limping still, he raised his sword, covered in green gore, above his head. Now that the match was done, the crowd above him was visible once again. Gavin smiled at his friends. Omodo, Ravius, and Cleothera were cheering him. He then managed a stiff, ungraceful bow to Chosen Mordhawk, who favoured him with a nod.
After finishing his salute and listening to the listings, he knelt and pulled the arrow out of his foot. The blaze of pain quickly faded. He did not bother with the arrow in his side, as he then turned and hobbled out of the maze.
 
o-----
 
Gavin was unsure what to make of his brief audience with Chosen Mordhawk after the match. The Chosen asked him only a few trivial seeming questions, and seemed especially interested in why he did not kill the rabbit.
He assumed the Chosen was pleased, however. He offered to teach Gavin a few rare Cogimantic spells as compensation for his assistance. Mazurin's Mind Grasp, a telekinetic spell, caught Gavin's interest. He quickly agreed to the Chosen's tutelage. It was a rare opportunity and a great honour. It would be a small burden on Gavin's time, as the Chosen could only afford to train him a few times a year.
 
o-----
 
After meeting with the Chosen, Gavin joined his friends. He was eager to talk to Omodo. It had been far too long in his mind, since he had seen his old friend. “Hammerhorn” was increasingly popular in the Free Leagues and some of the Faction arenas.
They greeted each other as old friends, awkwardly at first, but quickly falling in to comfortable roles. The conversation remained casual filled with tales of matches, gossip, training, and “romance” until late into the evening.
Omodo, his immense frame stretched out on a reinforced couch, with Cleothera nestled in the crook of his arm and Gavin and Ravius facing him across a heavy table laden with empty plates and heavy mugs, seemed more self-assured than Gavin had ever seen him. The giant Armodon radiated the same aura of self-assurance that Sadira did. Gavin was pleased that his friend had found himself.
“I want you two to join me,” Omodo said abruptly. “Fight with me, as a team. We may not be able to make the Grand Championships but we can promote the Green Faction. They do good things outside the arena, like pushing for representation for Dragons and Trolls in the popular assemblies. Getting the Green's some attention is a worthy cause.”
Ravius looked towards Gavin questioningly. Gavin knew his friend would love nothing more to travel with Omodo, but was too loyal to leave his side.
“I'm honoured,” said Gavin. He could think of no real reason to deny them. In fact, adding his own efforts to 'Hammerhorn's' growing fame would make it much easier for Gavin to get promoted into a league where he could be closer to Sadira. “Just let me run it by Master Sax and finalize my training schedule with Chosen Mordhawk.”
Omodo smiled broadly, letting out a long breath. Only then did Gavin realize how much his presence meant to the big Armodon. It was a great honour.
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven: Hammerhorn
1145/12/23AR, Sonarion's Crossing
 
“We ain't rich like them Blues
We ain't strong like them Reds
But, friend, we've got stout hearts
That's us, the Greens, true fans!” Green Faction Cheer
 
“The wild magic twisted and tainted our world. But bad as The Reckoning was some of the worst foes we face were created purposefully.” Chosen Mazurin
 
“HAMMERHORN, HAMMERHORN!” the spectators shouted Omodo's Gladiator name as the three fighters strode on to the fighting grounds. Ten thousand people packed the stands of the small semi-circular arena, many of them proudly displaying the colours of the Green Faction. The subject of the crowd's affection led Gavin and Ravius to the centre of the fighting grounds, flourishing his massive war-maul before saluting the hungry fans.
“I've never seen so many Minotaurs and Armodons in one building,” said Ravius as they waited. More than a thousand of them sat together, a solid wall of green.
“They started following me around last year,” said Omodo, raising his hand in greeting as the raucous audience kept up a deafening cheer. “They come to all the matches that they can. Several of the Free Leagues arenas have had to add special sections so they can accommodate so many of us. They call themselves Hammerhorns. Some of them follow me almost year round.”
Gavin smiled; he could still remember back to a time when his Armodon friend was timid in front of large crowds. Now he had a legion of fans.
As a busy town built at a nexus of trade routes and an important bridge, Sonarion's Crossing was frequented by travellers of all sorts. The streets were broad and worn, lined with shops, public houses, inns, stables, and other buildings filled with services dedicated to road and river. The traffic was constant, even after the harsh winter rendered travel into a more brutal ordeal. The townspeople were extremely welcoming, a charming combination of local hospitality combined with the cosmopolitan mindset that came with constant exposure to travellers from all over the Domains. The arena was just as accommodating as the rest of the town, and although it was filled to capacity, not even the bulky Armodons looked uncomfortable.
The C shaped fighting grounds backed onto an artificial lagoon with the white sands forming a beach of sorts. The grounds and the cold waters could be modified for different types of matches. Today the water formed a deep, dark pool with only a thin strip of dry sand around the edge. The monster's entrance was fully submerged, and Gavin realized the implications immediately.
“Gladiators,” he said, gazing at the dark waters. “I think we are going to be fighting one of those speciality bouts this town is famous for...”
“I think you're right,” said Omodo. “Pity the water is so cold.”
“That leaves out river serpents,” said Ravius. “Maybe a dire Avanc?”
“I hope not,” responded Gavin. “Mind you, if they use magic to warm the water, it could be just about anything.”
“Why don't you go over and dip your toe in, little brother,” said Ravius. “See what you can fish up...”
Gavin rolled his eyes. The trumpets sounded again. Bubbles immediately started to rise from the dark waters in front of them. The three Gladiator's readied themselves, shifting positions so that Gavin could cover the other two with his shield. Gavin could sense his two companions fortifying themselves with spells while they waited.
The dark water stirred. The Gladiators tensed. A fin, spiny and blue, broke the surface. Another fin quickly appeared beside the first, and then another and another, cutting the water in unison, moving towards the Gladiators. The crowd hushed expectantly.
Gavin caught sight of a set of enormous, glassy eyes and a mouth filled with needle-like fangs.   The silvery glint of metal shone through the depths as the first fins neared the edge of the waters. Webbed, clawed hands shot up from the pool. Gavin exchanged a quick glance with his companions. Ravius shook his head and they waited for the creatures to emerge, having decided not to charge in. While fighting at the water’s edge would provide a certain kind of advantage, it would also put them in danger of being drawn into the water.
“Murkeys,” said Ravius, as the first of the creatures propelled itself out of the water, revealing a scaled body, somewhat like that of an ugly fish with long, wiry arms and spindly legs. Each of the creatures was armed with a pair of vicious looking, serrated blades and armoured bracers. They let out enraged warbles and charged the Gladiators. Gavin heard Ravius laugh at the sound, so similar to that of a turkey, and he could not help but grin himself. He felt Omodo shift behind him as he raised his shield.
Ravius cast his net over Gavin's head, a well-practised manoeuvre. The barbed net brought one of the fish-men down. The skirmisher laughed at his fallen foe as it thrashed around. In its frenzy to escape the net the hapless Murkey rolled into in the way of its brethren. 
”Catch O' the day, brothers!” yelled the smiling Skirmisher.
Gavin thrust his spear into the eye of a charging Murkey, using its own momentum against it. The creature fell to the ground flailing and warbling. He stepped over it, blocking an attack with his shield. He kicked the attacker forcing it back. A lunge brought his spear home, killing it.
The crowd erupted into cheers as Omodo moved between Ravius and Gavin. The Armodon broke into a charge after two paces. He crashed into the ranks of the fish-men, impaling one on his horn. He sent it flying to the side with a flick of his head. Two fish-men leapt towards him but he simply shouldered through them, shrugging them aside. Omodo trusted his heavy armour and thick hide to protect him while he powered forward. His colossal war-maul came down on a hapless Murkey, crushing it into an unrecognizable pulpy mass that oozed oily blood into the sands.
Gavin saw that one of the Murkeys clinging to Omodo was holding on to an armour plate while reaching its blade around to slit the Armodon's throat. He ran forward, tossing his spear into the creature’s side, knocking it off Omodo. He then drew his short blade, thrusting it into the belly of yet another foe in one smooth motion. 
Ravius and Gavin closed ranks around Omodo, protecting his flanks as he powered into the Murkeys. The Armodon's monstrous maul rose and fell crushing a fish-man to paste with each blow as the crowd roared “HAMMERHORN!” The enemy could not withstand his relentless assault, nor could they use their numbers to overwhelm him with stalwart Gavin and cunning Ravius defending him. The Murkeys broke after a minute of fighting, their warbling taking on a panicked tone as they fled into the pool, leaving the victorious Gladiators to salute the cheering crowd.
 
o-----
 
“Almost like old times, eh little brother?” said Ravius as he and Gavin sat relaxed at a table in a public house, enjoying a late night meal, waiting for Omodo to join them. The Armodon was nearby, greeting a few of his fans and some local Faction supporters.
“Almost,” said Gavin, a touch morosely. “I do miss the girls.”
“Aye, well, let's not dwell on that, little brother,” said Ravius. “I'm sure we'll all be together again, one day soon.”
“Truth,” said Gavin, pleased that Ravius was happy. “On the positive side of things, I am impressed at how our Omodo has turned his fear of crowds around. Overcoming a weakness like that is an impressive act of self-mastery.”
“Stop quoting Sax at me, little brother,” said Ravius. “I hear about self-mastery every time I get drunk these days...”
Gavin chuckled; he had actually been quoting Chosen Mordhawk. The Ogre and the Chosen were very similar in that regard. Influence of the Faultless Blade school, perhaps? “Regardless, It seems becoming an advocate for the Greens really suits him.”
“Agreed,” said Ravius. “He looks happy, purposeful...”
“He has developed a following too,” said Gavin. “That young Minotaur, Delph follows him around like a Hearthbound.”
“Delph's a good guy,” said Ravius. “I think I recognize him from some of Omodo's early matches. He's with the Greens because of Hammerhorn. The big man attracts people to the cause. He lives to help and inspires that in others.”
“This is a cause I don't mind throwing my support behind, either,” said Gavin. “Even if it means leaving the Reds for the Greens.”
“I'm all with you, little brother,” said Ravius. “Besides there is something about the young, idealistic, intelligent women who are attracted to “the cause” that interests me very much.”
Gavin rolled his eyes and opened his mouth to ask about Hummingblade. Ravius had seemed interested in the Quickling Gladiatrix for some time. He was cut off by Omodo's rumbling chuckle as the titanic Armodon eased onto a rugged bench across from them. 
“I know I've said it before,” said Omodo. “But I really missed you both. It is good to be fighting on the same team again.” 
“That is the oathbound truth, brothers,” replied Ravius.
“It’s just good to be in the company of old friends,” said Gavin.
“By the ancestor, I'll raise a glass to that!” rumbled Omodo. He picked up a tankard that could rival a keg, raising it to them. “To old times.”
“To good friends,” said Gavin, raising his glass.
“To the cause!” said Ravius, grinning as Gavin's expression soured.
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight: Something Fishy
1146/01/15AR, Sonarion's Crossing
 
“There are few moments in life that can compare to watching an unknown beast emerge from the depths. That first breach is a memorable cocktail of fear, awe, and wonder that is difficult to match.” Chosen Balvuk Dragonsbane, Travels.
 
“Friendship is often the first casualty of a good Championship.” Gaius Gerald White.
 
“I'm going,” said Sadira. She did not bother to hide her anger. “You can't just barge in to my private quarters and demand that I put aside my plans!”
“But we need to practice,” asserted Karmal, emerald eyes flashing.
“Then where have you been for the past six months, Karmal?” responded Sadira, leaning in.  Shadows intensified as she lost control of her temper. “You haven't even bothered to show up for even half of the training time that I reserved for us. You've barely said a word to me since our ranking match. Now I take a week off to see Gavin, something I've been looking forward to for almost a year, and you suddenly need me here to catch up on practice?”
“You're not the only one with a life around here Sadira,” said Karmal loudly, looking down at Sadira, brows knotted face flush with passion. “You always do this... you write the schedule around your needs and then try to disguise it as something 'we` agreed to.” 
“That's not fair, Karmal,” objected Sadira, somewhat shocked at her friend's vehemence.
“I have a life too Sadira,” said Karmal. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to find some of the trainers I need? Giselle can train you in battle-dance but she doesn't know anything about Berserk or Pyromancy. What about my needs?”
“Fine, I'll spend a few extra days here for training,” said Sadira. It would please Chosen Giselle as well as Karmal. Her patron wanted her in top condition. “I'm beginning to think I'd enjoy putting you down a few times.”
“Good luck with that,” said Karmal, smirking. The old Sadira wouldn't have given in so easily. It merely confirmed her growing sense of the Shadow-Elf's deterioration. Giving in to her demands was a sign of weakness. The old Sadira was more wilful. Perhaps less time with Gavin would be good for her.
 
o-----
 
“I'm sorry beloved,” said Sadira. She and Gavin were strolling along the streets of the Campus Martius, enjoying the relative freedom of the huge Gladiator's quarter. A few lonesome flakes of snow whirled and fell around them, melting instantly as they touched the ever-warm cobbles. She felt Gavin's hand tighten on hers. “It's been too long.”
The New Year's Festival, the celebration of surviving another year after The Reckoning, was perhaps the only form of celebration, other than the Grand Championships, that could actually heighten the sense of frantic, youthful joy in the Campus. It was a time when families often visited their children for the first time after they had been tested and taken away for training. She had fond memories of enjoying the celebrations with Karmal, Vintia, and her sisters.
This year she and Gavin had planned to attend the grand year's end ceremony in the Parade Square of Krass. Starting Festival week celebrations with a million screaming citizens appealed to them both, albeit for different reasons. Sadly in staying behind to mollify Karmal, Sadira had given this up.
“It's all right,” said Gavin, smiling. “I know how busy you've been. Don't feel guilty; we'll make up for it next year.”
“Your patience is exemplary, my love,” responded Sadira. Some might have been upset that their lovers did not show anger at being denied, but Sadira understood her man. Leading a team of Gladiators had given her insight into differences in character. Gavin rarely expressed his emotions as ferociously as she did. “We get so little time together. It never feels like enough.”
 Sadira had been vague about why she needed to cut their time short; she did not want to Gavin to blame Karmal, who in her heart was still an old friend. She knew that Gavin and the fiery tempered Gladiatrix did not often see eye to eye. Gavin, for his part, simply felt it was important to be supportive of his beloved's efforts. In his mind Sadira's path to the Championships had to come first. She could very well be Chosen one day, and he could see himself standing among her Hearthbound.
“Is any amount of time with me ever enough?” countered Sadira, mock-fierce. “Don't tell me you can actually grow tired of all this?” She waved a hand over her form.
“Never,” said Gavin. “I'll show you my ardour, my love. We'll make up for less time.”
“We certainly will,” she said, leaning in, her lips curving into a wicked smile. “But don't think that I'm going to let you off easy; we may only have half the time, but I am going to use...”
“Wow, is that Red Scorpion?” interrupted a passing Gladiatrix, just out of training by the look of her, pointing at Sadira. Someone squealed. Within moments a crowd of wide-eyed young fighters pressed forward, seeking Sadira's attention. She had to promise to come to a festival gathering before the pair could escape to a quieter place.
Sadira looked up guiltily at Gavin after the exuberant crowd left her. He put a finger on her mouth before she could apologize.
“There was a time when I resented having to share you,” he said. “I still do in some ways. But you would not be the woman you are if you just wanted to curl up and hide away with me all the time. You love your fans. I love the way they make you bloom. We will have a little time alone, like I desire, and a little time in public. As long as it is time together, I will be satisfied, Sadira.”
She kissed his finger. “I love you so much, Gavin. Now... does this 'public time' extend to trying on some new outfits that I think you would look good in?”
He laughed. 
 
o-----
 
Their private time was interrupted by three of Sadira's sisters; Gloria, Viconia and Vix. The presence of her sisters did not diminish Sadira's appetites, and she accused Gavin of “human prudishness” when their arrival put a quick end to any thoughts of lovemaking.
Vix, the only other pale-skinned phenotype among the sisters, made sure to show off her new tattoo. Sadira made sure to compliment her sister's artistry. Gavin was embarrassed at the show of skin, more “human prudishness”.
Viconia, a Grey-Robe herself, asked after “that delicious Cleothera.”
After they all settled, Gloria, the youngest of the three, dutifully recited the latest accomplishments of the Lacivia clan to Sadira. This was a tradition the Shadow Elves had picked up from the Dwarves during the long years of confinement in the undercity of Krass during The Reckoning. Gloria's memory was prodigious. She then made sure to add her most famous sister's latest news to her recitations. 
 
o-----
 
 This time their real release came during training. They renewed their love of each other on the sands, bold, brutal, and passionate. The two of them battled hard, seeking to push the other to new limits. As always Sadira found Gavin to be her best opponent. Training with Chosen Giselle had given her an opponent who could beat her handily, but Gavin truly challenged her. His defence was impeccable, and he never held back after the first couple of hits. 
They also fought magnificently together as a team, graciously besting several challengers in pairs training bouts, in front of cheering freshies.
There were no tears or dramatic speeches when they parted this time, only sweet sorrow and golden promises for their next meeting. The two Gladiators were subdued, but had already steeled themselves against the inevitable separation. They both still felt as if they were leaving a part of themselves behind. Their hearts were now calloused against the cruelty of reality's demands, but not against each other.
 
o-----
 
After a short boat trip, Gavin travelled nearly a thousand miles in thirteen days to return to Sonarion's Crossing for his next match. It is surprising how much distance a supernaturally strong being can travel on foot, on good roads, by putting in twelve hour days. For once his Grey-Robe escorts were as hurried as he was, and the weather was cold, but calm and clear.
They spent only two nights out of doors, but Gavin kept his spear close and his armour on. Visions of crazed men and women leaping out the shadows kept him wary.
On the seventh day they found a horse carcass and the ruins of a cart. They also found tracks all around and a warning marker from the nearest Legion outpost. A Wyvern had attacked a merchant convoy. This disturbed the Grey-Robes; only a tainted beast would do so.
Nonetheless he had plenty of time to think about time away from Sadira, and his struggles in the arena. He hated being forced apart, and hated having to listen to some of the vile rumours about her, but it was difficult for him to see a clear path that would give him the freedom and power to do what he wished. Perhaps there was no such path.
 
o-----
 
“I wonder what's down there today?” Omodo eyed the water suspiciously as he spoke.
The pool had been altered to take up more of the arena, leaving the three Gladiators with an even thinner strip of land on which to fight. Despite the bitter cold the stands of the arena were filled to capacity once again. The fighting grounds, screened by the wards were surprisingly warm today. Gleeful shouts filled the air, and every now and then a loud chant of Hammerhorn would break out. Gavin found himself pleased to see this; more fans meant he had a better chance of getting the attention he needed to get back to Sadira.
“I imagine this will be interesting, it is the first match of the new season here...” said Gavin.
“Yes, it is a great honour to be on the ticket today,” replied Omodo solemnly.
“Indeed, but you are a big draw now Omodo,” added Gavin. “So it is well-earned.”
“Hah! You sound like Delph,” said the Armodon. “I'm sure half of these people just want to see me get eaten.”
“I wish we knew what we're going to fight...” said Gavin, amused at Omodo's modesty.
“You two need to lighten up,” chided Ravius, “You both seem far too serious. We don't know what we are fighting half the time; I don't see how the water really changes that.”
“We are professionals engaged in a serious business, Ravius,” said Gavin. “It would be nice to know what we are up against so we can be ready to meet it. Water fights allow for far more exotic enemies.”
“Why worry, little brother?” replied the blonde skirmisher, flashing them a dazzling grin. “We are Gladiators. We are ready to fight anything, sight unseen. Every match is an adventure. Every day is a blessing. We don't age. We wield great power. We fight for the Glory of the last great civilization on Tabyria. What is there to complain about?”
“He sounds awfully cheerful for someone who was complaining about his career only yesterday,” said Gavin, raising an eyebrow and looking to Omodo.
“Probably had another threesome last night,” rumbled the Armodon. His tiny ears quivered with amusement. “That tends to cheer him up.”
“Pessimists! Stop drying to drag me down,” complained Ravius, rolling his eyes in a good approximation of exasperation.
“Feel free to switch places with me if you're feeling that optimistic,” said Gavin, grinning.
The trumpets sounded before Ravius could mouth a retort and the two Gladiators snapped to attention, joining Omodo in staring at the water. Gavin wove a simple spell, sensing a wave of pure malignancy from the depths, a single thought source. “Something big,” he warned. Huge bubbles began to churn.
“RELEASE THE KRAKEN,” shouted the announcer. 
There was a moment of silence. Ravius and Omodo exchanged glances. Krakens were fearsome creatures, and there were many varieties. Gavin shifted his stance, eyes never leaving the frothing waters. He would have to bear the brunt of the initial assault and so he needed to avoid being snatched by a tentacle. Then the crowd erupted into loud cheering and chanting. “KRAKEN, KRAKEN, KRAKEN” was soon competing with “HAMMERHORN, HAMMERHORN”.
A ripple passed across the surface of the dark waters. Even before The Reckoning, Krakens were greatly feared for their ability to destroy small ships and pluck unwary sailors off docks and decks with their powerful, agile tentacles. The changes wrought in many them by tainted magic made them even more dangerous. Considering all the possible angles of attack for a foe with so many strong appendages and so much reach made Gavin tense. They also exhibited frightful intelligence. The water rippled again.
Without warning, a tentacle thicker than Gavin's waist lanced out from the water. It shot toward him. Droplets of water splashed against the Gladiator as he ducked under the attack. A thick bone spine, shaped like a harpoon, attached to the end of the appendage, sliced in front of him. The bulk of the tentacle was dark; the colour of a bruise, but the underside was a glistening, fleshy pink, covered with suckers. Barbed nodules, like little fanged mouths, decorated some of the larger cups. The stench was hideous, a combination putrefying fish and noxious oil. Gavin's stomach churned. The appendage curled inwards after missing, trying to envelop the Gladiator. Anticipating this, Gavin jumped over it, thrusting his spear into the rubbery flesh.
Ravius joined him, sinking his trident into the same limb. The tentacle flexed and rippled, throwing them both back. Blackish-red blood dribbled from both wounds, but the Kraken seemed undeterred. Ravius gagged at the smell of its fluids. Omodo ran forward with a shout, swinging his war-maul downwards in a powerful overhand strike. The attack hit spike-end first, impaling the tentacle. The Armodon pulled on his maul, the long spike acting as a hook. The Kraken pulled one way, Omodo, the other. Finally, the Armodon dug his heels into the sand, as if he might try to pull the beast from the depths like some mythic fisherman. The crowd roared. The water frothed and shook in agitation and a rumbling roar escaped from the depths.
A second tentacle burst out of out of the water. It reared high before falling, like some nightmarish tree toppling, forcing Omodo to move as it crashed into the sand. By now the bulk of the beast was rising out of the water as it moved forward to bring the rest of its writhing tentacles within reach. Gavin saw huge eyes and a vast tooth-filled orifice that looked distinctly foul and unnatural.
The two larger tentacles thudded into the sands again, tremendous impacts shaking the Gladiators. Gavin slashed one with his spear as Omodo and Ravius attacked the other. Their efforts enraged the beast. It heaved forward to the edge of the pool and roared. Its mouth was odd, more like that of a shark with a beak than a natural cephalopod. Raising his shield, Gavin half waited for acid spittle to fly forth from the beast's maw but it did not. His relief was short lived as the noise became deafening and the stench made it difficult for him to breath. A thick nausea settled on him. He could hear Ravius gagging again. Even the crowd was taken aback by what little of the smell wafted to them through the warded screens.
The Gladiators were forced back towards the walls of the arena, striking at the flailing tentacles and dodging out of the way. Gavin and Ravius attacked the beast with mental blasts, but although they seemed to be doing some damage, they also made the beast angrier.
“I'd kill for an axe, right about now!” shouted Omodo. His powerful blows were puncturing the tentacles, but he could not sever them with his weapon. 
“I'd settled for a nose plug,” said Ravius, sounding disgusted.
The Kraken flailed at them with its smaller appendages, making it difficult for them to stop moving and attack. All the while the two larger spined tentacles sought to grab and impale them.
“We need to get close, strike at something vital,” shouted Gavin. His spear was not doing nearly enough damage to the Kraken's tough limbs.
“What's vital on these things?” said Omodo.
“The mouth is a good bet,” responded Ravius, chuckling.
The three Gladiators shared a look. Gavin shrugged. Ravius looked to Omodo, who nodded.
Sidestepping one of the larger tentacles as it thundered into the sand, Ravius ran forward and tossed his barbed net. The gleaming mesh blossomed in mid-air, covering several of the smaller limbs. They quickly became entangled in the vicious barbs. Gavin moved alongside him, charging towards the mouth of the beast. The Gladiator shouted, attacking the Kraken with a mental blast. Ravius wove a spell of disorientation at his side. The Kraken flailed and roared, the horrid stench threatening to overcome them. It felt to Gavin as if he was running into a windstorm crossed with an abattoir with a sewage problem. Flecks of disgusting spittle spattered the Gladiators as they closed. Gavin raised his spear. The crowd roared.
Gavin nearly got to the mouth before one of the tentacles caught his legs. The fleshy limb contracted, crushing him in spite of his armour. Barbs dug into his back. As the beast lifted him into the air, Gavin tossed his spear at its eye, missing by a hand. He drew his short sword and began to hack away. Chopping at the tough flesh did little good. He heard Ravius shout and then heard a splash as his friend was knocked into the water. He hacked in a frenzy until a second tentacle wrapped itself around his head and the beast began to pull, trying to tear him in half. The foul smell was even worse now and he retched under the pressure.
The distraction that Ravius and Gavin provided cleared the way for Omodo to charge. The crowd shouted in glee as the armoured Armodon rammed into the Kraken, gouging its body with his horn. A pair of the smaller tentacles batted him. He shrugged off the first blow, but staggered under the second. The crowd gasped, but Omodo righted himself and swung his war maul. The weapon smashed into the creature's mouth with terrific force. Lightning from a rune crackled along the hammer-head of the maul as it struck, sending teeth and beak shards flying. A shock ran through the beast and it dropped Gavin, who was also stunned by the electric jolt. The shock of plunging into the cold water brought him to his senses. He swam, struggling toward the light.
Omodo raised his maul high, bringing the spiked end down in a brutal overhanded strike. Landing between the Kraken's wagon wheel eyes, the spike sunk deep into flesh. A great gout of black blood spilled forth as the massive Armodon ripped his weapon free.
Roaring, the beast turned and dove into the water, ejecting a vile inky substance to cover its escape. A little of this foul fluid sprayed onto Omodo, but Gavin, who was still in the water had to swim through it, choking as he retched again and again until Omodo fished him out. Ravius, who had nearly drowned by now, appeared to be marinating in the vile stuff as he thrashed to get to the surface.
The Kraken did not emerge again and Gavin eventually pulled himself upright to salute the crowd, still retching and covered in black slime. Omodo raised his hammer and they staggered back to the arming rooms.
 
o-----
 
“Disgusting!” gasped Ravius, indignant and revolted in equal parts. “I can't believe how hard this stuff is to get off.”
“This part never makes it into the arena reports I guess.” said Gavin, shaking his head. They couldn't get rid of the horrible smell; his stomach churned constantly filling his throat with bile.
“So much for the glory of being a Gladiator.” sighed Ravius. He dry heaved again. “Ancestors have mercy! I can still taste it. I was drowning in that stuff. On days like this I wish I'd chosen to be a Vassal. I could be massaging some high lady right now instead of this...”
“Aye,” said Gavin with a chuckle. “No wonder Omodo hit the baths early. He probably couldn't wait to escape our stench. Some days winning doesn't feel like much of a victory.”
“I wish I could go back to the day I faced the choice,” said Ravius. Gavin's eyes met those of his oldest friend; Ravius looked tired, defeated. It was a feeling he knew well.
“Would you take a different path?”
“I hate to admit it, little brother,” said Ravius, grimacing as he cleansed his skin with a special scrubber that felt like a cheese-grater. “But I am beginning to share your pessimism towards The Great Games. It seems like such a waste of life. I often wonder why I'm still doing this.”
“I'm still in the Arena because of Sadira, I guess,” confided Gavin. “I need to show her I'm worthy.”
“A warrior without pride is no warrior at all,” agreed Ravius, with a knowing nod. “I get it. I don't have that excuse though. It doesn't feel right to me anymore. I thought fighting a Kraken would be grand... Now I just want to get clean and get drunk and hope I can forget the smell and drowning in vomit and inky water. I wonder if artificers, merchants, and tradesman have days like this?”
“I'm sure they do,” said Gavin. “But that's just it... no one in the crowds sees the arena as a job.  When we made the choice, we didn't either. We just thought about the freedom that we would have when we joined The Chosen. We thought of killing monsters like the heroes we grew up reading about and watching in the Championships. Some of the works I read as a kid even mentioned the down side, but I never really understood that part until I'd experienced it. I only saw the positives.”
“Such is the nature of men, I suppose” sighed Ravius. He sighed. “Well, at least we entertained the people today. It is what we do.”
“We also gave Omodo a moment to shine,” said Gavin. “The people love him.”
Ravius was silent for a moment. “Hmmm. That makes me think. If we are relegated to the status of bit players by fate, then we may as well make the best of it...”
“Exactly,” said Gavin. “Helping Omodo and Sadira might be the best way for jobbers like us to get a share of the Glory.”
“Aye,” said Ravius. His face fell again and Gavin could sense that he had failed to banish his friend's frustrations. “There has to be more to our lives than this. I want to accomplish something in my time in the arena, to be able to look back with pride... you know?”
Gavin's response was cut short as Omodo strode into the room. The Giant Armodon was already clean, having spent a half hour in the scented baths. He looked at Ravius and Gavin, still both half-covered in foul slime. He had overheard some of what they had said and was touched by their desire to help him. Ravius looked ready to fall over though, and Gavin did not seem to be faring much better. He needed to break their bad moods. Ignoring the terrible stench, he took an exaggerated sniff and then broke into a broad grin.
“Mmmmmm, that reminds me,” he said, sniffing the air. “I've ordered us some seafood for dinner tonight. Anybody hungry?”
Ravius groaned and buried his face in his palm, while Gavin burst into laughter.
 



Interlude Three: Ut Nex
(1150/07/17 AR, The Grand Arena in Krass)
 
“The Difference between Ut Nex and a Deathmatch is that only one of the fighters knows that they are calling Ut Nex, the other has to decide if she wants to fight to the death or forfeit in front of all the spectators. Few back down when called out in this fashion, fearing being seen as a coward more than the chance of death.” Chosen Giselle.
 
“The arena is a great place to kill your enemies; it is an even better place to kill your friends.” Chosen Gorixus.
 
I CALL FOR UT NEX!” shouted Karmal. 
Sadira stood unmoving, numb with shock. Why was this happening? Was this some sort of convoluted stratagem on Karmal's part? She often battled with her old friend for dominance, but invoking a personal Deathmatch against a Karmal was incomprehensible to her: One of them could get hurt.
Karmal went through the formalities while Sadira stared at the sands. A ripple went through the audience: their Grand Champion seemed suddenly deflated. Was she afraid of death?
"Red Scorpion," said announcer Quintus diKrass, his smooth baritone drawing Sadira out of her reverie. "Do you accept Ut Nex? If not, according to the law of Champions, you must forfeit."
The ward screens flashed red, waiting for the acceptance of Ut Nex. Sadira smirked. So that was Karmal's game. Her Flame-haired friend wanted her to forfeit. She should have guessed.
"Fuck yourself Karmal," Sadira snarled. She severed her attunement to The Keystone without turning towards the announcer. The ward screens faded. Ut Nex had been accepted and the two friends were now in a Deathmatch. "No ploy is going to win this for you. I am going to beat you until you yield."
"You just don't get it Sadira," chided Karmal. shook her head, lips curling into a feral smirk.
"Like you and your first ranking match for Veteran?" replied Sadira, lifting her chin defiantly towards her foe; raising her glittering obsidian blades. “Here's a hint, they were testing your teamwork skills, bitch!”
Anger surged through Karmal, filling her veins with molten energy. She thundered forward, heaving her massive war-cleaver into the air, screaming wordlessly as she called upon her power.
The thousand trumpets rang out as one, the pure sound quickly drowned out by the roar of the crowd as the flame haired Gladiatrix barrelled towards Sadira.
A snap of power from Sadira sent green tendrils surging from the sands, grasping greedily at Karmal's legs. She was used to this tactic and avoided tripping as they held her. Sadira charged. Karmal ripped her foot free. She screamed, swinging her war-cleaver in a broad horizontal arc. Sadira sprang as she came close.
Catching Karmal's blade with one of her own, Sadira flowed with the momentum of her opponent's strike, rather than parry. In effect, she rode Karmal's swing. The spectators cheered this difficult manoeuvre. The powerful motion flung Sadira into the air. She landed, rolling as she struck the sands, flowing into the Razorwing's flight dance as she came to her feet. She whirled and slashed, attacking while Karmal tried in vain to turn and face her. Her swords came away bloody. Sadira whirled way, laughing cruelly.
“Face it Karmal, you don't have the finesse to beat me,” taunted Sadira. “Why don't you...”
Her words were lost as the scent of blood filled Karmal. Changes in her body had made her acutely aware of such things. Her vampiric desire for blood. Her berserker rage. Her demonic hatred. All of her disciplines gave her great strength and destructive power but eroded her self-control. Power raged through her as the blood and pain whipped her into a frenzy. She wove a spell directing that power at Sadira, so swiftly that it took the Shadow-Elf by surprise. 
Fire blossomed from Karmal and the crowd gasped as it washed over Sadira, engulfing her entirely and turning her words into a frenzied scream.



Chapter Thirty-Nine: Gold and Grey
1146/02/29AR, Sonarion's Crossing
 
“The mind turned against itself is a terrible weapon. I have seen a lack of confidence cause skilled men to falter at the simplest of tasks.” Master Sax
 
“Any luck with that smith, yet?” Gavin asked Sax as they rested between bouts. He felt like a coward, reliving that moment outside his father's cottage: he should have gone in, even without Sax and introduced himself. Disgust began to sour him; he shoved it away, focusing on training. Despite the lingering cold of the northern winter, he was lathered in sweat. They were stopped at a small roadside inn, a thick-walled stone building nestled in the jagged border highlands somewhere between the Domain of Mordhawk and the Domain of Endweaver. Gavin and Sax were engaging in some early morning sparring while Cleothera engaged in business with another Grey-Robe at the inn.
“Valcoeur is a very private individual,” said Sax. “He'll meet with you when he is ready. Your technique has improved, by the way.”
“Didn't feel like I lasted any longer,” sighed Gavin. He wanted to ask Sax if Valcoeur was his father, but he couldn't bring himself to do it. He wondered if Sax knew about his abortive visit to the smith.
“You need to keep your head in the fight Gavin,” the Ogre's voice was serious. “You need to understand the small mistakes you are making. Concentrate on your footwork and your breathing. It really is the best way to improve at this level. You've done well with what I've taught you, but there is always more to learn. You should try the next circle of Faultless Blade.”
“I don't know, Master Sax,” responded Gavin. “I'm learning some very interesting spells from Chosen Mordhawk...”
“Flashy spells and special moves are not a substitute for better technique,” said Sax. “'Hawk would be the first to tell you that. Everything you do in a fight flows from the fundamental concepts of timing, positioning, strategy, and attitude. These are the foundations upon which every Gladiator fights, even if few of them realize it. If an enemy finds a flaw in your technique, it might not matter what special advantages you've brought to the fight.”
“That sounds more like a philosophy...” commented Gavin.
Sax chuckled. “It is: The philosophy of the Flawless Blade and Empty Mind schools. It's hard to explain. It is better to show you what I mean. This time, when we fight, try to empty your mind of everything except your next move.”
 
o-----
 
Cleothera emerged from the little inn during a pause in their training. She was dressed to travel and looked uncharacteristically grim. Her eyes immediately snapped to Sax and then to Gavin.
“Where's Ravius?” she asked, brow furrowed with worry.
“Upstairs, I think,” said Gavin. “Is everything alright?”
“No,” she said, her luminous eyes gravely meeting his. “I need to talk to Master Sax privately for a moment Gladiator. Find Ravius and meet me back here in five minutes or I will have to whistle. This is deadly serious, Deliberative stuff, understood?”
Gavin nodded and trotted off. “Whistling” was a term for a form of coercion that Grey-Robes could use on Gladiators who were bound to them for long journeys. It called the Gladiator to the Grey-Robe, providing a sense of direction and distance. If the Gladiator resisted, an irritating sound, much like a whistle, would develop in his head, eventually reaching the point where it became painful, leading to a blackout. All Gladiators had been subjected to this in training, but it was rarely used. Gavin was burning with curiosity as to what sort of event would cause the normally carefree and amiable Cleothera to crack the whip.
He found Ravius by following the sounds of laughter. The skirmisher was playing cards with two giggling women; All three were in various states of undress. 
“Oi, Ravius,” he said, trying to sound authoritative. “Grab your gear; we need to get moving now.”
“Awwwww, no way,” pouted one of the women, eyeing Ravius's remaining bits of clothing and bared breasts of his other companion. “We were just getting to the best part!”
“Are you sure you don't want to join us?” invited the other girl, her eyes roaming Gavin's figure, smiling lasciviously.
“This is serious,” said Gavin. “Grey-Robe serious.”
Ravius looked up at Gavin. Reading the other man's posture and expression, he gauged that something important was afoot. “Sorry ladies, it has been a delight and almost a pleasure, but alas duty calls. Finish off the wine and put it on my tab. I will look for you both when I return.”
The skirmisher deftly fastened his armour on while fending off the playful attempts of the two women to keep him unclothed. Gavin waited at the door, agitated. Ravius grabbed the rest of his gear, kissed the two girls with gusto, and then followed Gavin back out into the sun and snow.
 
o-----
 
“What's this about?” asked Ravius. The two Gladiators could sense the subtle undercurrents of power surrounding Sax; the Ogre was in full control of his magic and his weapons and armour were crackling with attuned runes. Sax now wore shining black armour that covered his full body like a second skin underneath his arena armour. When had he found the time to change into this garment? Even trusted master level Gladiators like Sax were rarely allowed full access to their power outside the arena. Few of them carried armour like that. Gavin felt a surge of excitement: he had always known there was more to Sax.
“There has been an incident nearby.” said Cleothera. Her tone was filled with icy determination. “We are going to investigate. Through some turn of fate, I am the nearest and most-senior representative of The Deliberative in the area. I expect trouble. Perhaps more of those possessed people that attacked us last year. Master Sax will be operating at full capability, scouting. You two will be in reserve initially. You will be able to use your runes and minor spells. This will change if I need you to fight. If I unleash you, take down anyone who threatens us. Do not hesitate to use lethal force if you feel you need to.”
“What's going on Cleo?” said Ravius. The skirmisher was deadly serious now. He unconsciously checked his gear with his hands, as if getting ready for a match.
“A Grey-Robe has been killed,” she said. “You now know as much as I do, and more than you should. Are you boys up for this? It might be dangerous and I can bind you to the inn if you want to stay.”
“Wait...,” said Gavin. “Did you say this might involve more of those possessed people we were attacked by in Chosen Mordhawk's Domain? I thought that they cleared that up.”
“There's a rumour goin' round,” growled Sax, “that you can't take everything people say as absolute truth.”
“Right,” said Gavin. “Sorry.”
“Enough,” said Cleothera. “I can't force you two on this. I would really like to have you both with me though. I expect problems. Are you in?”
Ravius did not need to look at Gavin to read his eagerness.  He could also see that Cleothera was nervous. She desperately wanted their support. “We're in,” he said.
 
o-----
 
The four of them trudged into the wilderness on foot. The late winter drifts were no real obstacle to the Gladiators. Sax ranged ahead, using a wind-walk spell to move across the snow without even disturbing the surface The grizzled master's magic was so subtle that the others could barely sense his channelling. He was alert and calm, and he kept his mind free of worry and any thoughts unrelated to his task. In the back of his mind he felt the simple joy of being out under the clear blue sky among the evergreens. Countess, his blade, felt alive on his back, eager to be unsheathed. He was a hunter, and the enemies of the Domains were his prey.
Cleothera scanned the area for thought patterns. It was a simple form of detection that might catch something that Sax missed. She tried to ignore the lump in her stomach. Normally any disturbance would fall under purview of the local Chosen, or a Sheriff in the case of a free territory. The Deliberative was usually only called in for crimes involving the Gifted, and then usually after the incident was under control. The Deliberative had no combat capabilities; she had been told that in training. Of course the mere presence of a Blackcloak ranging ahead of her showed the truth of that statement. What were they getting into?
The message she had received was cryptic, and specifically warned against bringing other members of the order. An Officer named Erbly Norax had sent out a distress signal and then vanished from The Deliberative link. That only happened when someone died. She was not used to operating in the field, not really trained for combat. She could shut down a gifted with no difficulty; anyone in the order could do that. But a wolf pack, or a troll, or more of those dead eyed men and women clawing at her... she wondered if they were walking into a trap. Her heart beat hard in her chest.
Ravius could sense Cleothera's distress. He stopped for a moment and caught her eye. “Relax, little sister,” he sent through the link they were using to communicate silently. “They would not have sent you if they did not think you were up to the task.”
She smiled. Ravius did not understand the situation at all, and yet she still found his words reassuring. A confident tone did wonders. Worrying would not help; she needed to focus on her task. “Thanks. Just be cautious, men; there are no Keystones out here, and none of us are great healers...”
Gavin brought up the rear of the little company, to shield Cleothera from attacks from behind. He was excited in spite of the situation. The idea that he might be able to use his skills for something other than the arena made his mind race with possibility. Like Sax, he was enjoying himself, but unlike the Ogre his mind was filled with what he might see, instead of what he was seeing.
They travelled for an hour, moving at a quick pace. They followed game paths through the trees and up rough hills until Sax signalled from up ahead for them to halt from up ahead. They paused for a moment. Gavin and Ravius could see that the Ogre was crouching at a break in the trees and peering into a clearing. After a long, tense moment, he signalled them. They crept forward quietly, listening intently, eyes alert. The forest was unnaturally quiet. Cleothera could not sense any thought patterns, but she could feel the residue of powerful magic. Of course, just because she could not sense anyone, was not a sure indication that no one was there. Sax could mask his thoughts well enough to avoid her detection, others could as well. A ready opponent could hide from anything. She felt a nervous shiver work its way up her spine as they came to the edge of the clearing. She half expected an arrow or a bolt to come flying at her at any moment. 
The clearing was a frozen pond, covered in snow. Several game trails led off into the forest, and likely to nearby roads as well. The surface of the pond was splashed with blood, still cooling. Dozens of bodies littered the ice. Limbs were strewn about. Standing in the middle of the carnage was a huge, misshapen figure moulded from bone and flesh. The thing stood solemn and silent, like some grim sentinel; its two arms ended in huge bone-white swords, reddened with gore. They watched it, breathless. It did not move, save for the blood dripping from its weapons.
After his shock subsided, Gavin realized that it was a golem, in this case a creature created with necromantic bone-craft; a Razorfist Mauler, frequently used in arena matches.
The four of them communicated silently, using the mind-links that teams of Gladiators often developed for times when verbal communication in the arena was impossible.
“What do you think?” Cleothera asked Sax.
The Ogre took a moment to respond, his eyes still sweeping the scene before them. “Looks like the mauler got loose...,” he shook his head.
“But?” asked Ravius.
“...The wagon,” said Sax,
The wagon in question was a large steam-powered contraption, covered in thick plates. There was no indication that it had been broken. The heavily armoured door was open, but showed no signs of being forced.
“Could they have been working on it?” asked Gavin.
“Maybe; seems an awful strange place to do that, with a town less than an hour's travel down the road.” said Ravius.
“Someone let the golem out,” said Gavin. “We're looking for a necromancer.”
Cleothera surveyed the bodies: most were clustered around the Golem, showing signs of brutal lacerations caused by its huge bone blades. They looked like a typical band of travellers; guards, merchants, a mix of races and ages. “Am I the only one who finds it odd that none of them appear to have tried to run?”
“No,” growled Sax. “Seems awful familiar.”
“Indeed,” said Ravius. “Should we take down the Golem and see what we can find?”
“I just don't know,” said Cleothera. “This could be very well be a trap. If you guys get badly hurt out here you could die.”
Gavin continued to examine the bodies while they talked. The dead travellers were armed with variety of weapons. A few swords, axes, bows and a spike rifle. Some knives, and clubs. He even spotted a small body, a Quickling, or perhaps even a child, he realized with a shudder. The tiny mangled form clutched a sharp stick. Why wouldn't they have run? He saw another body that appeared to have dragged itself towards the golem for a short while after being cut in half. A bright swash of blood and a line of intestine were all that connected the two halves. The whole scene spoke of unnatural determination on the part of the people attacking the golem. The signs called to mind the carnage in their camp after that night of shadows and slaughter. There was no doubt in him now.
“The person we are here to find,” he said, out loud, shocking them. “Was officer Erbly a necromancer?”
Cleothera paused a moment, checking the link for information, “Yes, he was. You don't think...”
Gavin nodded. “I do. I wager the Golem was defending him. These people attacked him, mind-slaved like the ones that came after us... I don't like the idea that the wild magic used us against is still out there, but this looks almost exactly like the dominated people who attacked us. Mauler Golems aren't fast, yet none of these people ran. They probably wounded your Grey-Robe badly early on and he called on the Golem to defend himself. Your hunch was right Cleo; we've seen this before.”
“Agreed,” said Sax, nodding. “Explains the lack of tracks leaving this place.”
“If I am correct, Erbly's body will be near the Golem,” said Gavin. “He either succumbed to his initial wound or someone got to him. 
“Wow,” said Ravius. “If this is purposeful then someone must have really wanted him dead: domination of this sort is a forbidden spell and not an easy one.”
“Someone powerful,” said Cleothera, looking out into the snow covered trees. “It also calls into question the attacks made against us.”
“Not too powerful though,” said Sax.
Cleothera looked at him questioningly. The lean ogre shrugged.
“There are much better ways of killing men,” said Sax. “If a Chosen had used this kind of spell, they could have just dominated Erbly into killing himself. I've seen it done. A smart Chosen would have just sent someone to put a knife in his back; this smacks of an unplanned fight. Someone desperate, with limited options used what was at hand.”
“It is rather... messy,” said Gavin slowly, surveying the carnage. The scene reminded him of the arena. The lake would make a good fighting grounds. The blood stood out against the ice and snow. The Mauler looked like a victorious Gladiator at the end of some brutal slaughter match, bloody and victorious, moments away from giving salute. He could almost imagine the roar of the crowd as it raised its weapons. The only difference really was that the part of the monsters was played by these hapless travellers. He shivered.
“It had to be someone who was strong enough to cast the spell, but not so strong that they could have just overwhelmed the target,” said Ravius. “They had to go for the less resistant minds of the travellers.”
“Would be easier for them to cast if they were nearby,” said Sax.
“It could be a skilled Gladiator and many Gifted...” mused Cleothera. “Maybe a heretic, or a disciple of one.”
“Our Grey-Robe should have been able to shut down a Gladiator or Vassal,” said Ravius. “That is your speciality, after all”
“A heretic, then,” said Sax. He realized that it could also be a Grey-Robe or a weak Hearthbound, but he did not speak these thoughts out loud.
“Not a very smart one, though,” said Ravius. “This draws way too much attention. The Deliberative are always on the lookout for Heretics to begin with.”
“We know this wasn't carefully planned,” said Cleothera. “Even the craftiest heretic can make mistakes when things go wrong. Perhaps the killer was travelling with these people and our Grey-Robe found out.”
“Cold-blooded to do this to folk he had been travelling with,” said Sax.
“I think we are overlooking the obvious,” said Gavin. “I think it was another Grey-Robe. A dispute of some sort, maybe. This reminds me of the spells used to control the monsters in the arena, only weaponized somehow. It may be forbidden magic, but it’s not outside a Grey-Robe's abilities.”
Cleothera opened her mouth and then shut it again. Gavin and Ravius looked at her expectantly. It took her a moment to find the words. She looked at Sax, who shrugged and turned away. “I've heard rumours. I think Gavin is closer to the truth than we might like. Keep it to yourselves, though. I have called in a special team to help deal with this. I hope you boys don't have any plans for the next little while; we will be standing guard until they get here.”
 
o-----
 
They waited tensely, time marked only by the slow course of the sun. After satisfying themselves that there were no survivors or tracks, they stayed away from the frozen pond. The Razorfist Mauler never moved from its silent vigil; a grim, unwavering presence standing among its fellow dead. 
They moved around the scene, looking for tracks and any clues as to who might have escaped the bloodbath. They found very little. A small group appeared to have left the lake before the carnage, leaving for the road nearby, but they could not find any information about who these people were or what happened to them. It was possible that this was just another group of travellers, who would no doubt be shocked to hear the fate of the people with whom they had just shared a campsite. It was equally probable that it was a dangerous enemy of the Domains who had blended in with another group on the road.
Sax decided that they should put up ranger's marks to make sure that no one else would stumble onto the lake and trigger the golem. They kept watch for anyone and everyone. Cleothera kept them unleashed, allowing them full use of their magic in case they were attacked. Through unspoken agreement one of them stayed at her side at all times, acting as a bodyguard. She did not protest.
Time passed slowly. Ravens flew in, great black birds, attracted by the smell of carrion, landing on the tall pines around the lake. They did not drop down to feast on the bodies. Gavin wondered if they could somehow sense the magic emanating from the Mauler. He' knew that some animals were sensitive to lingering spell patterns, a trait that helped them survive the tainted lands after The Reckoning.
 
o-----
 
Hours later, as the sun at last dropped down past the trees, the thunderous sound of hooves alerted them to the arrival of others. They quickly took up hidden positions. Once they were sure of their safety, the three Gladiators and Cleothera left the shelter of the trees to meet the party who had just arrived. 
There were twelve Grey-Robes, each riding a sweat-soaked horse. Gavin could see immediately that these animals were a special breed. The massive equines did not seem to be bothered at all by the cold, or more tellingly, by the scent of blood. He wondered if they were Strikers; specially selected horses that were trained, body sculpted, and enchanted to be superb war-mounts. He stared at them in fascination for a moment while Cleothera and Sax approached the leader of the party, a sharp featured woman with hard, wary eyes.
“Officer Orphania, report.” The woman's voice was cold and crisp. Others in the part dismounted and began to fan out. Gavin guessed they must have a few scouts with them as well, stalking through the trees. The thought made his shoulder-blades itch.
Cleothera reached into her robe, gingerly. Gavin noticed that some of the newly arrived Grey-Robes were unusually tense, looking around warily. He and Ravius exchanged glances. All of the riders were armed and Gifted, and four of them wore armour and the same black second skin that Sax wore. These looked like fighters to him, Blackcloaks most likely; they exuded a fearsome readiness. 
Cleothera withdrew her link crystal from her Robe. “Ordo Grevex told me to present this to you.” She passed it to the leader of the Party, who began to look it over. After reading it the woman looked up.
“This checks out.” The woman's voice was less cold now. The group behind her seemed to let out a collective breath. Gavin was interested by how worried they seemed to be. Heretics were dangerous to be sure, but this went beyond that level of caution. He had never seen a Blackcloak before and now he was standing in the presence of four... five if you counted Sax. He felt this confirmed his feeling about a rogue Grey-Robe. The rest of the group dismounted and began to study the scene and check the perimeter. Sax moved off to clasp hands with a Dwarven Blackcloak at the back of the group, an old friend from his days in the arena from what Gavin could tell. He seemed relaxed.
Cleothera related what they had learned. The woman in charge, Captain Katryn diAuran, listened attentively without saying a word. Gavin could sense her communicating wordlessly with her men. One of them, a powerful Necromancer, began the arduous task of taking control of the Golem. Gavin noticed that the Grey-Robes were wary of triggering any hidden enchantments or physical traps. He was impressed at their caution, and observed, learning as much as he could. The idea of conflict within The Deliberative made him shiver. They had always presented a united front to the rest of the Domains throughout their long history. Yet it made sense to him that others would try to infiltrate and manipulate them. It also made sense that their rumoured enforcement arm, the Blackcloaks actually existed. Gavin was left wishing he knew more about what was going on in the world outside his cloistered life as a Gladiator, so he could piece together what was going on here.
The necromancer did not get full control of the Golem until long after sunset. They were sharing a meal when Cleothera and Captain diAuran were called over to identify the body of the fallen Grey-Robe, which was indeed the object of the Mauler's long watch. Gavin and Ravius were getting tired by then. They had already been grilled at length. The tension and the carnage had long since dissipated into boredom. Unlike Sax they did not know any of the Grey-Robes, and the conditioned response of any Gladiator is to treat Officers of The Deliberative with wary respect; even Ravius found being surrounded by a sea of grey daunting.
Strangely they found the Blackcloaks easier to get along with, but they were only able to exchange a few words with them as they went about securing the scene.
With the body identified and the Golem under control, their day might have ended there. But one surprise remained: as the body of the fallen Grey-Robe was brought off the ice, Gavin caught a look at the man's face. He was instantly struck by a sense of familiarity. The Gladiator's brow furrowed as he tried to recollect the man. Even though they usually travelled with Cleothera, they had still met hundreds of Grey-Robes in their time. It took him a moment to realize where he had seen him before. His was the face of one of the officers who had confronted him at The Keystone when he had fought the sand stalker for his fourth rank test match in Scorpion's Oasis. Gavin was not sure if he wanted to relate this to the others; it seemed paranoid, but he was unable to conceal his reaction from Captain diAuran.
“Gladiator,” she said, her voice cutting through the night and silencing the idle conversation of her team. “Do you have something to say?”
It was more of an order than a question. Gavin frowned. Everyone was looking at him. His Keystone conspiracy theory sounded rather stupid in the light of day. He did not want to malign the dead man by relating it, especially in front of that man's peers. However, the Captain's cool gaze prompted Gavin to speak. He related his tale, keeping to the facts, leaving out any personal impressions or conjecture. The dead man was one of the Grey-Robes who had been with his Dwarven antagonist.
“Interesting,” said the Captain. “I'll want descriptions of the others drawn up before you go, Gladiator. Officer Orphania, I have a special assignment for you.”
 
o-----
 
“So they think The Deliberative has been infiltrated?” asked Omodo, filling the Gladiator's entrance as they gazed out onto the ice that filled the Arena at Sonarion's crossing. There was a certain stark appeal to the perfectly flat frozen sheet, but it reminded Gavin too much of recent events. Paranoia crept up on him, and he struggled to control his thoughts. Gavin noticed a large number of people in the audience were wearing Gold. He could not figure out why.
“Apparently,” said Gavin.
“It seems kind of like a crazy story off the rumour page of the Arena Post when we talk about it here,” said Ravius. “The sort of fiction that G.G. White would cream himself over.”
“True,” said Gavin. “But it also makes perfect sense. Many people hate The Deliberative. I'm not terribly fond of them myself some days. But the best way to change, or even destroy, such a large institution is from within. It is a basic fact of politics. I'm sure it has happened before, we likely just don't hear about it because they don't really want to lift the veil and appear fallible like the rest of us. The Deliberative is more effective if it looks infallible.”
“I hear that, little brother,” said Ravius. “If they misstep the Meliorist Chosen would use it as an excuse to lessen their power; they are always looking for an excuse to weaken The Deliberative. Then the public assemblies would want a say...”
“And then the Factions would get involved,” said Omodo, chuckling. “Why do I miss all the interesting encounters?”
“Doesn't seem that fun to me,” said Ravius. “Not all of our brethren are as easygoing as you Omodo. Imagine what Valaran would do with this information.”
“We should keep quiet about it then,” said the Armodon.
“Agreed,” said Gavin. “No sense in starting another Gladiator's rebellion.”
Ravius opened his mouth to comment but the trumpet sounded calling them into the arena. 
“Any idea what we are fighting?” he asked as they moved into the arena, testing the ice that covered the fighting grounds. It was thick enough that it bore Omodo's full weight without cracking, but Gavin was struck by the possibility of their being some beast underneath.
“After the Kraken, I figured it would be good for morale if we took on something simple that allowed us to showcase out skills,” said Omodo. “I signed us on for a match where I knew what we would be fighting. This time it is some kind of Automaton soldiers, like the ones you guys fought in Scorpion's Oasis, but adapted for Northern campaigns.”
“I wonder if they'll have skates,” mused Gavin.
“That would be cool,” said Ravius, chuckling as the others rolled their eyes. 
They raised their weapons to salute the crowd as the announcer called. As they did so the large contingent of green-clad Hammerhorn fans broke into their regular chant. However, amid the cheers Gavin could hear boos and jeers, even some disparaging taunts about Armodons. These were coming from the gold-clad members of the audience. Omodo's ears twitched, but he betrayed no reaction beyond this. 
Ravius never one to back down in such a situation, simply turned and pulled down his thong, taunting the Golds with his bare buttocks, and then finishing up with a series of obscene gestures. Sounds of laughter came from the friendly part of the audience.
Gavin simply stared, his eyes fixed on one figure. Sitting in the middle of the Golds was an imposing man, surrounded by a dozen half-naked women.  Valaran diVolcanus stared back at Gavin, grinning. A Dwarven Grey-Robe with an intricately braided beard sat beside the man, looking bored. A slight chill ran through Gavin as he recognized the Dwarf from the suspicious match in Scorpion's Oasis, the same match where he had seen officer Erbly.
“Don't let him get to you.” said Ravius, following Gavin's gaze.
“Sure,” said Gavin, trying to clear his head. “One thing though: That's the Dwarf I was telling Captain diAuran about.”
“Now that certainly is an ugly coincidence, little brother,” said Ravius. His face drained of colour.
“Time to get to work, brothers,” said Omodo as the trumpets sounded out once more and their opponents skated onto the fighting grounds. “We can parse this later. Let’s show Valaran and his Golds how we Greens fight.”
These clockwork skate-soldiers were leaner and faster than most of the brass men that Gavin and Ravius had fought in Scorpion's Oasis. They moved gracefully, flying across the ice, propelled by short thrusts of their dangerous-looking, bladed feet. Their metallic armour was a blend of silver and chrome coloured plates. There were only six of them, a mix of ranged and melee types, so Gavin guessed that they would be fairly tough individually.
The two ranged attackers split off, skating out to either flank. They raised their bellows-like weapon arms and fired at the Gladiators as the other four automatons swept in across the ice. Gavin intercepted one of the projectiles with his shield and the other pinged off Omodo's armour. The gold-clad spectators jeered, the Greens shouted “HAMMERHORN”, and then the melee attackers were on them. 
Ravius slid forward, ducking under a scythe-like blade-arm while swinging low with his folded net. He snagged the leg of his target, sending it sprawling with a quick jerk. The skirmisher kept hold of the net, letting himself be pulled along by the fallen automaton as it skidded across the slick ice. He finished it with a short, brutal jab of his trident as they stopped sliding.
Gavin and Omodo were less successful. The ice made for treacherous footing. The silvery automatons skated around them, attacking with their blades as they moved past. Gavin was forced to keep an eye on the shooters as well, making sure that they could not get a clear shot.
Gavin ran interference for Omodo while the big heavy swung his war-maul. The stalwart defender parried two blades, nearly losing his balance. The Golds jeered, but their taunts were drowned out as the massive hammer-head of the maul came down. The automatons were quick, reflexively skating away from the slow overhand strike. Omodo's intent was not, however, to hit them. The hammer slammed into the ice with crushing force. The perfect, flat surface of the icy fighting grounds instantly shattered, giving way to cracks and rifts near the two fighters. Their footing became easier. The Hammerhorns cheered.
One of the automatons caught a blade in the rough ice and stumbled. Gavin slammed into it with his shield, pushing it towards Omodo who brought his hammer down with a brutal overhand attack. The screech of rupturing metal was followed by hot oil splattering onto the ice.
Ravius sprinted after one of the shooters. Spikes whistled through the air, but none touched him. The skirmisher slammed into his target, trident first, pinning it against the wall. He finished it with a thrust from his runed long knife.
The three remaining automatons coordinated to attack Gavin with sudden, mechanical precision. Two blade-skaters whirled around him while the shooter fired spike after spike at him. Gavin parried several attacks but was forced to rely on his armour more than once. A spike slammed into his shoulder. The Golds roared as his blood reddened the ice. His anger at their jeers threatened his concentration. He nearly took a slice to his face as one of the automaton's leapt into the air, swiping at him with a foot-blade as it twirled gracefully. He let himself fall backwards to avoid the attack, feeling the wind of it pass over him. then rolled out of the way while Omodo lunged forward knocking both of the blade-wielders off their feet with the long haft of his maul. Gavin stabbed the power core one of the fallen with his spear while Omodo simply crushed the other. 
The final shooter went limp and fell, skidding hard into the wall as Ravius disrupted the pattern that animated it with his magic. The skills that they had learned studying automaton weaknesses in the Faction Leagues paid off. The cheering Green could not quite drown out the loud jeers of the Golds as the Gladiators made their salute and left the arena. Gavin felt his gaze drawn to Valaran, but he forced himself to stare straight ahead as he left the arena.
 
o-----
 
Captain diAuran and her team retraced the routes travellers had taken. They talked to people who had shared those routes with the doomed travellers. They got descriptions of all those who had been nearby but were not among the dead.  They began the painstaking process of tracking all of them down. The wheels of The Deliberative moved slowly, but surely towards their quarry.
 



Chapter Forty: Control
1146/04/16 AR, Dun Mordhawk
 
“Many veteran Gladiators master unusual spells, tricky techniques, and exotic disciplines. Part of this is showmanship, obviously; these unusual abilities impress audiences. However it is also an expression of potential. The magic taught to the Gifted in training is but one branch of the power, after all.” Chosen Mazurin
 
“Some say the greatest expression of the will is self-control. I would say that will is self-mastery.” Chosen Mordhawk
 
The stone dropped, hitting the ground with a resounding thud before toppling onto its side.
“Concentration would be helpful,” the hunter's voice was mild, but the rebuke stung. This was only his fourth lesson with Chosen Mordhawk, but already Gavin felt that he had learned more than he had in years of training. The Chosen was giving him personal lessons, for reasons that escaped him, and here he was, letting his hatred for Valaran distract him. He frowned, inwardly cursing himself.
“The key, Gavin, is focus,” said the Chosen, with a hint of amusement. “Don't be angry with yourself. It is natural that you want to respond to Valaran's challenge. Don't be surprised that I know. Your nose twitches when you think about him. You do, however, need to control your desire instead of allowing it to control you. You know this, of course, but you have been taught to suppress your emotions instead of controlling them.”
“What do you mean?” asked Gavin. He wiped his brow. mind-grip was a taxing spell, especially on such a large rock.
“I find many philosophies of self-control to be distasteful,” said the Chosen, turning eastward. “They postulate that the key to self-control is to free one's self from desire. Without the temptations created by one's desires, self-control is easy. However, without desire, self-control is also hollow. Desire springs from our urges and instincts, from life itself. Pleasure, pain, hatred, fear, love, and all the primal emotions are rooted in our animal interactions with the physical world. To deny them is to deny life. Thus it is better to learn to control these desires, to harness that energy, so that one can unleash it when needed. To control your desires without destroying them is the only true form of self-mastery.”
Gavin immediately thought of Sadira. “I think I understand.”
“Good, now let us get back to that Rock, shall we?” 
Gavin returned to his task. He was trying to learn how to move objects through will and magic. The process required elements of an enchantment, attuning his pattern to that of the stone. It was a complex weave. He performed it without difficulty, however, and the man sized rock began to rise. Gavin would have enjoyed the challenge if Valaran's presence at his latest match did not weigh so heavily on his mind. He could just picture the man's face, surrounded by his thralls and his gold-clad fans. Did Valaran think he was a Faction unto himself now? The arrogance. And worse yet, this jeering crowd had appeared at Omodo's and Ravius's latest match and even some of their training sessions.
The rock wavered. Anger flashed through him. How good it would feel to toss this rock into handsome, popular, powerful Valaran's face. Or even toss Valaran. To his surprise the rock shattered. He looked over at the Chosen.
“That's better,” said Chosen Mordhawk. “But try to find the middle ground, I did ask you to lift the rock after all, not break it.”
Gavin pictured lifting Valaran. He found it easier to concentrate that way. The rock moved easily. His weaves flowed better and he channelled far more power.
Mordhawk smiled. Gavin was stronger than he had hoped. The hunt was on.
 
o-----
 
Gavin stood in the centre of the fighting grounds of the small underground arena in which he had fought Stonebreaker. The Chosen sat high in his customary seat on the third level of galleries. Valaran diVolcanus, polished and imposing, occupied a place of honour to the Chosen's left. This had initially filled Gavin with ire, but he quickly realized that the seating arrangements worked to his advantage; Valaran kept quiet, not even bothering to paw at the thrall he had brought with him. Apparently Valaran was not willing to risk offending the Chosen to mock Gavin. A clever move by Mordhawk.
Gavin raised his spear in salute, directly towards the Chosen. There were less than three hundred seats in this arena, but the intimacy of the architecture made it seem more crowded. He could see Cleothera, finally returned from her trip seated with Ravius, Omodo, and Sax. She flashed him a wink and a smile.
The trumpet sounded and a door opened. The galleries in this arena where all on one side and so Gavin turned his back to the crowd as his opponent moved on to the fighting grounds. He enjoyed the feeling of standing between the audience and the monster, as if he were defending them from a real threat instead of engaging in a match purely for their entertainment. 
An armoured figure strode into the arena. Tall and gaunt, bearing a long gracefully curved greatsword; it appeared to be a construct of some sort, devoid of ostentation. Gavin could not sense enough of the enchantments powering it to be sure of its origins. It did not show any of the outward signs of being undead or clockwork.
The figure hefted its blade flowing into a classical two-handed fighting stance. One leg shifted forward, arms holding the long handle of the blade just above and out from the abdomen, top arm slightly bent. The point of the sword was raised to the level of Gavin's throat. The figured froze in this position.
Gavin hesitated, expecting the armoured swordsman to attack. He probed it with magic, hoping to attack with a mental blast or disrupt the animating pattern. He was not surprised when that effort bore little fruit: The Deliberative had already tested him on those tricks, and he doubted they would repeat the same sort of challenge. They expected him to demonstrate some new application of his skills or more character in each Ranking match; he knew that much.
The Gladiator crept forward as he probed the armoured figure's patterns. He wove the enchantment that he had been practising with Chosen Mordhawk. Mind Grab was a spell that allowed a Cogimancer to manipulate physical objects with his mind. Telekinesis. He doubted that he could use it to get control of the automaton; it weighed less than the rock he had been lifting, but it would actively resist his spell-weaves. Nonetheless the ability to use even a little force at a range could be useful.
Gavin moved to within reach of the armoured figure. It did not so much as twitch. He lunged suddenly, driving his spear towards a vulnerable-looking join in the metal plating. The figure reacted to his movements with blinding speed, knocking his lunge aside and delivering a slash that Gavin was barely able to block. The power of the blow put him on the defensive, but the automaton did not attack. This was the point of the test, he felt certain. No sane arena master would put a defensive minded construct up against a Gladiator, especially a defender. It rarely made for an exciting fight when one combatant could gain a respite just by backing off. However, The Deliberative must have had something else in mind when preparing this match.
He feinted next, trying to get it to commit to a defence against a diversionary attack. His faked attack barely elicited a reaction, and he was forced to back away once more when he delivered his real attack. He felt the wind of a particularly savage sword stroke, barely sidestepping the follow up thrust. He could almost feel Valaran's glee. No doubt the golden boy of the arena probably would have reduced the metal knight to slag by now. He wondered idly what Valaran's Ranking matches were like. 
Attacking again, Gavin tried a more complex feint, using his shield to screen his attack. The results were even worse. as the armoured figure anticipated his primary attack and countered perfectly, shouldering into him and then slashing his chest, drawing blood after the blade scraped across his armour. He expected that the automaton was using some form of Cogimancy to read his intentions. The Deliberative had done a good job of fortifying and disguising the pattern; he sensed that he could not disrupt it without extended effort, which meant that he had to find another way to win.
He did feel a small surge of pride at the level of defence they had put into the pattern. Someone, it seemed, respected his skills as a Cogimancer.
Trying to attack it was not his strength, and tricking it seemed out of the question. He was trained to take advantage of opportunities created by his strong defensive skills. Somehow he needed to force it into attacking him without committing to an attack himself. He needed to treat it like a puzzle.
Gavin moved towards the armoured figure once again. He crept very close without attacking; guessing that the armoured figure would be forced to attack before he broke its comfort zone. He emptied his mind, waiting for it to strike, while weaving the complex pattern of the mind grab spell. He crept in. It did not move. He crept in further. It did not move. Gavin stepped towards the figure, mind blank, perfectly controlled. It moved, blindingly quick, defending its space with a broad slash at the Gladiator's legs. He was forced to leap over the stroke to remain within striking distance.
Now Gavin used his mind grab to give himself forward momentum, throwing himself into the automaton, spear first, hitting with the force of a good lunge. The armoured figure staggered under the impact. Its armour was no match for the runed alloy of his spear-point. He drove the bladed tip deep. They toppled toward the sand. He rolled away, leaving his spear within the automaton's chest, and drawing his short sword.
The armoured figure attempted to right itself, reaching to pull the barbed spear free. Gavin moved in. He did not want it to recover. The automaton reacted defensively, as before, but this time, it was hampered by the length of spear in its chest. He pushed its blade out of the way with his shield and thrust his sword into the neck joint. The automaton's head snapped back and it crumpled to the ground.
Gavin wrenched his spear out of the broken armour and raised it in salute to the audience. He felt a deep sense of accomplishment at solving the puzzle presented by the armoured figure; The kind of feeling he lived for in the arena. The Chosen, high up in the third gallery, led the applause, and Valaran, a sour look on his face, was forced to join in, or risk offending his host. Gavin smiled broadly.
 



Chapter Forty-One: Heroes
1146/07/17AR, Sonarion's crossing
 
“The hero is the bringer of change, no more no less.” Chosen Mazurin
 
“A man is regarded as a hero by those who benefit from his actions.” Chosen Moltar
 
“It's all about heroes,” said Ravius seriously. They were discussing The Great Games before a match. “Fabricating heroes to be precise.”
Gavin shrugged. It was a familiar topic of discussion.
“What do you mean?” Omodo's voice held a note of genuine curiosity.
“The Great Games give the people their daily dose of heroism,” said the blonde skirmisher, checking the folds of his net. “We Gladiators show them that the monsters that press in on the Domains from all sides can be overcome. It gives them a sense of hope to see someone like themselves face down a living nightmare”
“A true hero brings change though,” said Gavin, trying not to sound cynical.
“Why do you say that?” asked Omodo.
“Heroes are people who go forth, venturing beyond the comfortable boundaries of their society,” said Gavin. “They move into the realm of action and perform a great deed, or pass through a series of tests that affirm their status. Then they return, bringing truth and change with them. The hero is not always a good person, but those who benefit from the change tend to overlook his faults.”
“Interesting,” said Omodo. “Is an ungifted who braves a fire to rescue a child not a hero then?”
“He is,” said Gavin. “The boundary that is being passed is the fear of death. Most people, even many of the Gifted will not move into the realm of action if they face an immediate risk to their lives.”
“What's the lesson or truth in that act?” asked Ravius.
“The simplest truth conveyed would be that all men die, and those who can face that without flinching are capable of greater deeds,” said Gavin. “However, any greater revelations would depend on the outcome of the action, the character of the hero, and other factors. It gets even more complex with figures of great heroic status like The Chosen or the great Gifted of old.”
The Armodon nodded.
“Textbook,” said Ravius. He made a dismissive gesture. “I am talking about false heroism. Manufactured heroes. The truth is that The Great Games are about re-creating the classical image of the hero, not in actually providing a true hero. A Chosen commands the very powers that brought about The Reckoning. The heroic image really helps mitigate that fact. The people need to feel that each Chosen has earned his or her place through a great ordeal. Hence, we go through a series of trials, at least fifty matches, all in view of the public. Any of us that actually makes it to a Championship has a ready-made heroic narrative for people to draw upon.”
“It also provides a network of supporters,” said Gavin. He was thinking of Sadira's fans or Omodo's Hammerheads. He felt a twinge of envy, even though he knew how much both of his friends had worked for that support. “No one gets to become a Chosen without the support of the people and some backers behind the scenes, I think. A Champion needs to be seen as a hero to get the people's support, even if the demands of the backers are purely political.”
“I think the matches also help familiarize the people with a potential Chosen,” said Omodo. “By the time they fight their fifty-plus matches and win a Grand Championship, people have gotten used to them.”
“And they've also become invested in the image that the Champion puts forth,” added Ravius. “It is easy to influence people as a Chosen once they have invested so much in you as a Champion.”
“Some of them will have watched you since your earliest matches,” added Omodo. “Followed your entire career, and watched you overcome every adversity.”
“Which is why monster fights are the best way for a Gladiator to build up a fan base,” said Ravius. “Everyone knows who to root for.”
“Except in zombie fights,” said Gavin. He smirked. Zombies had a rather large fan-base of their own in the Domains these days. He distinctly remembered a match where some of the audience had cheered the Stitched he was fighting, simply because of their love of zombies.
“Or bull-fights,” said Ravius, chuckling.
“Regardless, one of the reasons for The Great Games is to provide potential Chosen with that heroic image.” said Gavin. “It really backfires somewhat with people like Valaran though. He has all the outward trappings of a hero. He's handsome and noble, a thoroughbred Gladiator with a perfect record in the most dangerous match types. Sadly, he's Moltar's pawn through and through and his image collapses as soon as you get to know him.”
“Truth, little brother; tyrants like Moltar have always loved heroic imagery,” said Ravius. “If they can convince the world of their epic qualities then their people will be more accepting of their despotism. Simple politics.”
“That's a round-about way of criticizing our lords and masters,” said a familiar voice from the arming room door. Cleothera walked in, heedless of their state of undress. Ravius took the opportunity to stretch out conspicuously before pulling on his loincloth. Gavin shared a look with Omodo, who shrugged; modesty is not the way of the Arena.
“Hello boys,” said Cleothera. “Nice view Ravius, but I'm here on business. My petition to bar Valaran from your matches has been blocked. He has a full contingent with him out there. Bastard has a lot of time on his hands since few people will fight him. Only the Death-Leagues can offer him regular matches.”
Ravius snorted. “I can't believe he can drag his followers around to other people's matches. It has to be against the rules somewhere.”
“Of course it is,” said Cleothera. “But we also have freedom of assembly in the Domains. I have to prove he is attending your matches to be disruptive. His backers are very powerful. They have influence even in The Deliberative it seems.”
Gavin and Omodo looked at Cleothera expectantly. They wanted to know more about the investigation into the body found on the ice. Gavin was suspicious of the connection between Erbly and the Dwarven Grey-Robe that seemed to shadow Valaran. The idea of internal divisions within The Deliberative made sense, after all politics was the real blood-sport in the Domains. As Gladiators, however, they had never really penetrated the monolithic facade that the order put forth.
“As for 'other business',” she said. “I can't tell you much,” her voice dropped to a whisper. “but we don't suspect The Chosen, and we have all but ruled out the possibility of heretics from within the Domains, or rogue Gladiators.”
Gavin met Cleothera's eyes. Like most of the Gifted, her eyes told the story that her face did not. She looked tired, worn by worry and frayed by fear, but resolute. She was all but telling them that The Deliberative might actually suspect one of its own.
“Is there anything we can do to help?” asked Omodo.
“Stay alert, report anything out of the ordinary to me,” she said. “If something about a match strikes you as off, I need to know. I will be approving your next set of ranking matches personally, but that is the limit of my authority. Other than that, keep your teeth together in places where you might be overheard, and mind what you get into...”
The three Gladiators nodded. Cleothera looked each of them in the eye. She seemed to be on the verge of saying something else, but after a brief pause she turned and left. Each of them finished their preparations silently, lost in thought.
After a moment Omodo spoke. “Back to our earlier conversation. I cannot help but think that Valaran does not see himself as a pawn. Most people are the protagonists in their own minds.”
 
o-----
 
“Anyone else feel like a swim?” said Ravius, looking down at the water below. Fins cut the surface as several sharks, agitated by buckets of bloody chum, circled underneath.
In late summer the arena at Sonarion's Crossing was quite a bit more hospitable than the last time they had fought there. The day was warm and the water looked inviting. Ravius might have been joking, but aside from the sharks, Gavin would dive right in. Perhaps he could swim the river for training later.
“Fishing might be more fun,” said Omodo, raising his weapon in salute as the crowd cheered and jeered. They tried to ignore Valaran's gold-clad followers.
They were standing on the deck of a small wooden merchant ship that had been built to look like it had taken damage from fire and cannon. Opposite them was a grim looking pirate vessel. Several boarding planks connected the two vessels. Their match was meant to mirror a boarding action of some sort.
“I love theme fights,” said Omodo.
“I'd enjoy it more if the sharks were fake too,” said Ravius. “Remember we get extra points for tossing the Stitched in the water.”
The trumpets sounded. Doors on the forecastle and aftcastle burst open, disgorging undead. The Stitched were dressed like storybook pirate and wielding wicked-looking curved blades. At a glance Gavin could tell they were the work of skilled necromancers, their movements were almost natural and they held their blades as if they knew how to use them. He wove a quick disruption spell and felt Ravius drawing on power beside him. 
Omodo started forward with a grin. After their earlier discussion about heroes, he felt a little daring. Defending the gangplanks would be the smart choice. 
Gavin reached out with his magic. His senses analyzed the pattern of a Stitched as it took a step onto one of the boarding planks. It was fairly complex; the necromancer had woven simple pattern alterations that gave the creature increased skill with weapons and greater strength than a normal zombie. Gavin found the enchantment that was animating the creature, and directed his disruption weaves into the weakest point. The zombie pirate's limbs suddenly went limp. All this before it had taken three steps. It pitched forward, woodenly, falling into the water.  The crowd cheered as shark fins cut towards it. 
Ravius did the same a moment later, felling another Stitched by disrupting it. His spell was slower than Gavin's but he added a flourish that made it seem as if he was drawing the spirit forth from his target with streams of iridescent purple energy. His showmanship drew cheers from most of the crowd, but they could still hear the boos and heckling from the Golds, Valaran's followers.
Omodo surged onto the boarding plank. He lowered his head.
“Is he...?” said Ravius, shocked into speaking aloud.
The Armodon charged. The sturdy boarding plank twisted and shook as the massive Gladiator thundered into the Stitched trying to cross. They scattered like pebbles in an avalanche as he pushed his way through them. Several blades bounced off his armour and thick skin. Bodies fell into the water. The crowd roared as he powered his way onto the pirate ship.
“He is,” said Gavin. He sprinted forward crossing the boarding plank that Omodo had cleared.
The Stitched swarmed Omodo, slashing at him with their swords, trying to overpower him with the sheer weight of numbers. The Armodon brought his massive hammer down, crushing them against the deck and sweeping them away from him. He was surprised to see fresh blood splatter from his foes, unusual for undead of this type. Although he received a number of superficial wounds as he fought, Omodo held his ground, confident that Gavin and Ravius would come to his aid. He felt the pressure ease as Gavin rushed in behind him cutting a Stitched with hooks for hands into halves with a swipe of his bladed shield.
Not to be outdone, Ravius leapt up, grabbing onto a rope and began to swing. He swooped low, just out of reach of the Stitched, and then arced high and let go. As he dropped he threw his net to entangle some of the Stitched on the deck, close to where he would land. Hitting the deck smoothly, the skirmisher swung his trident to knock a fierce looking zombie pirate to the ground.
The three Gladiators closed ranks, fighting back to back, like a band of brothers. Omodo's huge maul rose and fell, smashing their foes as Gavin and Ravius kept the rest of the hoard at bay. They fought like this for several minutes until the deck of the pirate ship was littered with broken bodies and the water was red with the blood of the Stitched, through which the sharks swam, fighting over chunks of zombie flesh while crowd cheered.
When the Gladiators gave their salute, the crowd roared “HAMMERHORN!”, giving an ovation to Omodo for boldly taking the fight to the pirates.
 
o-----
 
“I want you here when I interrogate the heretic officer Orphania,” said Captain diAuran as they walked. Sax loomed behind them, watchful and menacing. “You know the details of the scene and are sensitive to lies because of your skill with Cogimancy. I've read your files and I know what your capabilities of. I may also use you to pry open his thoughts if he resists questioning.”
Mind-rape, thought Cleothera. The idea of forcefully dragging information from another person's mind without their consent was deeply repulsive to her. It was considered torture, but was legal in extreme cases. She tried not to betray her disgust to Captain diAuran or Sax.
They arrived at the holding cells. A nervous looking man greeted them, saluting the captain 
“I am looking for the heretic named Mondarvis.” said Captain diAuran. “He was brought in last night.”
“Cell Two,” said the jailer, handing her a key. 
“An interrogation cell,” said Captain diAuran. “How did you know we would be arriving so soon sergeant?”
“I had no idea captain,” said the sergeant. He looked uncomfortable. “Officer Baurtrum is already in the cell; he started the interrogation an hour ago.”
“Bloody Reckoning!” spat Captain diAuran. She started off into the cell block immediately, walking so quickly that Cleothera had to jog to keep pace with her and Sax. The Captain radiated anger; Sax unclasped his blade.
Cleothera heard a scream, more animal than man, as Captain diAuran rounded a corner and shouldered her way through a heavy door. Sax, scowling and ready, followed her in. Cleothera steeled herself and stepped across the threshold.
The room reeked of pain and despair. A dwarven Grey-Robe, flanked by two dangerous looking operatives, was standing over a scarred and dirty looking man whose body was etched with unusual runic tattoos. The Dwarf looked up at them.
“What in the name of the Ancestors are you doing Baurtrum?” said Captain diAuran. Her eyes blazed and her hand rested on the hilt of her sword. She looked like she knew how to use it.
“I'm interrogating the prisoner Captain diAuran,” replied the Dwarf, not looking up. “Standard procedure. I already have a list of co-conspirators. I intend to get them all before he breaks.”
Baurtrum channelled, weaving a grim spell of fear and pain. The man screamed. Cleothera felt nauseous. She looked at Sax. The Ogre was eyeing the Dwarf's escorts. His face was grim.
“I want names,” growled the dwarf.
“Enough Baurtrum,” said Captain diAuran. “You're methods are over-zealous. He isn't going to give you anything useful like this.”
“Please diAuran,” said Baurtrum. “I know what I'm doing. I'm certainly a better interrogator than that fucking amateur you have with you. I have years of field experience.”
“Give it a rest while we sort this out,” said Sax.
“No mercy for heretics,” mumbled Baurtrum. He turned back to his work.
“If you continue you will drive him into permanent madness,” said Captain diAuran. Her voice was icy cold and held a clear warning. Tension filled the room. Sax eyed the two agents with Baurtrum. “Stop, that's an order Baurtrum.”
The dwarf ignored her. He began weaving another spell. The pitiful victim, the heretic Mondarvis, whimpered as the spell began to fill his mind with fear and pain. He sagged with relief as Captain diAuran unwove Baurtrum's spell.
“Fool! Ordo Navyr has given me leave to do as I must,” said Baurtrum. Spittle flew as he spoke, his face twisting with rage.
“And Ordo Grevex has over-ruled him,” said diAuran coolly. “I have the writ here if you need to see it.”
“Grevex is soft,” said Baurtrum. “His kind are a cancer infecting the empire.”
“Enough,” said diAuran. “I am the ranking officer here. Leave or I will have you removed.”
Cleothera met the victim's eyes for just a moment as the two of them argued. They were pools of despair, begging for release. She felt bile rising in her throat. She moved forward to help him, but officer Baurtrum moved to block her path.
Sax stared down Baurtrum's guards. He could not place them as Blackcloaks or Gladiators. They tensed as their master stared at Captain diAuran, their hands resting on their weapons. Sax nodded towards their master; he was already in striking distance of the dwarf. 
“Bah!” said Baurtrum. His predicament was untenable. “This is a waste of time.”
He turned to leave, jerking away from Mondarvis. As his did so his sleeve appeared to catch on the restraining collar, freeing the heretic to use his magic.
A sudden intake of power filled the room. 
“YOU DID THIS!” screamed the man. He looked towards Baurtrum. 
They all felt a sudden pressure on their minds. As if someone was aggressively fumbling with the locks on the doors to their innermost consciousness. Baurtrum fell to the ground, further mangling the restraining harness. His two guards drew their swords. Sax whipped out his greatsword and moved forward, gritting his teeth. The pressure increased. Cleothera felt dizzy, but she did her best to help Sax fend off the spell.
Captain diAuran grunted and drew her sabre. She stepped over Baurtrum and rammed the blade through the heretic's chest. The man convulsed wildly, dancing against the restrains, and then fell back. The pressure eased. Sax sheathed his sword and the guards backed down.
The guards had to help Baurtrum get to his feet. The dwarf looked sickly pale and appeared to be unconscious. They looked to Captain diAuran. Her face was flush with anger.
“Get that idiot to a healer,” said the Captain to the guards, ignoring the blood that began to trickle from her nose. “I will be questioning him when he is fixed and the both of you before then. He is under arrest until further notice. Round up the guards on duty as well.”
 
o-----
 
Cleothera later learned that Baurtrum had attempted to blame them for disrupting his interrogation of the heretic. He was officially cleared of suspicion in the case some time later.
 



Chapter Forty-Two: The Veteran's Masquerade
1146/09/03 AR, Frostbay
 
“You will not see many of the more experienced Masters in a Grand Championship because they have outlived their core fans: those truly dedicated, invested people who have been with the Gladiator since the early parts of their career.” Chosen Giselle
 
“The Grand Championships are a young fighter's game. I have no interest in being Chosen now that I have seen the world.” Master Ironwall
 
The snow was deep by the time they arrived at Balvuk's Triumph, the site of the Veteran's Masquerade. The town was nestled on one side of a broad valley, high in the mountains, with a spectacular view of the surrounding countryside. Chalets and picturesque hamlets could be seen sprinkled upon the nearby hills and in the valleys below. Even without the big event the ski hills would be packed with winter sports enthusiasts.
Balvuk's Triumph was founded on the site where Chosen Balvuk killed the great dragon Plazmittrax, earning him the monicker Dragonsbane. Legends said that the Chosen found that the beast's hoard was too large to effectively transport out of the mountains quickly and so a small town sprang up while the treasure was categorized, packed up, and shipped out. The beauty of the ancient place, mountain and hold alike, was such that many who helped in this process chose to stay. 
Some versions of the tale go so far as to claim that the first ski runs were created where the dragon's toxic blood destroyed the trees. Regardless of the truth of this, the natural beauty of the mountain town continued to draw people long after the dragon's hoard was dispersed. The lair itself was now a grand hall that catered to the elite of the Domains.
 
o-----
 
The Veteran's Masquerade is a formal party that is held every three years. It supposedly began as an attempt by a cunning Gladiatrix to find allies among The Chosen by throwing an elaborate party. It was apparently tremendously successful and other Gladiators followed suit. Eventually these little events coalesced into a much larger masquerade. All Gladiators over rank eight and not yet master rank are invited. The Chosen, the Faction elite, celebrities, and other persons of great importance are also included on the guest list. Gladiators dress in their arena gear, weapons included, while the other guests wear elaborate costumes, hiding or accentuating their features with impressive masks.
With a Grand Championship tournament due in less than four years, interest in any fighter who had a chance to make the cut was reaching a frenzied peak. This was the last Veteran's masquerade where every Gladiator at the event would have the time needed to reach the required rank of Master before the Grand Championships began. 
The current Masters were known quantities, played out or already aligned. Many of the Veterans attending the Masquerade were rising stars with strong fan bases and more malleable allegiances. These were seeking new allies or playing the field to see if they could get a better offer. Other Veteran ranked fighters were often hungry, even desperate, for support and patronage, anything that would give them a chance at the Grand Championship. 
The Chosen, Faction elites, and any serious player in The Great Games came to the party to seek out new talent, and analyze the power plays of their rivals. Star Gladiators might switch sides, and alliances might be made that would affect the course of the Grand Championships in 1150 AR.
In short, the Veteran's Masquerade of 1146 AR was an irresistible lure for anyone who had an interest in who the next Chosen would be.
 
o-----
 
“Well, at least the food will be good.” said Ravius. He was gazing out the window of the Cabin he shared with Omodo, Vintia, and Cleothera watching as massive, brightly coloured airships landed in the town proper. Gavin was in the room with him. Sadira had not yet arrived and so he sought out the company of his friends instead of waiting in the suites he would share with her. “Although I guess you have a feast of a different kind in mind...”
Gavin smiled. “You sound put out, old friend. Surely there is more here for you than a free meal.”
“I don't know, little brother,” Ravius replied, turning away from the window and stalking into the room. “I used to think I had it in me, but I'm not sure now. No one is here to see me. It is a bit of a blow to the ego, you know?”
Gavin shrugged. “I've gotten used to it, I guess. I don't care about being a Chosen anymore; I just want to make it to a place where I can be closer to Sadira while she makes her run. That is struggle enough for me.”
“Have you given any thought to Omodo's plan?” said Ravius.
“Yeah,” said Gavin. “If I can make a little fame and fortune and help a good friend out at the same time I'll do it.”
“That's a good way to look at it,” said Ravius. “I guess I can put my talents to use and see if I can help make him some contacts. He has great fan support. If we can get him into some of the bigger Free Leagues venues, he has a real shot at the Grand Championships. He just needs patronage, and he's too damned honest to promote himself properly. I could help him with that at least.”
Gavin nodded. He could see Ravius warming up to the idea of acting as an agent for Omodo. It would put the skirmisher's skills to good use.
 
o-----
 
“It will be nice to have the old team back together in one place,” said Vintia. She and Gavin were attending one of the many small events that preceded the masquerade, an information session about the Warbound. “Although, Karmal... well I'm worried about her, she is taking a run at Sadira.”
“I know,” said Gavin. “It must be difficult for you having your two best friends at odds.”
“You'd think so,” said Vintia. She made a sour face. “But Karmal really hasn't made much time for me lately. She's changed. I visit Sadira at least once a month, but I've only seen Karmal a handful of times since she left the Oasis.”
“Speaking of the Oasis, do you think your team is going to win this year?” said Gavin.
“Bloody Reckoning yes!” said Vintia, her bright eyes lighting up. “Although my two losses to Azure Dream this season are a little embarrassing...; that ruined my chances at a Grand Championship. We're kicking ass otherwise. The Reds will take the Oasis again.”
“I wouldn't feel too badly, Azure is very good.” Gavin nodded. He was well aware that Azure Dream was an impossible match-up for Vintia. The Blue Faction Skirmisher, a friend and rival of Sadira's who would likely make the Grand Championships, was an expert at taking apart defenders. “You held her points down in both matches, which gives your team the season. It's a good trade. And as for the Grand Championships, they're still nearly four years away. I'm getting tired of people acting like they are imminent.”
“The fans look forward to them Gavin,” said Vintia. “It is an event that only occurs every fifty years unless a Chosen dies. Most people get a chance to see one or two in their lifetimes. Even with four years of hard work I am not going to make Grand Champion. Very few defenders will make the cut; we just aren't flashy enough for modern audiences. I need to think of my future. Have you ever considered becoming Warbound?”
“When I was younger, yes,” said Gavin. “Now... serving in the Legions would take me even further from Sadira.”
“You can always join her Hearthbound when she joins The Chosen,” said Vintia. “If I serve as a Warbound, I could eventually swear fealty to her. You could do the same if you felt like joining the Legions.”
“I'm not sure,” said Gavin. “She deserves an equal...”
“Don't be silly Gavin,” said Vintia. “If you sundered right now and went to her as a vassal she had still take you.”
“Remind me of that next time I get slimed by a Kraken,” he replied. “What about you?”
“I've always thought about it,” said Vintia. “My family are freeholders, old legion stock. It’s in my blood. Don't tell anyone but I actually have a position lined up already. I want to announce it after the masquerade.”
“Congratulations,” said Gavin. He imagined Vintia dressed in Warbound's Lorica and smiled. “Sadira will be happy to hear that.”
“It seems so right to me now,” said Vintia. “My family want me to be Warbound more than they wanted me to be a Chosen. My Father... service to the realm, and all that.”
Gavin shook his head. “A noble sentiment. You will make your ancestors proud Vintia; you are one of the best people I know.”
“Careful, boy,” Vintia said with a bright smile. “I'm still tempted to fight Sadira for you...”
 
o-----
 
Sadira and Lina arrived the day before the masquerade as part of the entourage that travelled with a group of from the Southern Domains including Chosen Giselle, Chosen Artuis diKrass, Chosen Shadowvain, almost a score of Gladiators and a similar number of vassals and Grey-Robes. They were conveyed to the masquerade in a sleek, luxury airship that carried them nearly halfway across the Domains in just over a day. While the light lasted the view of the land below them was awe-inspiring, akin to gazing down on a valley from the highest mountain peak. 
It was the first time that Sadira had ever ridden in one of these wondrous machines, usually forbidden to Gladiators, and she marvelled at the grand achievement of artifice and rune-craft. The agile ship cut through the air smoothly, with strong enchantments that prevented it from being buffeted by the turbulent winds. 
The vessel was powered by a new type of engine called an elemental furnace, a potent combination of ancient elemental theory and cutting edge clockwork engineering. Rumour had it that the elementalists and the artificers, who were often at odds, had only combined their arts to create this wondrous engine at the behest of Chosen Giselle. Sadira was not surprised to hear this; the Chosen was very good at bringing rivals together, most of the time.
Regardless of the engine's impressive pedigree and fantastic power, its patterns were wondrously complex and Sadira found herself entranced by it. It did not hurt that the engine room was far away from Karmal, who was acting up again.
Gavin was waiting for her when they landed. Sadira's heart leapt when she saw him. She barely restrained herself from pushing through the other Gladiators and even The Chosen to get to him as quickly as possible. Instead she met his gaze and smiled while slowly making her way off the ship. She could read the joy radiating from him and drank it in. They embraced and kissed after the Chosen and most of the other passengers had cleared the landing.
Most of Gavin's attention was given to Sadira, but he did notice that Lina seemed happier and more confident than before.
 
o-----
 
“I wish we had time to spar,” said Sadira.
“We could have skipped sex,” said Gavin.
She made a disgusted noise, rolling her eyes before vaulting out of bed. The rooms they were staying in were a lover's suite: expensive and garishly sensual. “It's so strange staying in a town without an arena.”
“This place doesn't even have a Gladiator's quarter,” said Gavin, watching her move about the room. The flow of the muscles in her legs and the swing of her hips threatened to arouse him again. He missed the times when they could be together every day. “Although you'd hardly guess that right now. We've taken over the town.”
“Yes, although I'd like to see fewer newsmongers,” said Sadira. He could sense an edge to her voice. “Some of them have written some rather nasty pieces about me. G.G. White has his attack dogs going after me with increasing frequency. Morgan di'Isle called me Giselle's pampered pussy. I wonder if she thinks the innuendo is actually clever/”
“You should try not to worry about what they have to say,” said Gavin. “Many of them are paid character assassins more than anything. Morgan works for White, and White supports the Blues. They want to make you look bad so that you don't lure fans away from their employers.”
“You're right, beloved,” said Sadira. “But I'd still love to come up against them in the arena one day...”
“You can't solve all your problems by fighting,” said Gavin.
“I can actually; sadly it would be against the rules,” said Sadira playfully. Gavin could sense some underlying tension in her.
“Karmal did not even look at me when she arrived,” said Gavin. “Is she still at odds with you?”
Sadira turned away from him, sighing. She seemed to deflate, her shoulders slumping subtly. It was not a posture she took often, even when dealing with the frustrations of their separation.
“Yes,” she said, after pausing for a heartbeat. “She's intent on being a bitch. I need to teach her who's boss.”
 
o-----
 
They gathered for a midday meal, a reunion of sorts, in a private room at a bustling lodge, Karmal was cool towards Sadira when they both arrived, but overtly friendly to everyone else. Lina and Cleothera excused themselves quickly as she arrived. Gavin was surprised to see his old team-mate up close. The flame-haired Gladiatrix was nearly a head taller than last time they had met, with a muscular frame that was at odds with her enhanced lips and inflated breasts. Even her emerald eyes were different, strangely luminous. She no longer looked human, or quite like a person of any race he had ever seen. It reminded him of Valaran and set him on edge.
“Those are new,” said Ravius, staring at Karmal's over-ample cleavage as she sat down next to him.
“Be polite,” said Vintia. 
Karmal laughed heartily. A chill crept down Gavin's spine as he saw that her incisors were long and sharp now. Karmal had added the Bloodthirster discipline to her arsenal. He felt deeply repulsed by the changes in Sadira's old friend. She had learned some of the most lethal, notorious disciplines available to a Gladiatrix. Perhaps Sax was right; flashy wasn't always good. Gavin didn't want to win popularity by becoming like Karmal.
“Thanks for noticing, Ravius,” she said. “I'm happy to get the looks. Competition is fierce for those of us who have a shot at the Championships and I wanted to stand out. I can't let Sadira get all the attention.”
Sadira bristled. She was proud of her good looks, but the idea that appearance was the source of her fame deeply offended her.
“You've added quite a bit of mass in general Karmal. Path of the Juggernaut?” asked Omodo, referring to one of the disciplines that vastly increased a Gladiator's size and strength.
“Yes, I have been working on the Way of the Berserker too,” said Karmal. “I could almost challenge you on strength, if not on mass, Omodo. I have a pickier diet than you did, as well. I only eat red meat, as bloody as I can get it.” She flashed her fangs, a sign of some form of Vampiric discipline.
Omodo chuckled, ignoring Karmal's barbs.
Vintia felt ill. Karmal had always been tempestuous and self-centred, but now she seemed uncaring and drunk on power. The disciplines she had chosen were a reflection of her desire to win at all costs, no matter how brutal. Sadira too, was angry, but did not appear to see her old friend as a serious threat. Vintia could now see that Karmal put power above everything, even friendship and honour.”
“Your choices will give you a tremendous advantage on offence, Karmal,” said Gavin conversationally. “And I've always felt that you have crowd appeal. But what about defence? It might help you in the Grand Championships.”
“No offence Gavin, but why would anyone take your advice on getting into the Championships?” said Karmal. Everyone at the table stopped and stared at her. “You don't win by hiding behind your shield. You win by crushing your opponents and looking good while you cut off their heads. I understand that, and that's why I have a chance at becoming a Chosen and you don't.”
Sadira's face went red with fury; she was about to yell when Gavin startled them all by laughing. He was not surprised at her response. In truth, he was now absolutely certain that this was the last time they would all meet as friends.
“I may not be a contender for Champion, let alone Chosen, Karmal,” he said, “but I do know history: the arena is not kind to one-dimensional fighters.”
Karmal smiled. “History is written by the victors, isn't it?”
“That doesn't mean what you think it does,” said Gavin in response. 
“How would you know?” sneered Karmal. “You aren't exactly a contender.”
“Can't we be civil, friends?” said Ravius, interjecting before Sadira lost her temper. 
“Your right, Ravius,” said Gavin. “I'm sorry Karmal.”
“Don't expect any apologies from me,” said Karmal, getting to her feet. “Winners don't say sorry. I'd also like to see some gratitude from people I've carried in the past. I'm tired of not getting my due.”
“Karmal...” said Ravius and Sadira simultaneously.
“You want civil?” said Karmal icily. “Stay out of my way, and I won't hurt you.” 
With that she turned and walked away. They stared after her. No one spoke for long moments after she left. Vintia felt ill at ease, her feelings in turmoil. Sadira was torn between anger and sorrow. Ravius was frustrated that his attempt to calm down his former team-mate had failed. Gavin was unsurprised, he knew full well that Karmal was ambitious and temperamental, and that her behaviour was in fact a form of attack on Sadira, an attempt to get under the skin of the woman she now saw as her chief rival.
“Well...” said Omodo, breaking the silence. “I would love to hear how that situation developed...”
“Karmal is angry with me; she failed a ranking test we took together,” said Sadira. Omodo and Ravius were surprised at her tone. She seemed subdued; her very words seemed listless, which was greatly at odds with the image they held of her in their minds. They had expected her to be angry, at the least. “She blames me. She might have a point. We fought against some sand-slayer serpents. The plan was for Karmal to use her attack spells to hurt them as much as possible while I ran interference and finished them off. They turned out to be very resistant to her magic. I improvised. Karmal did not react well to this. We won the match, but she failed to earn her Rank.”
“Why does she blame you?” said Omodo. “Plans often change in the course of a match. We all know this.”
“She accused me of deviating from the plan on purpose, so I would outshine her,” said Sadira.
“That certainly fits Karmal's behaviour,” said Ravius. “She always needs to be centre stage.”
“Even if it means climbing over our broken bodies to get there,” said Vintia. There was frost in her voice.
“I don't think that's fair,” said Sadira. “My relationship with Karmal has always been complex. After I beat her, and show her my skills, she will see reason again.”
“When we left Scorpion's Oasis, she was the only one who was happy,” said Vintia. “She did not care that we got separated. I put my body on the line for her, more than once. She gladly took all the glory and never even thanked me once.”
“Vintia, she's our friend,” said Sadira. In her heart she still felt she could make amends with Karmal. She had always felt they would climb together.
“Is she?” asked Vintia. Her bright eyes flashed like cold steel.
“I won't give up on her,” said Sadira, feeling her own anger rising.
“Friends,” interjected Omodo. “We certainly won't resolve this issue now. Let's not waste our time together on something over which we have no control.”
“Truth,” said Gavin. “Let's put it aside for now and enjoy our time together.”
 
o-----
 
The Dragon Plazmittrax had made her lair in a series of caves that ate into the side of Spearpeak, a mountain that distinguished itself with its impressive height and the way it thrust its jagged summit brutally into the underbelly of the sky. Gavin, Omodo, Ravius and Vintia went to the masquerade late in the afternoon and the redness of the setting sun gave a bloody appearance to the mountain, as if it were gruesomely engaged in disemboweling the clouds.
Each of the Gladiators wore a mask: Gavin's was a silver lion half-mask, Omodo's a dark green executioner's hood that seemed out of sorts with his grin; Ravius wore the golden face of a fool;  while Vintia wore a half-mask designed to look like a Legionnaire's helmet.
The buildings of the town cast long shadows in the growing dark, but the light from within made them seem even more cheerful. Not so, the entrance to the dragon's lair where the masquerade would be held, which seemed like the gaping maw of some malformed monstrosity. The cave inside was shadowed, swallowing those who went before them within a few steps. Magic seemed to seep from the darkness around the maw. The presence of so many Grey-Robes at the threshold, wearing simple grey masks, seemed oddly appropriate.
They showed their invitations and crossed into the cavern. The first few steps were uncomfortable as the echoes of old dragon-magic, wards designed to scare away unwanted visitors assaulted them. Gavin could sense the power flowing through them, but the patterns of Dragon-weaves, like many forms of pre-Reckoning magic, were difficult for him to read. Perhaps he would return to study them one day.
The Darkness abruptly cleared and they found themselves in a wide, gradually ascending passageway. The stone was worn smooth. Crystal torches, regularly placed along the wall gave off a soft, flickering light. Their footsteps echoed, and they could hear the sound of many voices, music, and laughter up ahead.
Abruptly the passage levelled off and widened into an enormous cavern. The rock was carved, creating a space as level as any palace floor. Chandeliers of raw crystal hung from ancient fingers of stone, creating a forest of shifting shadows on the ceiling of the brightly lit room. Rich red carpets and artful furniture from around the Domains gave the room a sumptuous, formal feeling. Musicians played from the corner, a pleasant tune that drifted through the cavern.
Ravius grinned. The room was full of people clustered in various groups: Gladiators in their armour and simple masks, The Chosen and the elite of the Domains in elaborate, daring costumes. He was in his element now.
Omodo searched for the Dragon's Voice, a woman who represented a patron he wished to proposition, although he lingered for a moment to listen to the sweet sounds of string and voice.
Vintia's eyes were drawn to a place where the stone was melted like wax, a remnant of the Dragon's battle against the Chosen, long ago. Gavin started to follow her, but a heavily laden tray of food caught his attention. Soon he was devouring crispy scythe-beetle wings covered in crystallized semi-sweet fae-honey and wrapped in bacon. The savoury salty sweetness was so delicious he stood oblivious, simply enjoying the mix of exotic flavours.
“Should I throw one at you?” said a familiar voice, close behind him, and the sultry tone sending a shiver down his spine. He turned to face Karmal. Her mask was a shimmering veil of tiny rubies, each dancing with a spark of enchanted flame. A much larger ruby dangled in the valley between her ostentatious breasts, now uncomfortably close, its warm light playing off her creamy skin. Her emerald eyes, fever-bright, regarded him with naked intent. He wanted to step away but knew the predatory Gladiatrix would take it as a sign of weakness.
Karmal's crimson lips curved into an amused smile. She did not find Gavin especially attractive in his own right, but the thought of taking him from Sadira filled her with heat. Sadira was too close to the people around her, not smart enough to see them as tools and not ruthless enough to discard those that were weighing her down. Karmal knew better. “Don't worry; she's not here yet; besides we both know she trusts you...”
Gavin took a deep breath and squared his gaze with hers. “Karmal, I don't want any part of your game. You act as if nothing's happened but you have insulted my friends. Unless you are going to make amends for your ugly behaviour, we don't have anything to say to each other.”
Karmal laughed with wicked gusto. “Who cares about hurt feelings? I'm here to conquer. You will do well to remember that. When I am Chosen, I will act upon how you treated me...!”
“How have I ever been anything but fair to you?” he said, ice in his voice.
“Oh, please,” she protested. “Drop the righteous act, Gavin. There are no good men in the winner's circle. Your precious books are lies for children, honey for those who cannot stomach the raw truth of power. I know your kind though. You cling to Sadira because she is strong and you call it love to trap her.”
“Love,” said Gavin. “Do you even know what that means, Karmal?”
“Better than you, bookworm,” she said, smirking. “All true beauty and all proper desire is a reflection of my love for my life. True love is the strong recognizing the strong. Desire is a celebration of power. I would never have dared challenge Sadira until she attached herself to you.”
“You see her love for me as some sort of weakness?” said Gavin. 
“I see it as an indication of a flaw. What else could it be?” Karmal shook her head, her hair like curling flames, the rubies of her mask chiming like delicate bells. She sighed, genuinely frustrated. Could the weak even understand the language of the powerful?  “What could she possibly gain from being with you?”
Gavin smiled. Not so long ago he might have agreed with Karmal, but he knew himself and his lover better now. Sadira had gained control of her anger because of him and he had helped her through the trials of leading them in the Oasis. He both challenged her and soothed her. She had unyielding faith in him. When they were together they were both greater than when they were apart. He thought of the times their magics had joined in the arena. Even Sadira, powerful as she was, could grow with the right support. It was something that he could never make Karmal understand; she was blind to any greatness beyond the efforts of the individual. “Perhaps she sees something in me that you can't.”
“You're right Gavin,” said Karmal. “She sees something that doesn't exist, though. I see through your noble facade. I see the weakness and the cowardice beneath it all. Gavin the sensitive Gladiator, a hero who is too noble for the vicious bloodshed of the arena. You pretend to hold yourself above what we do, but I know you are just too weak to partake. Sadira carries you because of a misguided sense of pity and self-sacrifice. You've seduced her into thinking that if she supports you she is a 'good' person, doing the righteous deed. You have taken something beautiful and strong and spoiled it, like the worm in an apple. What will you do when she's gone?”
“Sometimes I agree with you,” said Gavin. “I look over at the woman next to me and wonder how I could possibly ever be worthy of someone so great. I tell her this and she laughs. Why is it so hard for you to understand that she loves me, Karmal?
“Because love is the way the mighty show their zest for life,” said Karmal. “What you have is an illusion based on lies and pity. Besides, I've known Sadira longer than you. I've experienced her appetites first-hand. A man like you couldn't possibly satisfy someone like that.”
“You have a very barren view of the world Karmal,” said Gavin. “We shall see where it takes you. I meant what I said. We have nothing to say to each other. But I do owe the woman who once fought by my side an answer: if Sadira falls before I do, I will seek to avenge her, as she will do with me. If you somehow kill her, I will be glad to face you, be you Gladiatrix or be you Chosen.”
Gavin turned and walked away. Karmal's mocking laughter followed him.
 
 
o-----
 
Chosen Moltar attended the Masquerade dressed as a Knight of the Kingdom of the Seven Suns, a civilization that had died long before The Reckoning. The elaborate knight's armour was made from shaped metal plates covered in Seven Suns iconography, gold and diamond sunbursts, and barely visible runes. Few realized that the armour was genuine; despite the Chosen's massive size the suit fit him perfectly. He did not wear a helm, revealing his perfect facial features. 
 
o-----
 
Omodo gathered Ravius and Gavin together for a parlay with the Dragon's Voice, a representative of the Green Faction's most prominent backer. Meetings like this were the real reason for the continued prominence of the Veteran's Masquerade. Gladiators, The Chosen, and the other players in The Great Games could gather, negotiate, take each other's measure, and seal pacts in an informal setting. The masquerade provided a screen of sorts. While it was common knowledge that alliances were being made that night, the sheer volume of socialization made it easier for a devious dealers to obfuscate their true goals. If a Chosen was to invite a Gladiator to visit him at his palace it would be taken as a sure sign of some form of collusion; but if he showed the Gladiator favour at a party like the Masquerade it could be written off as politeness or a false move. Astute players of the game were well known for bestowing their favours at such events in a way that would confuse those who are watching them. A false favour is the player's feint, they would say.
The woman they met with, although not Gifted, emanated magic nonetheless. The servants of a Dragon are bound to them, gaining some of the Dragon's magic and longevity. Dragons often employ a 'voice' to facilitate communication, since their massive forms make many interactions with the smaller races difficult. The Dragon could speak directly through her even though he was nowhere near, and listen to their conversation as well. She was a sharp-featured Light-Elf with golden-brown skin and clear amber eyes.
Omodo bowed to her as he approached. Once he would have been worried by such a dramatic gesture in a public place, but he was at ease with himself now. Ravius and Gavin followed suit, making him feel somewhat ostentatious. 
Ithera smiled. “Greetings, Honoured Gladiators. I am Ithera, Voice of Crimvidinn. My Dragon speaks through me and can hear your words as they are spoken to me.”
“Greetings Lady,” said Omodo. He took a deep breath and spoke his next sentence in the tongue of Dragons, his tongue buzzing with the power of their words. “Hail Crimvidinn, Lord of the Spire.”
“Well spoken,” said The Voice. It was clear from the change in intonation that it was the Dragon speaking through her now. They could sense the power within her vibrate as she carried the Dragon's words to them. “You have served the Faction well, Hammerhorn, and I will use my influence to help you if I can. What would you have of us?”
“Your backing to enter next year's Free Leagues tournament in Dun Loryn on behalf of the Greens,” said Omodo simply. 
“I see,” said The Voice. She paused for a moment, calculating. “I will back you without reservation, Hammerhorn. However you will need two skilled team-mates for that tournament.”
“Gavin and Ravius are known to you, I'm sure” said Omodo. “They will gladly fight for the Greens in this.”
“Interesting,” said The Voice. “I am not sure I can do this. It will be seen as unfair. Other Gladiators, who have been loyal to our Faction for some time, also seek to enter the tournament. It would be an insult to these loyal Greens just to choose these two because they are your friends.”
Gavin felt a surge of disappointment, but he could not fault the Dragon's reasoning.
“Perhaps we could prove ourselves in a contest,” said Ravius lightly, putting his hand on Omodo's shoulder before the Armodon could protest. “If we won a small tournament of our own against the other Greens who wish to enter the tournament, it would ensure the proceedings are fair.”
“An excellent idea,” said The Voice. “I was just about to suggest something along those lines. Are you willing to risk your own place Omodo? We can gather more support if we put all of the spots up for grabs.” 
“Yes,” said Omodo without hesitation. He knew that this was an equitable trade. Crimvidinn was powerful within the Faction, but hoarded his favours. This deal would allow the Dragon to use up less of his precious influence to get them into the tournament and then gain the benefits of backing them if they won.
“Done,” said The Voice. In truth the Dragon was much pleased by this idea. The leadership of the Greens had been arguing for some time over which of their veterans they should send to Dun Loryn. This tournament would allow the Gladiators to settle it amongst themselves and end the petty infighting.
 
o-----
 
Sadira and Chosen Giselle arrived together. Sadira wore a mask of black lace, and her hair was spiked into a magnificent crown, tall and regal. She walked hand in hand with the Chosen, who outshone her, wrapped in a garment of living green vines. Thorns bit into her flesh as she moved and flowers bloomed over her breasts, throat, and loins; emphasizing, not concealing her lithe form.  Her mask was made to look like a blindfold. A low murmur passed through those who watched them entering, as people tried to interpret her attire. Chosen Giselle smiled, betraying no discomfort.
Lina followed a little behind them. She was dressed like a storybook Pirate queen with Sunrise the peacock phoenix perched upon her shoulder. People marvelled at the rare bird as it strutted on her shoulders, throwing off light.
Handsome Valaran, as always, was enraptured by Sadira's physical charms. He stared longingly at her, frustrating the small cadre of women vying for his attentions, including Karmal. When his eyes fell upon Lina and her phoenix, his lips curled into a sneer.
 
o-----
 
Valaran stalked Sadira throughout the evening, watching her from a distance. The way she cavorted with Gavin stoked his anger. Why should she waste her time on a man so far beneath her; it was akin to wallowing in a sewer. 
“By all rights Sadira should be at my side,” he thought. “I am the only Gladiator here worthy of her attention. She should be adding to my glory!”
 
o-----
 
The Veteran's Masquerade, like most social events attended by The Chosen, is famed for its exotic entertainment. Chosen Brightloch brought a band of energetic dancers from near lost Ithal'duin; they used complex steps to create a pounding noise not unlike a chorus of powerful drums, combined with ululating throat-singing. Sadira was captivated by them, their lively motions called to her, and she drew some of the women aside after their performance. Gavin had no doubt she was thinking up a new war-dance.
Chosen Silvius brought his famous acrobats, nimble vassals chosen for their beauty. Their sensual and sexual contortions, performed nude and oiled, attracted both Karmal and Ravius to the side room where they cavorted, which was once the Dragon's pantry.
There were blade-jugglers, painters, storytellers, image-magickers and more.
The most anticipated act of all, however, was Flamina, the famed Blue Faction dancer. The slender performer entered the room wearing a mask of living fire that cast her eyes in flickering shadows. Her sinuous body was studded with red gems which caught the firelight and made it seem as if her naked skin was radiating flames. The dancer's movements were full of liquid grace and bold swagger, like a Gladiatrix taking to the fighting grounds before a roaring crowd. 
Any simple arousal over flesh and form quickly turned to awe as a pipe began to play and Flamina danced. Her hips undulated to the music, slowly at first, her long legs seeming to glide effortlessly despite the wild gyrations of the her body. Her head remained mostly still, her lips curving into a smile that was half invitation and all challenge. As drums joined the pipe her dance became more inflamed. She swayed and shook, her entire figure vibrating with the intensity of her efforts. Her hair became a wild halo, highlighted by flame. The music kept increasing in tempo, and the dancer seemed to blur, a constant wave of motion.
She kept dancing longer than any of those watching thought possible, faster and faster without losing any of her grace or her sensuous smile. Heat seemed to radiate from her now. The Gladiators and The Chosen watched, entranced by the performance. The musicians reached the limit of their tempo and held it. Flamina became a blur, as if they watched a tongue of fire dancing for them. The tempo held. Flamina danced, graceful and passionate.
When the music stopped, Gavin realized he had been holding his breath. Flamina wound down gracefully, swaying and gyrating, smiling all the while, proving that it was the musicians who had reached their limit and not the dancer.
When she swayed to a halt, her eyes fixed on Gavin and Sadira, for just a moment, and then she tuned and gestured to a hulking figure, beckoning Valaran to her. The crowd closed around them, eager to bask in her glory.
Gavin turned to find Sadira. She looked impressed.
“What did you think?” he asked.
“I can't believe she made it through all ten thousand steps in so little time,” said Sadira. “And not a single mistake. I don't know what to say...”
“High praise,” said Flamina, drifting around Gavin to face Sadira. She brushed up against Gavin, her hand lightly caressing against the small of his back. “From a mistress of the art.”
“Your performance made me feel like a brute,” said Sadira. “Really, I've never seen anything like it. Even Chosen Giselle would be hard pressed to compete with that.”
“Thank you,” purred Flamina. Her hand drifted down Gavin's backside. He shifted away. He did not want Sadira getting angry. “But you do yourself wrong. War-dance is a different style than the step-dances; with War-dance you must be prepared to flow into any one of a dozen motions depending on the needs of combat. You're very good, I watched you at Grandia's Landing two months ago. You were phenomenal Sadira.”
As she spoke she drifted away from Gavin, brazenly advancing towards Sadira. Her eyes caressed the larger woman's curves and muscles.
“I wish I had a body like yours,” said Flamina, “and could move as gracefully as you do. I could watch you all day. Sadly I'm no good with swords. Maybe you could teach me.”
Her hand touched the pommel of one of Sadira's blades. It was an intimate gesture among Gladiators.
“Too bad they are peace-bound,” pouted Flamina dramatically. Her eyes came to rest on Sadira's breasts. “I'd love to play with them.”
Gavin froze; ready to intervene if his beloved became angry, instead he sensed her amusement.
Sadira laughed. “Gavin doesn't do threesomes I'm afraid, and I am a committed woman. You are a lethal weapon Flamina, but the man who aimed you at us does not understand our love. Even someone as magnificent and graceful as yourself could not tempt us to part.”
Sadira spoke quietly. She then leaned forward and whispered in Flamina's ear. The Dancer laughed; she turned and pranced away, heading into the crowd.
“That girl has fast hands,” said Sadira. “Did she grope you too?”
“I thought you were going to flatten her,” said Gavin.
“She's not Karmal,” said Sadira. “You can't put someone like Flamina in her place through fighting. Beside my guess is that Valaran sent her to cause trouble. She has quite the reputation.”
“You'll have to explain that to me,” said Gavin. “Dare I ask what you sent her to do?”
“I told her that Giselle brought Tiber ul-Sala with her,” said Sadira. “Flamina won't be able to resist my old dancing instructor. Valaran will be pissed... As it is, she really just wound us up, ensuring a fun time after the party.”
Gavin raised his glass.
 
o-----
 
Much was said and done at the Masquerade, a whirlwind of activity as The Chosen and the Factions placed their next to last bets on which Gladiators had a chance at the Championships.
Karmal publicly spurned Chosen Giselle, making her availability clear. She left the fete with many invitations.
Azure Dream remained with the Blue Faction, but she did make her way into Giselle's circle. Sadira would need a new training partner, after all.
Amoura Vogue was dressed as a fox that night, and the deals she made were many. Her husband, Chosen Marius haunted the quiet places, playing his own role to the hilt.
 
o-----
 
While Sadira was occupied with Vintia and Azure Dream, Gavin made his way into the deeper parts of the lair. Having read the Chosen's accounts of the exploration of the lair, he knew he would find a grotto of statues if he ventured far enough. Apparently it was Plazmittrax's lust for art that had led the Dragon to attack the Chosen's relatives before The Reckoning, stealing the precious statues from the Dwarf's Hall of Ancestors. Imagine the Dragon's surprise that a Dwarf who survived The Reckoning would become a Chosen and seek redress centuries later. No one carries a grudge like a Longbeard, as they say.
He passed Shield-Splitter, his old rival from the Oasis on his way. He locked eyes with the massive Ogre and nodded. In the end, Shield-Splitter's destruction of Gavin on the fighting grounds had helped the Gladiator understand his own weaknesses. The nod was returned, politely; It was a nice change from the constant animosity of Karmal and Valaran.
The grotto was even more impressive than the pictures, drawings, and descriptions made it out to be. Gavin could see why the Chosen had decided to leave it intact, even leaving the precious statues of his own people where the Dragon had placed them. The whole room was lit by softly glowing crystals that threw off a warm light, reflected and magnified by a pool of clear water fed by several trickling waterfalls. The statues were placed about the pool in groups and alone. There were many different styles of sculpture represented; priceless works from famous masters stood alongside statues from lands lost to the Domains since The Reckoning, and not a few pieces whose origins were disputed. Each piece was so cunningly placed that the different styles seemed to complement each other and hinted at some deeper meaning. The effect was breath-taking.
 Gavin lost himself among the statues, feeling like he was part of giant chess board. It was so rare that he had the chance to explore the things he read about. There were fewer people here, with only a pair of Grey-Robes keeping watch. There were no musicians or servers: music from the other rooms drifted into the grotto and mingled with the gentle sounds of the water. A small number of men and women swam about or lounged amorously in private corners.
Gavin was eventually drawn to a statue carved entirely of jade, a wondrously lifelike countenance of a warrior princess eternally poised on the verge of drawing her katana. The woman seemed so purposeful and sincere, her expressive eyes focused on the enemy before her. Her expression reminded Gavin of Sadira, as he saw her in his heart, as she might be one day, among The Chosen. It was there, lost in contemplation, that Chosen Giselle found him.
She studied Gavin for a moment. Among Gladiators Sadira's lover was rather unremarkable at first glance. He was handsome enough, but not nearly as beautiful as Tiber ul-Sula or as impressive as Valaran diVolcanus. There was something about his eyes though; they seemed deeper, more aware than those of most men. Gavin was a skilled defender, and his loyalty to Sadira was hard to question, even before Giselle had seen Flamina's failed attempt to seduce him. She could not help but admire how Gavin seemed to have made his way through the river of intrigue surrounding The Great Games unfouled, even more so than Sadira. He would make an excellent Chosen, but power went to the strong, not the good. 
Gavin became aware of Giselle's presence when she wished it. To his credit, he did not turn to her immediately, overwhelmed by the force of her presence, nor did he attempt to ignore her petulantly, trying to show his strength. He finished his last thought and turned to her, meeting her eyes before bowing deeply.
“Hail and well met, Honoured Gladiator,” Chosen Giselle said. She favoured him with a friendly smile as he came out of his bow. “May I join you for a while?”
“The honour is entirely mine, Chosen,” Gavin responded formally.
Giselle looked into the Gladiator's eyes and some small part of her suddenly felt unworthy. She wished such petty intrigues were beneath her station. She hesitated, a tiny pause that only most perceptive of men would notice. 
“This statue resembles our Sadira, does it not?” she asked. “She always seems poised on the edge of action. She cares little for the delights of my palace, despite the stories that the Arena Post prints about her.”
“Does that surprise you?” Gavin asked. He felt a warm sense of appreciation that the Chosen refuted the rumours about Sadira. She was putting him at ease.
“It does not,” she said. “I did not have a great desire for relaxation, beyond a hot bath and skilled hands after an afternoon on the fighting grounds, when I was a Gladiatrix. I can also see now that she has a great depth of feeling for you. I'm sorry I keep her from you Gavin.”
“But you feel the need to keep her close to protect your investment,” he said. “I understand.”
“Yes,” the Chosen said. “Sadira is an exceptional fighter. Save Valaran, she is the most likely to seize victory at the Grand Championships. If the two of them fight, she will overcome him. His weakness is that he looks on her as a prize, not a competitor. Foolish. The Grand Championship is an event of singular importance. The new Chosen will change the balance of power for decades, if not more. What that person decides to do with their power will reverberate throughout the land, setting the tone for all our people and even our enemies. The people flock to the new Chosen with a fervour we don't really understand. Perhaps it is part of the oath. If Sadira wins she may decide to start a crusade against the Wirn, or they may decide that her ascension is purposefully antagonistic and strike first. If Valaran wins he will promote a different agenda, freeing the Gifted at the expense of the Ungifted. The stakes are high, and Sadira has already faced at least one attempt on her life. We cannot afford to risk her.”
“Because aside from her own dreams and plans, she will feel obliged to help you with your own designs,” he said. He felt petulant saying it when the Chosen was showing him such great respect, but he needed to get it off his chest. “You motivations are not entirely altruistic.”
Giselle laughed. The corners of her eyes crinkled.
“Sadira's right,” said the Chosen. “You are too solemn by half, Gavin. But what you say is true. In fact it is the essence of The Great Games as far as I am concerned. When a Chosen is crowned victorious on the bloody sands of the Grand Arena, every one of her supporters, from the lowest Faction member who followed her to the highest Chosen who gave her patronage, is rewarded. I gave my vote in the Council of The Chosen loyally, for many years to the causes of my backers. My fans and supporters were given land and other gifts when I carved my Domain. Their descendants are rich and prosperous because they invested in me and I returned the favour. Yes, I support Sadira because it will further my own ends. I use my power to open doors for her because it will benefit me, and the causes I champion, in the end. Others will try to harm her to make sure their designs are the ones that go forward. It may sound crass, but that sense of obligation and return on support is key to our society.”
Gavin nodded, waiting for the Chosen to continue.
“But there is more to it than that, Gavin,” she said. “The Great Games aren't really about Gladiators fighting for dominance and glory in the arena. For most people it is a chance to escape their troubles and see greatness blossom, to see the arrogant punished, and to see the things that they fear dragged out onto the sands and conquered. For many of the Chosen it is about the intrigue, the chance to settle old scores, maybe even the desire to alleviate the boredom of a long century. When I accepted Sadira as my protégé I put her in grave danger.”
“Your enemies became her enemies,” he said. 
“Yes,” she said. “And there are those among them who would see her destroyed, for no other reason than to humiliate me. It is the same with any Chosen. It may seem mad to you Gladiator, but power accentuates people's worst qualities in this regard. The mighty will often go to great lengths for the pettiest of reasons.”
Gavin chuckled in spite of the seriousness of her tone. “It's not surprising, Chosen. I frequently observe that kind of behaviour in some of my peers.”
“You are thinking of Karmal?” asked Giselle. She sat down on a smooth ivory bench, intricately carved to resemble a dragon.
“Among others,” said Gavin.
“I did not expect Sadira to be so lenient towards her friend,” said the Chosen. “It is now obvious to me that Karmal has been looking for an excuse to turn against Sadira for years. I had thought to turn them into a strong team, but Karmal is has grown ambitious beyond my ability to control. I missed some key element in my analysis of her. She dabbles in darker disciplines now, heedless of the price of such power. I will be glad to be rid of her, but I cannot convince Sadira that she is a danger.”
“Sadira sees Karmal as she was, not as she is,” said Gavin. His sadness was written on his face. “No amount of reason from you or I will force her to change her opinion. The same strength of will and boundless loyalty that will make Sadira a great Chosen are sometimes a weakness. Karmal is vain, but she isn't stupid: she will try to exploit that.”
“I agree,” said Giselle. “I've warned Sadira of that myself. As you say, we can only plant the seeds and watch them grow.”
Gavin frowned, puzzled, but the Chosen did not notice. After a moment she looked up at him, her eyes meeting his. He felt a shiver run down his spine, as if plunging into cold water.
“I did not seek you out simply to discuss Sadira,” she said. “I know better than to try to use you to manipulate your beloved. However, others might be willing to try: I am afraid that someone will use you against her, Gavin. I have an offer I want you to hear...”
“I can take care of myself,” he cut her off, rudely. To his surprise she betrayed no reaction.
“Come, live with Sadira at my palace,” said the Chosen. “You can join my personal Gladiators, fight in the grand arena at Brightsand halls, train with Sadira. You can help me keep her safe.”
The Chosen's offer struck Gavin like a blow. It was everything he wanted, and all he had to do was put himself under her protection. He would be near Sadira! They could finally be together. He could be of such help to her. It was perfect. Yet he could not bring himself to accept. Giselle watched him; her depthless eyes seemed sad.
“I can't,” he said. His own words pained him.
“What do you hope to prove, Gavin?” she said. “Do you think you have a chance at being selected for the Grand Championships?”
“Even you cannot see all ends, Chosen,” he said. Curiously he did not feel defiant. Nor did he sense that the famously caustic Chosen was mocking him. He had chosen his path and intended to see it through as best he could. “Your offer honours me and I can feel its wisdom. But I cannot bring myself to accept. Perhaps it is not the victory that I seek, but the striving. I must find my own path.”
“A noble sentiment,” said Chosen Giselle. She shook her head, but did not seem surprised or even insulted by Gavin's rejection. In truth she admired his heart. “My offer stands, Gavin. The Games will get much tougher now. You already know the price of virtue in the arena. As we get closer to the Grand Championships people will risk more and more to win. I do wish you luck. It might be nice to see a dreamer win.”
Chosen Giselle looked at the statue one more time, and then bestowed a smile on Gavin.
“Consider my Domain open to you, Gladiator,” she said, “to visit or to stay. I will not stand in the way of your love this time.”
Then she turned and walked away, leaving Gavin to digest their conversation.
 
o-----
 
“Red Scorpion, I presume?” 
Sadira turned to find herself face to face with a tall, white-haired man with bright eyes and a broad smile that showed perfect, glittering teeth. Despite his hair and patriarchal features he seemed to be one of the Gifted. A stunning woman dressed in butterfly wings, a matching mask, and little else hung off his arm. He looked familiar.
“I am. My friends call me Sadira,” she said, smiling. She noticed several passersby turning to watch the exchange. This was a meeting of significance “Have we met before?”
“I am Gaius Gerald White,” he said. His voice got louder as he announced his name. “My reputation precedes me, no doubt.”
“It does,” said Sadira, stiffening in anger. Gaius Gerald White was a commentator and publisher who owned the famed Arena Post; his paper frequently and gleefully reported baseless rumours of Sadira having affairs with other Gladiators; and debasing herself at orgies in Chosen Giselle's palace. It was not the nature of the accusations that angered Sadira; she wasn't embarrassed about sex. It was that they were lies. She was proud of her love for Gavin, and proud of her self-control in staying true to him. “Are you here to apologize Mr. White?”
“Oh, meow,” said White, laughing as Sadira's eyes raked him. The woman on his arm however, sensed the anger of the Gladiatrix and paled. “If you wanted to stay out of the public eye you should have become a vassal.”
“Really?” said Sadira. “If vassals were exempt from your drivel, then why did you publish that crap about Lina? You should be ashamed of yourself.”
“My sources are reliable,” said White. He was enjoying the confrontation. “Come now, we all know what pleasures can be found in Chosen Giselle's little harem. Is it true than you train in the nude?”
“Fuck you,” said Sadira. Her hands balled into fists; anger was getting the best of her. “Speaking of orgies, I hear you are a frequent guest of Chosen Silvius yourself.”
“I am a private citizen,” said White “Watch your tone Gladiatrix or I will bring you before the courts for slander. We aren't in Brightsands. Is it true that you personally body-sculpt all your lovers? I hear Tiber ul-Sula has a huge-”
“Gaius, darling!” Amoura's voice was honey sweet. The man's attention snapped to the voluptuous vixen. “Where have you been hiding?”
“Amoura, you look brilliant in that dress,” said White. Sadira felt relief wash over; she realized that her fists were clenched. Amoura winked at her as she led White away. Sadira smiled back; once again she was glad that she had seen past the vapid image that Amoura presented to people like White and made friends with the woman.
 
o-----
 
Gavin caught site of Lina just as the Golden giant confronted her. Valaran dwarfed his former servant, but she did not flee, and so Gavin watched, waiting to see if his friend would need help.
“Be careful with that bird, girl,” said Valaran. “That phoenix is worth more than your life.”
“That bird is mine, sir,” said Lina. Her voice sounded small and weak to her own ears, with her former master looming over her. Memories of his cruel treatment surfaced. Perched on her hand, the phoenix began to glow softly. With tremendous effort Lina raised her chin and met Valaran's eyes. “A gift from my mistress, who values my services quite highly.”
“So I've heard,” he said. “If you'd shown me the same considerations, perhaps I would have kept you.”
“Don't believe everything you hear honoured Gladiator,” said Lina. “I serve Sadira freely, as a friend and assistant. I am not sure that is what you would desire.”
“Excuse me,” said Omodo. He brushed past Valaran with barely a glance. Lina was amused to see Valaran's shock; she had never realized that Omodo was bigger than the Golden Giant. “Lina, I've been meaning to ask you to dance. I'm not interrupting anything, am I?”
“Nothing at all, Omodo” said Lina, smiling. “Let's be off shall we.”
Gavin watched as Lina led Omodo towards the music. Valaran scowled, shaking his head as he stalked off. Gavin tried not to smile too broadly.
 
o-----
 
“So you're joining the Bright Company?” asked Ravius.
“Well technically I'm joining the Ninth Legion,” said Vintia. “The Bright Company is Chosen Brightloch's name for the whole expedition. The Ninth is being reformed and will be sent with the expedition after some training.”
“He seemed very excited about it,” said Gavin. Chosen Brightloch had been busy soliciting the veterans for their assistance. He had even asked Gavin. The Ninth legion needed Warbound to fill out its ranks. The Chosen was also being allotted additional Hearthbound due to the distance he would have to travel to establish his Domain. Brightloch was every bit as charming in person as he was said to be; affable and dazzling. His enthusiasm for the venture was contagious. Had it not been for unfinished business, Gavin would have joined him in a heartbeat. After all, he had always dreamed of escaping the confines of the Domains. Strange that it held less appeal to him now. “Imagine, sailing around Sudra and making the crossing to lost Ithal'duin,” he continued.
“Sounds like a lot of work to me, little brother,” said Ravius. “Marching was never my style.”
“No surprise there,” said Omodo, grinning.
“Too bad Ravius,” said Vintia. “The women in Ithal'duin are probably hot.”
“Then I may visit you once all the work is done,” said Ravius.
“I'm just glad we could get together and say a proper goodbye,” said Vintia.
“Your father will be proud, Vintia,” said Sadira. She laid her hand on her friend's shoulder. “I know I am. Ancestors watch over you.”
Vintia smiled.  Her father was not that easy to please. The Bright Company was unlikely to see much more than skirmishes against Pirates and Monsters. The trek would certainly be dangerous but not glorious. Her father was a decorated hero of Pershing's Gap, one of the most famous battles in the history of the Trials. Still, perhaps the Ninth would be reassigned to more honourable duty after helping Chosen Brightloch establish his distant Domain. She met Sadira's eyes. They left Karmal unspoken and then embraced. Sadira felt oddly soft without a layer of metal between them.
“We do this too often these days,” said Gavin.
“I will miss you, my friends,” said Vintia.
They each embraced her, exchanging their farewells. Then they parted ways, hearts heavy with the sorrow that comes with separation.
 
o-----
 
They were making love with the frantic, desperate passion of those who do not have enough time, when it happened. It was their last day together in Balvuk's Triumph. Although Gavin knew he could look forward to staying with Sadira in Brightsand Halls, having won Chosen Giselle's approval, it would be some time before they were together in the flesh again. And so they lost themselves in each other. Hands caressing soft curves and hard muscles, fingers tracing the infinitely complex map of the other's body; so familiar and yet so foreign. Tongues tasting the sweet sap of their exertions, each battling to render the other helpless with pleasure. It was their game, and neither ever gained the upper hand for long.
Aside from knowing lips and well-honed bodies they each brought other weapons to the game. Gavin could sharpen Sadira's focus, allowing her to reach new heights of ecstasy without breaking. Each orgasm he gave her was thus a revelation, a wave of pleasure so powerful that even Sadira could not resist it, only ride it for a while until she sank into moaning, writhing, joyful oblivion.
Sadira's magic was even better for sex. She could control blood flow, replenish fluids, banish fatigue from tired muscles, and create unearthly stimulation with a mere touch of her lips or fingers. She had always taken an avid interest in the tantric applications of her magic; more so with Gavin as a partner. Her lover was often tense and notoriously hard to please; he cared too much for her pleasure and not enough for his own. Sadira saw this as a challenge, and she was always finding new ways of teasing him into letting her fulfil him perfectly. She enjoyed experimenting on him.
Of course as much as each enjoyed taking turns pleasing the other, they both longed for the times when their desires aligned, allowing them to move and reach joy as one. They were in the midst of just such a moment when their strange connection was born.
Gavin's phallus, engorged with blood and magic was quivering between Sadira's lips and dancing tongue. He was on the edge of erupting, using every ounce of willpower to resist. Sadira could sense the pressure building, and suckled greedily, wanting to taste his sweet surrender before he got hers. It was difficult, and she moaned into his manhood as his cunning licks and probing fingers brought her ever closer to glory. The lovers both summoned magic, more than they ever had before when making love. So much so, in fact, that their amorous weaving alerted others, though they were beyond caring.
Then they ceased caring about themselves, blissfully entwining physically, mentally, and mystically, and became one. It was a feeling both old and new. Their magics had joined before in the arena, to great effect, and now they did so again. Each could feel exactly what the other felt, both in body and in mind. At any other time Gavin would have pulled away from such a sensation, fearful of losing his sense of self, but he was too far gone in joy and pleasure and thus welcomed it.
Afterwards, as they lay together on the floor, spent and aching but glowing with satisfaction they realized that they were still connected. Each could sense the other's thoughts to some degree, and feel what the other felt. If they concentrated they increased the sensation.
Gavin was alarmed at first, and Sadira could sense this. So she pulled herself against him, revelling in the aching afterglow, kissing him and whispering. “This is how I've always felt about you; I knew you were meant for me.”
Their bond had grown. This new connection did not diminish even when they parted. From then on each carried a part of the other, always.
 
o-----
 
The Qualifying Tournament, put forth to all ranking Green faction members, took place in Frostbay, the largest city north of Krass. The city sat on the southern edge of Lost Kingdom Bay, a vast body of water which was once the centre of a nation so thoroughly destroyed in The Reckoning that not even The Chosen could agree upon its identity. The grand docks of Frostbay were the best known architectural remnants of that Kingdom. They jutted hundreds of feet out into the bay, and could accommodate ships of almost any keel depth for their entire length. This made Frostbay the collection point for the resources of the north and the west; anything that could be moved by ship went through the Frostbay. 
Rail lines had been added to the city in recent centuries, bringing elemental powered steam engines and the newer artifice engines as well. Coal, oil, iron, silver, gold, timber, ironwood, mithril, and other goods flowed into the port. Trading houses and great factories sprang up to take advantage of the port and rail.
Frostbay was a free city, like Krass, beholden to no single Chosen. As such, it attracted the support of people from all over the Domains.
 
o-----
 
The Frostbay arena was remarkable in its simplicity. Much like the superlatively functional city in which it was built, the arena was made to suit a particular purpose, which informed every stone and column, seat and grate. It jammed as many spectators as possible into rows of efficient seating surrounding a broad flat fighting ground. It reminded Gavin of a super-sized version of some of the first arenas he had fought in on the Campus Martius.
As he waited Gavin checked his bond to Sadira, as he did often since their strange joining in Balvuk's. He could sense her, distantly, like a point on a compass in his mind. He could even make her aware of him if he concentrated. He wondered what they had done.
The Frostbay tournament was a single elimination event, pitting individual Gladiators against randomly drawn opponents. A single loss knocked any fighter out of the event. The top three fighters would represent the Greens at the Dun Loryn tournament.
Gavin was matched against a Quickling fighter who went by the name “Green Sting”. Lightly armoured in green plated leathers and bearing a spear similar to his own, Green Sting sported a shock of bright orange hair. Gavin guessed that his opponent would rely on speed. Most Quicklings and light fighters do. Training in the Thousand Step School would complement that, teaching fighting techniques that took advantage of quickness and mobility. The use of the spear in two hands, signified a disposition towards attack, and Gavin guessed that Green Sting was likely versed in at least some of the techniques taught by the Seeking Spear school simply from the way the Quickling held his spear. He guessed that the Quickling used some form of Druidic magic, but this was based more on instinct than reason.
Both Gladiators saluted the crowd and then each other. Gavin did not want to banter and said nothing, hoping his opponent would do the same.
“You haven't got a chance, boya,” said the Quickling. “Me spear will find its home in your guts soon enough.”
“Easier said than done,” said Gavin.
“Shut your gob, boya,” sneered Green Sting. “Yer nay funny and yer breath stinks from all the arse lickin' you done ta get into this arena!”
Gavin shook his head. He had little desire to banter. 
“Arse-licker, fuck-tongue, armodon-sodding scab!” a string of invective flowed out of the Quickling. Gavin lost track of the insults and the trumpets sounded soon after.
Gavin moved forward slowly. Green Sting did not charge him, but rather moved in at a slow jog. Gavin could sense the Quickling channelling. Waiting meant that his opponent was likely readying an attack spell, not an enhancement.
“Luchadaemon thirsts, scab!” snarled Green Sting, brandishing his spear. Gavin guessed that he meant his weapon.
“Feel free to make the first move,” said Gavin. He wove the pattern for mind grasp. “We'll see if Luchadaemon has bitten off more than he can chew.”
“Eat dirt, arse-licker,” shouted the Quickling, darting forward.
Gavin, anticipating this, braced himself to defend. As he did so, green tendrils burst from the sand to hinder him. It was a spell that Sadira used often, and Gavin quickly shifted to compensate for his lack of mobility. Even so, Green Sting's sharp spear rang off his shoulder plates before Gavin could drive him off.
“So slow, brown-tongue,” said Green Sting. “I'll gi'ya a taste o'me steel, boya!”
“Do I sense a fetish?” said Gavin. Gathering his will, he hammered at Green Sting with a mental blast, causing the Quickling to bite down on any potential retort. “You seem rather focused on that sort of thing.”
“Bend over and find out Boya!” said Green Sting, thrusting his hips.
Gavin lunged as Green Sting gesticulated, thrusting his spear at the Quickling's head. Green Sting ducked. The spear blade parted the air near his ear. As he straightened, Green Sting jabbed at Gavin's groin. Warily Gavin knocked the attack away with his shield, throwing his shoulder into the Quickling as he did so. The impact from the larger Gladiator sent Green Sting staggering back. Gavin followed up with a short thrust. The Quickling recovered too swiftly, twisting around, and batting Gavin's spear away with a flourish of his own weapon.
“Seems like I have a chance after all,” said Gavin. He flashed a grin at his opponent.
Green Sting snarled at Gavin, weaving a spell. He spat onto his spear, his saliva becoming a vicious poison as it coated the spear-blade. He surged forward, life magic lending him strength and speed. In Gavin's eyes the air seemed to grow thick with spears as a the Quickling attacked. It was all he could to avoid being skewered. A dozen weaker thrusts punctured his defences, several finding flesh instead of armour. The poison burned into him. Gavin dropped his spear, drawing his short sword and backing away from the hail of steel that was Green Sting's weapon. All the while Lionfang drew power, weaving magic. 
“Yer runnin' out of room, Boya,” jeered Green Bee, his voice full of gleeful triumph. He saw that Gavin's shield-work was slowing and his counter-attacks lacked heart. He leapt to the attack; confident that he was ready for whatever Gavin could hit him with.
In answer Gavin called upon his spear, using mind-grab enchantment to lift it from the sands and send it flying into Green Sting from behind. The barbed head ripped through the back of the Quickling's head, emerging from his mouth in a rush of blood and gore. Green Sting struggled for a moment, foaming, wild-eyed. The last thing he heard before he surrendered to the pull of The Keystone was Gavin's voice.
“Always mind your opponent's magic, friend.”



Interlude Four: Immolation
(1150/07/17 AR, The Grand Arena in Krass)
 
“Conditioning is key to creating a successful Gladiator. Only repeated exposure to harm at an impressionable age allows them to overcome instinctive fear of certain sources of injury, such as fire” Training Methods, Edition CVII
 
“Fire is one of our most reliable weapons. Even tainted creatures fear fire.” Warbound Tyross
 
Fire washed over her.
Sadira did not panic; she pushed forward, leaping through the flames, she felt her skin blister painfully as the wall of heat and greedy tongues of fire washed over her. The magic of life was strong in her, however, and she survived. She could no longer see where she was going, but long experience gave her a good idea of where to strike.
Hefting her cleaver, Karmal moved in for the kill. The berserker's joy was upon her. She saw the shadow of a shape in the flames and swung. Her blade met nothing, and she was too enraged to even realize that she had struck at Sadira's shadow-play; thus she was caught off guard and unbalanced when the Shadow-Elf Gladiatrix sprang from the flames, smoking but very much alive. The two fighters slammed into each other. Karmal was larger and more heavily muscled, but Sadira was full of verdant strength and lighting fast. They grappled for a moment, each trying to trip or push the other down. Sadira started to drag the blade of one of her swords across Karmal's abdomen in a vicious draw cut. Her efforts were interrupted as the emerald-eyed demon butted heads with her. In this, Karmal's new horns served her well, and Sadira staggered back a pace. Karmal followed this up with a cut from her massive blade. The agile Shadow-Elf stepped out of the lethal arc, swinging her swords as she moved. Her attack glanced off Karmal's shoulder armour, missing her neck by a finger's width.
Karmal followed the momentum of her blade, heaving forward into a shoulder slam. She felt the need to dictate the movement of the fight, to keep Sadira off balance until her spells took their toll. She was confident her old friend did not have the will to match her relentless aggression. She paid little heed to defence, seeing it as a losing strategy.
Sadira saw Karmal's shoulder slam coming. Instead of trying to dodge she ducked low, ramming her own shoulder into Karmal's ribs, and using her opponent's momentum against her. She had learned new grappling techniques since Karmal last fought her, taking up the Pit Fighter school. Now, she expertly lifted the titanic woman off the ground, using her hips as a fulcrum, drawing upon her magic for strength, letting out an ear-splitting war-scream as she powered into the lift, the muscles on her legs and arms rippling with effort. So swift was her reversal that Karmal had no time to counter.
"Fucking cunt," Karmal shrieked in frustration as her feet left the ground. She swung her blade into Sadira. Leverage and position worked against her. The cut she inflicted was shallow and did nothing to stop her. Karmal's world turned upside down. Her vision filled with the wide blue sky and the roaring crowd. Then her head and shoulders slammed into the sands with enough force to shatter a paving stone. The world lost focus.
Sadira rolled to her feet. She felt blood dripping down her side and smelled smoke from her charred flesh. Ignored her hurts, she snarled, moving in to incapacitate Karmal. It never occurred to her that Karmal might still be conscious and no one would have expected the flame-haired monstrosity to be able to hold a spell in reserve after such a fall.
Karmal's head snapped up. The pain of her injury meant nothing, berserker rage and bloodlust roared through her veins like liquid potency. Sadira's blood smelled sweet and awakened old memories and new desires. Karmal regained focus. Power flowed through her, and she finished casting the dread immolation spell before Sadira could swing.
Sadira felt a terrible pain in her abdomen; a fire conjured in her belly, boiling her stomach. Her attack faltered, blades glancing off of Karmal's armour ineffectively. She screamed and fire shot from her throat. She fell to her knees, trying madly to overcome Karmal's spell as the giant redhead levered herself slowly to her feet, using her massive cleaver as a crutch, shaking off the concussion.
Every sane creature respects the power of fire, even a daring Gladiatrix of Sadira's calibre must succumb to a moment of fear-born panic as they are consumed by a flame they cannot fight. Agony shot through Sadira as her lungs filled with smoke and began to burn from the inside out.
Karmal laughed as she lifted her massive weapon and stepped forward for the killing blow.
"Time to die bitch," she sneered.



Chapter Forty-Three: The Iron Axe
1146/09/06 AR, Frostbay
 
“If all of your weapons break upon my body, what need have I of swords to defeat you?” Unknown, attributed to the lost master of the Ironskin Weave.
 
“The wise hunter learns that there is a way around every strength,” Chosen Mordhawk.
 
“And then I looked down and saw the bloody-thing coming out a' me gob,” said the Quickling, washing his words down with a swig of Strongbrew. “An' I thought, this be the most embarrassing way I've ever been tapped out. I'm all for messy head, but na' like tha.”
Gavin shook his head and grinned. The motion, combined with the heavy drink nearly caused him to fall out of his chair. 
Green Sting, Billiam Fas'hans to his friends, chuckled as he watched Gavin's right himself. “Well I guess we know one thing I can beat ye at fer sure,” he said, hoisting his mug. Ravius, Omodo, and the other Greens at the table laughed. “Remind me ta send some Sky Isle Screech ta your arming rooms a'fore the rematch, boya.”
Gavin, not trusting himself to speak, just shook his head. The motion made the room swim. He had never been so drunk.
Green Sting, despite his bluster during the match, had sought him out later to compliment him on victory. Gavin was unsure it was simply part of the Quickling's “arena personality” to insult his opponent's, or if the man was just one of those fighters who made friends with those who proved themselves against him. Sadira often said that many of her challengers demonstrated a kind of wolf-pack mentality, once you beat them on the fighting grounds they would treat you with great respect, even seek your friendship. He hated the analogy, comparing Gladiators to animals, but it made a certain amount of sense to him now, with Green Sting. It did not cover Karmal's behaviour though, something that he wished he could convince Sadira of.
Regardless, Gavin now felt welcome among the Greens. He and Ravius, after proving themselves on the fighting grounds, were accepted, simple as that. He felt good about earning their respect; much better than if it had been bestowed upon him by a Faction leader.
 
o-----
 
Omodo powered through his first match, while Gavin, Ravius, Green Sting, and the gathered Hammerhorns cheered themselves ragged. The noble Armodon dominated the fight, and yet showed great respect for his opponent, like a hero from the stories of old. Gavin felt a sense of warm approval watching this. He looked forward to helping his friend in the Dun Loryn Faction tournament, should he prove good enough to earn a spot.
 
o-----
 
Gavin's second opponent in the tournament was Headtaker, a towering human woman in heavy harness. Her silvered armour was thicker on her left dominant-facing, side complete with an ornate overguarde sheathing her left arm and shoulder. Her main weapon was a long-hafted great-axe with an elegantly curved crescent blade backed by a sledge for extra weight and topped by a long thrusting spike, like that of a halberd. Headtaker outweighed Gavin by at least a hundred pounds, all lean muscle; a physique that only a Gladiatrix could achieve. She was no doubt powerful and aggressive, and Gavin expected to have to weather an early Blitz. Axe fighters had a strong offence, but the weapon was not great for defence.
Having made the acquaintance of most of the Green veterans in the last two days, Gavin was already somewhat familiar with Headtaker. They raised their weapons to each other, respectfully, after saluting the crowd. Neither of them offered verbal insult, and the trumpets quickly called them to action.
Headtaker wasted no time moving to the attack. Her ground-eating strides carried her to him before the echo of the brass died out. He deflected her axe with his shield, counter-striking with a jab from his spear to drive her off. She twisted out of the way, nimble despite her size. Sidestepping around him, she slashed at his back. This forced Gavin to turn away from her to get his shield in front of the axe blade. The awkward block sent him reeling. Headtaker took two more swings, coming close to drawing blood before Gavin could fully recover. She was, however, impressed at Gavin's ability to defend himself even when off-balance.
Gavin bought himself some room with a quick mental blast. He backpedalled. Headtaker did not relent. She cast a Razorwind spell at him as she launched her next series of attacks. He deftly unravelled her spell-weave before the swarm of blades could do more than scratch him. He saw her eyes widen at that. He was getting good at taking spells apart. 
Headtaker attacked with a quick overhand chop. Gavin blocked and counter-thrust. She let her armour take the hit, his spear-blade glancing off the shoulder of her thick overguarde. She then swung at his outstretched arm. Gavin moved to avoid the worst of the strike, but the axe still grazed his elbow. His spear tumbled from his grasp into the sand. He ducked out of the way as Headtaker swung again. Her axe passed over his head. Gavin then put his shoulder behind his shield to block her next attack with some force.
Headtaker's energy intimidated Gavin. She did not seem winded despite her relentless attack. As he drew his shortsword he decided to try to slow her down with magic. He channelled power, weaving a simple migraine curse spell as he parried and blocked her next two attacks. The vicious pain caused by the curse robbed her of some of that vigour. He could sense power building in her, and expected a strong finishing attack spell of the type Karmal frequently used, Pillar of Flame, Maelstrom, or Incineration. He was ready to counter that type of magic. In fact, she was building power for a rare enhancement spell.
Headtaker's third attack did not start off any differently. In form, it was similar the first two but this was just a ruse. A graceful shift in her feet and shoulders lent sudden power to her whirling axe. Gavin's keen sense of defence saved him. He recognized the move from training against Sadira and Omodo; an attack designed to channel force through a shield block. Instead of using his shield he fell backwards and rolled out of reach. He began weaving a mind blast spell, hoping that hurt her.
Closing the distance without pause, Headtaker took the opportunity to attack with a frost snap spell. This was a common Gambit in the arena. When faced with a foe who could unravel their weaves, Gladiators would wait until that foe cast a spell of their own. Then they would pounce with a swifter spell. The defending Gladiator would face the unpalatable decision to stop weaving to counter, or let spell be cast. Only The Chosen and the best spell-casters were supposed to be able to divide their attention so finely as to cast a spell and unweave another at the same moment in combat. It was like writing a poem, being struck by sudden inspiration, and beginning to write a story with the other hand without losing one's place in the poem. Had he considered the difficulty, Gavin likely would not have attempted such a thing. Instead he did it without thinking. He blocked Headtaker's axe-blow, unravelled her spell and wove his own all in a single instant.  The significance of that moment was lost on most of the crowd who cheered Headtaker's barrage of powerful, precise attacks and his unyielding defence. However, the other Gladiators and those who understood magic were awestruck. Gavin felt a surge of surprised elation at his achievement. He had done it often enough on the training grounds, but it was different in a real match. He grinned. Far away Sadira could feel his joy.
“Sweet Ezuis,” Headtaker swore eyes wide. To her credit she did not hesitate, swinging again. Gavin's spell hit her as she swung, like a hammer-blow to the head. It was not truly debilitating to the hardened Gladiatrix, but it momentarily blurred her vision. Gavin parried her faltering axe-blow. Headtaker finally achieved the power need for her spell. Unable to unravel an enhancement Gavin opted to strike with another powerful mental blast, staggering her. Before she could fully recover he thrust his blade at her throat. She did not try to sidestep. He felt an explosion of power as an unfamiliar spell possessed her. His sword met surprising resistance as it slid off her neck. Her skin gleamed in the sun, shimmering with tiny metal scales. A small trickle of blood dripped from her throat where his sword point had stopped.
“Ironskin,” explained Headtaker. “You're not the only one with fancy spells, Lionfang.”
The Gladiatrix grinned. She hefted her axe, throwing herself forward. She paid little heed to Gavin's sword and razor edged shield now; with skin as hard as metal and heavy armour she had little to fear from most of his attacks. She concentrated on attack battering Gavin with vicious chops and quick slashes. The Stalwart defender met every one of her swings, mindful of lessons learned defending against stronger opponents like Omodo. Meanwhile he kept up his mental assault, realizing that it was his only chance of doing real harm to her now. A metal shell did not protect her mind. His original plan, to mind grab his spear once she forgot about it, would be of little use against her now.
They whirled and clashed. Axe blows rang off shield. Gavin was battered by Headtaker's assault, but her Ironskin could not protect her from his relentless barrage of mind blasts, migraines, and mind-vice spells.
Headtaker's next gambit was to hook Gavin's shield. Using the lip of her axe blade she snagged the shield's edge and pulled it aside. Gavin recognized the manoeuvre. He knew he did not have the strength or mass to resist her. Thus he countered by allowing her to pull him. He used the momentum from her pull, rolling to the side. She elbowed him in the rib as he dove past, but it was much better than facing her axe.
The match wound on. Headtaker kept up her relentless physical assault, never tiring, but she could not shake off Gavin's spells, and it took all of her magical prowess just to keep his curses from getting worse.  Gavin felt his endurance flag, but willed himself to meet every attack as best he could. By the end of the fight he was out of breath and covered in sweat. However Headtaker was obviously bleeding from her nose and ears. His earlier wounds from her Razorwind spell had already healed. The crowd acclaimed Gavin the victor by a modest margin, with the Hammerhorns leading the cheers.
Gavin wiped the sweat from his brow and gave Headtaker a respectful salute. He expected she would be angry at losing. The time limit had beaten her. His fatigue was likely as telling as his mental attacks, though less bloody. Headtaker shook her head and returned his salute. 
“Chosen's Oath, Lionfang,” she said. She grinned unexpectedly; her normal lips and teeth looked oddly out of place next to the metal skin. “I'd heard you were a good defender, but I had no idea your magic was that strong. Few people can stand up to an all-out blitz from me, especially with my Ironskin up. I was ready for something like that telekinesis stunt you pulled on Sting, but I you just out-magicked me this fight. I have not had anyone take my weaves apart like that since I was a little girl. You reputation is well deserved. Well done.”
Gavin smiled at the praise. “Thanks. If you want, I can show you how to tighten up your spell-pattern to help avoid that sort of disruption. It takes practice, but it helps. In return I'd like to see that Ironskin weave of yours.”
She laughed. “I'd love that, since you've knocked me out of the tournament and back to my Faction League, I may as well return with some new techniques. It'll help take the edge off of my first loss since I learned Ironskin. Nicely done.”
Gavin left the field to warm applause, punctuated by a few wild cheers. Most of the crowd was not too excited by the highly technical, nearly bloodless match, but those who understood magic realized that they had witnessed a momentous event.
 



Chapter Forty-Four: Ambicogitous
1146/09/07 AR, Frostbay, Third Round of the Frostbay Green Faction Open.
 
“In the end, rather than exterminate them, we showed mercy and integrated them into the Domains. While fearsome, their potential for destruction paled in comparison to the Gifted. Truth be told we were almost happy to have them. Vampires don't eat crops or livestock. Blood was something we could spare. Once a deal was made, they policed themselves.” Chosen Marius
 
“Pattern is the language of creation.” Inscription from a ruin in the Sea of Sands.
 
True to his word Gavin met Headtaker on the common area of the training grounds the next day. Most of the Greens who were attending the tournament, as well as a handful of other fighters preparing for later matches made use of the commons.
“Remember back to training when they taught you how to sense and wield magic while still concentrating on the fight,” said Gavin. “If you think about it that is hardest thing a Gladiator learns. We already bifurcate our attention between our sense of the physical and our sense of the magical. We already know how to cast as spell and swing a blade at the same time, without faltering in each. The ability to both fight and wield magic at full efficiency gives anyone trained a Gladiator an advantage over the magic users they encounter outside the Domains. Adding an additional weave is simply an extension of this. I just did it for the first time in a match, but I've been practising it for a while. It takes concentration and training, something we all have in abundance.”
Gavin described his daily magical training routine. He would practise casting two or three spells at once, following a magical kata that he had invented for himself. After that he would work at unweaving spells, borrowing a partner or a Grey-Robe to assist. Finally he worked every day to improve his weaves, making them more difficult to counter.
Most of the gathered Gladiators were impressed at his dedication to the magical arts. He proceeded to demonstrate some of the techniques he had learned to his new Faction-mates.
 
o-----
 
After his demonstration, Gavin took a break. He noticed that Cleothera, who would normally spend her time on the training grounds either socializing or reading, was standing by herself, eyes roaming listlessly over the people nearby. She looked wilted and worn, as grey as her attire. 
“You look like a woman who has a lot on her mind,” said Gavin. “Is it something you can share with me?”
Cleothera's recent reticence was a source of frustration for Gavin. He desperately wanted to know more about the conflict in the ranks of the Grey-Robes. He wanted to know if his suspicions about Valaran's pet Grey-Robes and the Dwarf who had threatened him over The Keystone in Scorpion's Oasis were true. He knew that a sense of duty and binding oaths prevented Cleothera from sharing. He wondered sometimes if all the secrets that The Deliberative, The Chosen, and the Factions kept actually did any good at all.
“I keep looking at the other Greys and wondering which of them might be getting ready to stab me in the back.” she sighed. “It is not a good way to live life.”
 
o-----
 
Gavin's third opponent was Silver Rose, a lightly armoured Light-Elf skirmisher who carried an ornate sabre and a dagger designed specifically to catch and trap an opponent's weapon. Silver Rose's armour consisted of a standard design light harness with a rose and thorn motif, offering protection to vital areas and little else. The thorns on the thick parrying bracers looked to be more than decorative, cunningly wrought to catch blades or cut an opponent. A half-mask gave the man an air of mystery.
Gavin had met Silver Rose, and seen beneath the Mask. He knew that the Elf practised the Bloodthirster discipline, apparent from his red-flecked eyes and fangs. Beyond vampirism, coupled with speed and grace, he was unsure what tricks to expect from him on the fighting grounds.
Vampires had successfully sued for citizenship early in the history of the Domains. They argued, quite effectively, that they were far less of a danger than the Gifted and were willing to curb their appetites and abide by binding oaths. They proved to be model citizens for the most part, and prospered greatly. True Vampires cannot develop the Gift, beyond some small skill with necromantic and blood magics. However, a Gifted who accepts a Vampire's embrace develops some of the Vampire's characteristics. 
Silent for a skirmisher, Silver Rose did not offer any parley before the fight. After the trumpets called them to action he bowed to Gavin in a formal gesture of respect, and Gavin followed suit. They began circling each other warily; Gavin wove a clarity spell, something that would enhance his focus, making it easier to spot the tricks and feints that were a skirmisher's bread and butter.
Just as the crowd started to hint at getting restless, Silver Rose darted towards Gavin. He seemed to float over the white sand, graceful and unhurried, dropping into a perfectly balanced lunge, aiming the bright tip of his sword at Gavin's throat. Gavin opted to meet the blade with his shield, hoping to follow up with a thrust of his own.
But Gavin did not expect Silver Rose to flow out of his lunge. He was caught off guard as the Elf stepped in close, stabbing at his head with the long blade of his parrying dagger. Gavin jerked his head out of the way, taking a deep cut on his cheek. He felt Silver Rose's sabre draw across his belly a moment later. Adrenalized, Gavin slammed his shield into his opponent's body. His attack sent the elf staggering back a few steps. Although, he felt blood trickle down the side of his face and his belly, he judged them to be a minor wounds. 
Gavin felt a glimmer of power. The blade of Silver Rose's dagger absorbed the blood, hungrily. The elf licked his lips, which suddenly appeared to be quite red, and Gavin noticed his sharp canines seemed to grow in prominence. Bloodthirster was not a discipline he had faced on the fighting grounds. He knew Gladiators who studied the vampiric schools could use blood to heal and power their magic. He had not, however, been expecting a blood-drinking blade. Gavin could sense Silver Rose drawing power from the blood that his sword drunk. He wished he had more time to study the process; he could see that it was dissimilar to many of the methods of Channelling taught to the young Gifted in the Domains. At this level of competition exotic abilities abounded.
The Channelling was unusual, but the spell pattern was familiar to Gavin: Razorwind. He unwove the spell with some difficulty, pitting his will and lore against Silver's. The Light-Elf danced away from a spear thrust and cast again. This time he used blood to enhance his magic and Gavin was unable to counter his spell. Blades of compressed air sliced Gavin, causing him to bleed in several places. He answered with a spell of his own, an angry mental blast that sent Silver Rose reeling back, blood dripping from his ears and nose.
Now Gavin charged forward, hoping to take the tempo of the fight away from his opponent. His thrusts met empty air, as the skirmisher whirled away, using the Razorwing's Flight war-dance. After a long moment of back and forth, spear and sword, feet moving in blurs, and magic thwarted, Silver Rose's sabre nicked Gavin's arm, opening a vein, and the sword drank his blood again.
The taste of fresh blood re-energized Silver Rose and he stepped forward again. Gavin watched him carefully, concerned about the skirmisher's deceptively relaxed style. Once again Silver Rose led with a classical lunge, back straight, textbook execution. This time Gavin beat the blade to the side with a deft sweep his spear. Silver Rose recovered with alacrity, aiming a broad slash at his face, Although Gavin ducked under the attack, this exposed him to a short, brutal thrust from the skirmisher's off-hand blade. He shifted, trying to make his shoulder armour would take most of the hit. The feeling of cold steel sinking into his right shoulder, sawing against his collar bone killed that hope.
A sucking sensation gave a strange edge to the agony as the blade began to drink. Instead of withdrawing, Silver Rose twisted the dagger, caught up in the ecstasy of blood and agony. This, however, tuned out to be a grave misjudgement. 
Gavin threw himself into the Light-Elf, lifting Silver Rose off the ground, unleashing his magic as he did so. The law of strength held true, long enough for Gavin to slam the masked elf into sand, brushing his grip off the blood-drinking dagger lodged in his own flesh. A spurt of crimson squirted from the handle and the sucking sensation ceased. He slammed an armoured knee into the skirmisher's face as Silver Rose struggled to escape. The vampire, momentarily stunned, and still in the grips of blood-ecstasy was unable to defend himself against Gavin's spell. His head bulged and burst. The crowd roared. The fight was done.
 



Chapter Forty-Five: Storm Rider
1146/09/09 AR, Frostbay, Fourth Round of the Frostbay Green Faction Open. (Ranking Matches are delayed until after tournaments)
 
“For my money, nothing beats watching an elementalist in action. Fire, lightning, and sometimes even a full blown Maelstrom. Like the best fireworks you've ever seen.” Anonymous fan.
 
“Honoured Gladiator, your last fight was truly spectacular. The brain-burster is an awesome finisher. You should use it more often.” Excerpt from a note attached to a Patron gift for Lionfang.
 
“It was a good fight Ravius,” said Omodo.
“Bah, it's never fair for a Skirmisher to come up against someone he trains with,” said Ravius. “It's just too hard to trick a man who knows you that well.”
Ravius had drawn Omodo as his fourth round opponent and lost. Gavin felt like pointing out to Ravius that familiarity worked both ways, giving him greater insight into Omodo's weaknesses. He kept quiet though, now was no time to be contrary; it would be like rubbing dirt in the wound. If Gavin won his next match he would be facing the Armodon in the final.
“I suppose I'll be fighting Thunder Blossom, then,” said Gavin. He was looking forward to the match, in truth. Thunder Blossom was a noted spell-caster, versed in elemental and Druidic magics; what better way to test his new found confidence in his magical abilities? “It will be an interesting match.”
“I'd rather get blasted by lightning than pounded flat by a giant hammer...” said Ravius. “I feel like a pancake!”
“You've had worse,” said Gavin, speaking before Omodo could apologize again. “A wise friend told me that time is too precious to spend too much of it feeling sorry for yourself. No amount of regret will make you feel better about losing. It is best to think of the opportunities that you still have...” He arm swept out, as if to unveil the training grounds and the city beyond.
Ravius' eyes latched onto Headtaker, moving through an axe kata, flowing and powerful.
“Point taken, little brother,” he said, standing smoothly. “Best not waste time...!”
“Who told you that?” asked Omodo as they watched Ravius swagger over to the axewoman.
“He did,” said Gavin, watching with envy as Ravius engaged Headtaker, bringing a smile in moments. “Convincing me to go to the party at the Old Mill where I met Sadira... Odd to think how that one little event led to so many changes in my life.”
“As when a tiny pebble, thrown into the sea, causes ripples, so too the events of our lives...” said Omodo. Gavin nodded sagely as they both grinned.
 
o-----
 
Thunder Blossom was physically unimpressive for a Gladiatrix. Medium armour overlaid in shimmering lightning bolts covered the Orcish woman's lean frame, and her hands gripped a long bladed bastard sword. She tested the balance of the weapon, watching Gavin as he entered the fighting grounds. From the way she moved he could tell that she would be equally adept using the blade in one hand or two. He was more curious about how good she was with the buckler she wore; he knew that Thunder Blossom had earned some renown for her spectacular spell-casting but he knew little of her defensive capabilities.
He nodded to her. She nodded back, tersely. He sensed tension in her and wondered if she was nervous, as daunted by him as he was by her.
“I look forward to this fight, honoured Gladiatrix,” he said, offering a small bow. “Your skill with magic is well spoken of.”
“You will see it for yourself, soon enough,” she responded. Her tone was distracted. He wondered if her mind was on something other than the coming fight. He noted that she did not offer him an honorific, or the bow. 
No further banter was offered. The trumpet song rang out and the crowd began to shout and cheer in earnest. As soon as the Gladiators gained full access to their magic Gavin could feel Thunder Blossom began to draw power. He was impressed, Karmal and Sadira were among the strongest channellers he had encountered, other than The Chosen. Thunder Blossom dwarfed either of them. He sprinted forward, hoping to get close and force her to spend some effort on defending herself. He sent out a mental blast as he did so but she shrugged it off.
Her weave came together and power poured into it. He felt the hairs on his arms stand up. He read the weave and realized that she was conjuring, not evoking, and thus he would not be able to unweave her spell in time. Conjured effects were easier to defend against physically though, and so he threw himself to the side.
A pillar of electricity erupted from the ground, shooting skyward.  It blazed upwards, hitting the ceiling of the ward barrier. The energy mushroomed and then dissipated in a scintillating flash, accompanied by a deafening boom. Despite his desperate dodge was still raked by tendrils of energy, which sent electric agony through him. He convulsed. 
The crowd, impressed by the fearful show of power, screamed and cheered.
Gavin fought to regain control of his muscles and then willed himself to his feet. 
Thunder Blossom saw this as a chance for a quick finish. She had seen Gavin casting spells on the training grounds, showing his cunning skills with the weaves. He was not nearly as powerful as her in channelling, but if she was forced to use magic with which he could interfere with she would be trouble. “Best to end him now,” she thought. “Conjuration is only a serious option at a distance.”
Gavin gathered himself and sprang up as Thunder Blossom wove a spell. Realizing he was going to take the brunt of another attack before he could close, he executed a quick weave and threw his spear as he dove to the side again. Long lances of ice punctured the sands all around him. He guessed that the massive amount of power his opponent was channelling was enough to obfuscate his intent.
Triumph surged through Thunder Blossom as she saw one of her ice lances slice through Gavin. She did not see his spear. Its impact drover her to her knees. She looked down; the vicious, ugly blade of his weapon was lodged in her abdomen, blood seeping from the wound. Five feet of metal haft dragged on the blade. She could feel the barbs tearing at her. She cursed herself as fool for not seeing the weapon as it arced through the air, for not realizing that Gavin had hidden it from her with a subtly woven image spell, a trick that would have been self-defeating had her use of power not hidden his. 
Gavin, his flesh torn from a dozen cuts, his shield arm numb from the impact of the ice spears, pushed himself to his feet. He drew his short sword, hacking the lance of ice that had pierced his shield arm. Thunder Blossom put a hand on the haft with Gavin's spear, holding it to keep it from swaying as she wove her next spell. Gavin stood expecting to get blown off his feet at any moment. He read the shock in Thunder Blossom's eyes as he turned to her. He saw why; his spear had struck true; a flawless throw.
The crowd watched with rapt attention, riveted by the spectacle of two fighters so bloody and battered, yet still standing.
Gavin staggered towards his opponent. He roared, picking up speed.
Thunder Blossom realized she did not have time for a conjuration. She wove a Razorwind spell. Gavin countered it as the compressed air cut into him. He staggered as tiny cuts appeared all over his right side. A jet of flame followed, but Gavin threw himself out of the way. He was too close now. With an effort of will that terrified her Thunder Blossom set herself and met Lionfang head on, trying to hold him back as she brought the fury of the elements down upon him.
With his spear still in her side, weighing her down, Gavin was at a distinct advantage. Thunder Blossom managed to parry his first attack, but with a second sword thrust, he left a deep cut on her arm. She threw him back a step with a burst of hurricane wind. Gavin concentrated on countering her spells. She kept weaving. Spells of frost, flame, and lightning died in the air looking like tiny elemental explosions as he unravelled the patterns giving them life. She howled in rage, swinging her sword again, drawing on the emotions of the roaring crowd to further power her spells. She wove a frost nova and a lightning bolt, but Gavin countered them all. Her spells were pulled apart around her.
In frustration Thunder Blossom called upon a spell that she knew he could not counter: a mighty conjuration of flame that would engulf them both. The spell had just begun to manifest when Gavin stepped around her defence, grasping the haft of the spear still inside her. He twisted savagely. Thunder Blossom gasped for air, but her lungs ceased to obey her. She grabbed onto his sword arm, trying to haul him close for one last swipe. Her sword bounced off his pauldron. Then blackness came and Thunder Blossom tasted defeat for the first time in many years. Gavin felt the strength ebb from her and the power of the maelstrom fade. Gently, he lowered Thunder Blossom to the ground gently. He had essentially won the fight on a single cast of his spear, cleverly hidden from his opponent. Was it luck or skill, or both? He took a moment to compose himself, bleeding from his wounds and drunk from all the power he had channelled. Then he raised his sword to salute the crowd.
And he heard them answer, shouting “LIONFANG! LIONFANG!”, and for the first time he, like Sadira, knew the true elation that their adulation could bring.
 



Chapter Forty-Six: Clash with a Titan
1146/09/012 AR, Frostbay, Fourth Round of the Frostbay Green Faction Open. (Ranking Matches are delayed until after tournaments)
 
“No one wants to watch a fight between two good men.” Baron Bones, Death-Leagues announcer.
 
“Good friendships are a solid foundation for a happy life,” Omodo's Journal
 
“For those of you who have not seen her fight, Red Scorpion is loud and energetic,” said Ravius, drawing nods from the Gladiators gathered around them. Sadira, of course, grinned proudly. “It is the same in everything she does.”
Gavin rolled his eyes.
Omodo and Cleothera exchanged grins. 
“And these two had the top floor of the cottage,” continued Ravius. “Every night they had go at it, it was like a bloody earthquake. Boom, boom, boom. Yes, yes, yes. Lack of sleep made our former friend, Karmal, Crimson Dragon I should say, permanently angry. Omodo slept in one day and missed the escort to Scorpion's Oasis.”
“We broke three beds,” added Sadira with great pride. “Or was it four, beloved?”
“Four sounds right,” Gavin, who was always embarrassed and quietly amused to be involved in Sadira's bragging about her sexual prowess, imagined that he felt more than a few glances, envious and appraising, directed at him. 
“For some reason, many of my Patron gifts include things like beds, body jewelry, and lover's clothing,” said Sadira. She kept her tone matter-of-fact, but her eyes were full of wicked pride. “While it keeps Gavin and I entertained, I don't think that my more amorous admirers would approve.”
“It could be that some of them are secretly helping Gavin,” said Headtaker, arms around Ravius's shoulder, dwarfing the smiling Skirmisher. 
“An interesting point,” said Sadira, bestowing an approving smile on the massive Gladiatrix. 
Most of the Greens, who hated Sadira from afar on principle, were surprised at how much they enjoyed her company. She treated them all with respect, despite being a competitor, and one in a superior position at that. 
“Speaking of point?” said Gavin, willing Ravius back to his chain of thought. 
“Yes, yes. Not only is she a... kinetic... lover, she's also versed in life magic,” said Ravius. “So with that vast arsenal of renewal spells they would go on for bloody hours on end. Every night and every morning, without fail. And that extra level of... personal conditioning is why our friend Gavin here is so tough, I wager.”
“If that kind of logic held true Ravius, you would be faster than a Quickling, just from running your mouth...” said Cleothera. 
“He is fairly swift,” said Green Sting. 
“He takes his time where it matters,” said Headtaker.
“I'll give him that,” said Cleothera. “He did have some excellent instructors after all...”
The look the bright-eyed Grey-Robe shot Headtaker was pure invitation. The muscular Gladiatrix looked scandalized.
“Don't leave me cold, girls,” said Ravius.
“Like that will ever happen,” muttered Gavin. Laughter roared through the assembled Gladiators. 
Sadira surveyed the crowd, and then looked at Omodo. “One thing I am still curious about, after all these years, is our Armodon friend's love life,” said Sadira. “He's too gentlemanly by far to brag about his lovers, but I'd wager some of you Greens could satiate my curiosity...”
The giant Armodon shrugged and laughed.
 
o-----
 
“I'm glad you could come,” said Gavin.
“I know,” said Sadira. She ran her hand along his chest lazily, sending pulses of magic through him. “I can feel it emanating from you, like a warm glow. We've never really been apart since that night at Balvuk's Triumph.”
“Maybe you can persuade Chosen Balvuk to let you rename it Sadira's Triumph,” said Gavin. He did not like to talk about their bond; it was still too strange to him. He did not indulge in it like Sadira did.
“You don't seem excited about tomorrow,” said Sadira. 
“Should I be?” asked Gavin.
She sent a pulse of irritation through the bond, rolling her eyes dramatically. “Of course you should be excited. Even now you are mystery to me sometimes Gavin. I know you don't care about winning the tournament, but what about the Challenge? Omodo is a worthy opponent; he is shaping up to be a true Champion.”
“He has come a long way, for sure” said Gavin. “Honestly I find it hard to get worked up over fighting someone I practice with regularly.”
“Fighting in front of the crowd is different,” said Sadira, a little indignantly; the arena was sacred to her. “A real match carries real consequences. You two should be more like me or Azure Dream. Competitors in the arena and friends on the training grounds. Rivalry builds greatness.”
Gavin raised an eyebrow. He could bring up Karmal. Sadira rolled her eyes. Karmal was still a sore point with her at this time.
“Do you think I can beat him?” asked Gavin.
“Yes, of course you can,” said Sadira. “The real question is in the `will' not the can.”
Gavin was about to ask her if she thought he had the `will' but he sensed her answer before he could voice his question.
 
o-----
 
Compared to the grand fighting grounds she most often graced in Brightsand Halls, Sadira found the Frostbay arena small and drab. The stands were packed with people, however, including more Armodons than she had ever seen in one place before. The distinct, not unpleasant, odour of their thick hide mingled with the smells of the peppered meats, spiced apples, and charred beer preferred by the locals. Her finely tuned sense of smell could also pick up perfumes, rare or cheap, sweat and excitement.
“I think the couple two rows in front of us are doing more than spooning,” she said to Lina. They two of them sat out among the people, eschewing the privacy of a box or the company of the other Gladiators. She wanted to get a feel for the crowd.
“How can you tell?” said Lina. 
“I can smell them from here,” said Sadira. She grinned at her vassal. Lina rolled her eyes. “Fingering I guess.”
“I'm sorry I asked,” said Lina, turning up her nose. She consciously avoided sniffing the air, knowing that without magic her senses could not match Sadira's. “You have a one-dimensional mind, you know. What if they heard you?”
Sadira laughed. She was delighted that Lina did not even think twice about talking down to her. Several people turned to look at the sound of her voice. She was wearing her arena garb and their eyes stayed on her, recognizing, desiring. She loved it. 
“Who cares if they hear me,” she said. “Aren't you tired of Giselle's palace Lina? Being surrounded by all that pomp and luxury gets old; the court doesn't offer half the enticements of real people...”
Lina shrugged. Gladiators like Sadira were like a different species. Her mistress sat beside her in 'armour' that would almost pass for bedclothes in a brothel, yet she seemed utterly unphased by the leering looks some directed at her. Perhaps being powerful enough to crush the skulls of most men with one hand had something to do with Sadira's fearlessness.
The trumpets sounded. Gavin's entrance opened and he strode out onto the field. Sadira leapt to her feet shouting “LIONFANG”. Lina joined her. Their shout carried and was picked up by the excited crowd. 
Sadira gazed down on her man. The mithril-silver of his lustrous lion-headed breastplate shone out from the fighting grounds. He looked good. Her advice on how to dress a little better and present himself to the crowd was slowly sinking in. He even smiled as he listened to crowd chant his name. She wondered if he could pick out her voice.
The trumpets sounded again and Omodo jogged into the arena. The people began to cheer him and Sadira could feel her Armodon friend connect with the crowd. He was in his element now, far more confident than when he had parted from them at Camp Valorous. It would be interesting to cross weapons with him in the Championships.
The two Gladiators bowed to each other, a show of deep respect. Sadira was a little disappointed that they did not engage in banter. Both of them were too gentlemanly in that respect. The trumpets rang out again, one of them a little off-key, and the fight began.
Gavin took a defensive stance, shield forward; feet shoulder width apart, loose and ready to move out of the way in any direction if the massive Armodon charged. He held his spear loosely, in that deceptively uncommitted way of his, and Sadira could sense him weaving small spells that heightened his focus and enhanced his reactions.
Omodo did not try to engage Gavin with magic; a wise move in Sadira's mind. Gavin was far too adept these days at unweaving any useful attack spells. Instead he cast a quickening spell of his own, lowered his horn and charging forward with almost no delay. A good, aggressive, opening move. The crowd roared its approval. Sadira felt flecks of drink and spittle strike her bare flesh. She loved being in a good crowd. She screamed her encouragement.
Gavin did not try to plant his spear to impale the charging Armodon. The larger Gladiator's war-maul gave him too much reach. Instead he waited for Omodo to swing, a broad sweep low to the ground. Gavin leapt over the weapon, jabbing the wicked point of his war-spear at Omodo's face. Anticipating this, the heavier armoured Gladiator shifted to take Gavin's spear thrust on his shoulder plate and then slashed with his horn. Gavin took the brunt of this attack with his shield, getting swept out of the air and knocked to the ground, but he rolled to his feet and danced backwards as Omodo followed up with a series of sweeping blows with his long-hafted war-maul.
As he dodged, Gavin began attacking Omodo with powerful mental blasts as he dodged the massive hammer. The ward-screen filters showed the attack clearly as streaking bright blue lines even though an Ungifted would have trouble detecting the attack used outside the arena. The dribble of blood that emerged from the Armodon's nostrils, as the barrage wore on, was real enough.
Neither fighter let up. Omodo drove Gavin back ceaselessly, smashing his shield with punishing blows whenever he caught him out of position. Gavin danced forward, landing a masterful lunge that caught an unarmoured side. The crowd cheered this, but Gavin's triumph was short lived as Omodo hooked the edge of Gavin's shield with the back spike on his weapon, and pulled it out of the way before ramming his horn into Gavin's chest. 
Sadira winced. She had been on the receiving end of attacks like that often enough on the training grounds. Omodo was more comfortable with his body now and he used his horn to great effect.
Thrown backwards by the attacked, bloody spit arced out of Gavin's mouth from the internal damage cause by the attack. He rolled awkwardly to his feet, looking much the worse for the exchange. 
Omodo charged. Gavin stood his ground, drawing his spear back for a throw, channelling power. He threw. The spear arced wide. Omodo crashed into Gavin's shield, knocking him off his feet again. The crowd cheered as the Armodon raised his hammer. Sadira sensed, rather than saw, the burst of power that reached out from Gavin and swung the spear around in mid-flight redirecting it towards the Armodon. Perhaps Omodo sensed it too, or he might have anticipated the attack, with a slight flourish he turned, stomping a heavy foot down at Gavin while knocking the flying spear away with the haft of his maul. 
It was deftly done Sadira had to admit. 
Gavin avoided the bone-crushing stomp. He rolled to the side and came to his feet with a twist. His short sword was in his hand. He thrust at Omodo. The Armodon was attempting to strike him with the haft of his weapon as he turned back to face him. Both of them struck home. Gavin's thrust drew blood from the Armodon's thick hide. Omodo's haft smashed into Gavin's shoulder-guard and chin dislocating his jaw. The sheer power of the blow knocked him off his feet. He was standing up again, readying a thrust and a mental blast as the match-time ran out and the trumpets sounded.
The two battered fighters bowed. Sadira read the signs of internal damage in Gavin, and blood leaked from her beloved's mouth. Omodo's powerful blows may not have drawn blood but Gavin definitely had broken bones. Sadira guessed that the crowd would give the fight to Omodo who had tossed Gavin around like a child and dictated the pace of the fight. No surprise really, the Armodon could hit harder than a Giant thrice his size. Omodo might be bleeding from several wounds, but none of them looked especially bad. 
The audience showed its thumbs for Omodo by a wide margin. Sadira showed her thumbs for both of them.
 
o-----
 
With Omodo as the victor, Ravius got third place. They would be going to Dun Loryn as a team.  
 



Chapter Forty-Seven: Performances
1146/10/01 AR, Brightsand Halls, Gavin's Ranking Match the 9th rank, previously put off due to the Frostbay Tournament
 
“The audience at any performance appreciates any additional risks taken to entertain them; this is doubly true in bloodsports.” Chosen Giselle
 
“The connection with the spectators is an important lesson for any potential Chosen. It is a taste of the power that the Oath bestows upon us.” Chosen Marius.
 
Gavin parted ways with Omodo, Cleothera, and Ravius after the Frostbay Qualifier. The Dun Loryn Faction Open was not going to take place until summer of the following year. Omodo went south to the Dragon's Green to meet with their patron's Voice and perhaps even gain an audience with Crimvidinn in person, while Ravius would travel to Krass to train and visit family. Cleothera was returning to Krass as well, ostensibly for training, but Gavin knew she would be heavily involved in whatever internal conflict was brewing within The Deliberative. He was glad that she was travelling at least part of the way with someone she could trust.
Sadira had arranged to have Gavin spend the rest of the year with her in Giselle's palace. She was quite pleased by the Chosen's acceptance of her lover, seeing it as a reward for her own superb performances on Giselle's behalf.
Gavin, on the other hand, knew Giselle had given up trying to pry him apart from Sadira. She was quite happy to have him under her protection at the palace, where he could not be used against Sadira. He did not realize until later that Giselle also wanted him there to help take the edge off his lover's recklessness. Sadira was calmer when Gavin was nearby.
 
o-----
 
The Chosen's Palace in Brightsand Halls stood atop the centre-most of the city's nine sheer-sided buttes, stone pillars raised from the rocky desert waste, shaped by both magic and raw physical labour. The palace was imposing, yet open and airy, built mostly in the classical style of Krass, but with some local influences, most obvious in the domes and rounded corners of the buildings. It provided the prototype for the rest of the city, a prominent representative of what was now called the Southern style of architecture. Gavin had seen that this style was in fashion of late, apparent in some of the newer buildings in Krass, a case of influences coming full circle. Such was the way of a healthy federation he mused: each part must learn from the other, hopefully with respect.
This thought brought his mind to Vintia, who would soon be on her way to lost Ithal'duin. He missed her, and was sad that he would probably not see her again for many years. She had seemed so excited at the masquerade. He wondered how much of that was a desire for adventure and how much was due to Chosen Brightloch. Sadira told him that Vintia had fallen for the Chosen's charms. Gavin thought of Isabella in the armour-shop and how easily he had been seduced, a prisoner of his desires, before he had found love. Of course, one could argue that love was simply a different cage; after all his need to be near Sadira had kept him from joining the Bright Company himself. It had always been a dream of his to roam distant lands.
Although he spent much of his time with Sadira, on the training grounds, strolling with her in the famed hanging gardens, and in her bed, Gavin still had freedom to wander the city. He recognized this as a double-edged gift from Chosen Giselle. He was not restricted to Gladiator's quarters, nor did he need an escort. The Chosen had given him freedom that he could not get anywhere else, an entire city to explore. For Gavin this was something new, and he spent as much time as he could wandering the streets, visiting the grand bazaar, delving into the deep farms and tenements carved into the interior of each great butte. He satisfied his hunger for news of the Empire and society by listening to his fellow travellers. Sometimes he simply sat watching the life of the city pass him by. It was grand.
Of course, this freedom was a taste of what his life would be like if he remained here, under Giselle's influence. It was something he once desired above all else, but he felt pulled elsewhere. That little smithy far to the North had a magnetic hold on him. His obligations to Omodo and Ravius were there too. And then there was the Faultless Blade, that serene monastery and the path on which Master Sax had set him on. There was also Cleothera, a blood-filled pond littered with bodies, and an unsatisfactory investigation.
And Valaran, he thought. Even here, people talk about him. Women want to be with him, even though it is obvious how he sees them. Men admire him. He is the subject of so much false praise. I want to end that, to prove myself against him. Am I ready?
Gavin knew that Chosen Giselle was likely having him watched on his travels. He occasionally caught sight of Crom and Freja, two of her Hearthbound, on the streets. He had no direct evidence, however, that they, or others he could not detect, were watching him. But the Chosen was being very cautious as the Championships approached. Gavin knew she was right to be worried. He had been through one attempt on Sadira's life already. The thought of Blue Calamity charging forward at a crippled Sadira, cut off from magic and The Keystone, with him too slow, helpless to come to her aid, often weighed upon him.
It never occurred to him that he had survived two attempts on his own life. He saw the foiled attunement argument with Baurtrum in Scorpion's Oasis and the midnight attack of the mind-slaved woodsmen as unrelated, the fate of a Gladiator in an often hostile world. Had his humility allowed him to examine the events as attacks against him, he would have seen that they were more closely related than he thought and more far reaching than he had assumed.
 
o-----
 
Gavin's test match for the ninth rank, the last rank before master, was held in the Brightsand Halls arena. Chosen Giselle and Sadira were in attendance. The crowd was the largest Gavin had ever performed before, over one hundred-thousand people. He was no longer nervous about test matches, but the size of the crowd threw him off. He felt like a child before that seething mass of humanity. Most of them knew nothing about him, other than his role as their beloved Red Scorpion's companion. He could feel a multitude of eyes upon him, curious and judging. He could feel the sheer weight of the power of so many people, lost to them, but waiting to be tapped. He found the thought uncomfortable, yet exciting.
“At least I'm the first fight of the day,” he thought, trying to calm himself as he strode out onto the sands. “None of these people expect this match to be the best of the lot. Perhaps I can use that to my advantage and impress them.”
Gavin knew that Sadira would cheer him no matter what he did. He could feel her support. That thought calmed him. It brought his mind around to the little pendant he wore, the scorpion and the lion entwined, part of a gift exchange in Scorpion's Oasis.
The trumpets broke his reverie and awoke the crowd. What would today's challenge bring?
Ornate gates opened around the arena. He heard low growl, accompanied by shadowy bipedal figures: Beastmen.
Beastmen were an odd choice. Test matches usually contained elements of the unknown; opponents were often selected to probe a Gladiator's weaknesses. Beastmen were common arena combatants, favoured by bloodthirsty crowds. Gavin had killed his first beastman when he was ten, part of the training every Gladiator went through. He did not often think of it; the feeling of visceral triumph killed the beast was always at odds with the pity he felt looking down at the mad creature afterwards, and the disgust he felt with himself at how long it had taken him to do so. He had fought them many times since. Even though Beastmen were often heavily modified through use of drugs and grafts, their tactics rarely varied; they were permanently rabid and attacked with berserk ferocity. How could they test him with these?
They stepped into the light, six of them, bigger, stronger specimens than he was used to. They sniffed the air and surveyed the crowd, confusion temporarily overwhelming their natural rabidity. He felt a kinship with them then; he too was awed by so many people in one place.
It wasn't until the crowd started laughing that he realized the Beastmen all bore leonine features, a mockery of his Gladiator name, Lionfang. He felt his face redden, embarrassment and then anger. 
 
o-----
 
In the stands Chosen Giselle studied Gavin intently. His anger was easy to read in the tension of his body now. She recognized the test. Skirmishers often relied on insults, mockery, and the emotions of the crowd to overcome tough opponents, especially defenders like Gavin. No doubt the Grey-Robes intended to teach him the power of the crowd the hard way. A hard lesson for an insular man like Gavin.
“He's very angry,” said Sadira.
“Yes, I expect they've heightened his awareness of the crowd.” said Giselle. “So their mockery bites even more. It's part of the test.”
“Do you think they put an extract in his water?” asked Sadira, sitting beside her.
Giselle smiled. She was pleased that Sadira was taking her lessons to heart. It was important that she learn to read the subtleties of the arena to be a Champion. Those lessons would also serve her well in navigating the politics of the Domains and the power games of her future peers.
“It would not surprise me,” she responded.
It was certainly possible that The Deliberative had slipped Gavin some subtle drug, Rose Lotus would work; it would heighten his ability to channel from the crowd. Drugs of that type weren't actually illegal in the arena. But most Gladiators felt that the extra power was not worth the heightened sensitivity to the emotions and expectations of the spectators around them. This would be doubly true for a Cogimancer like Gavin, whose abilities to read thoughts and emotions was far greater than most. Perhaps the Greys wanted to open him to all aspects of the audience, Ridicule and then Bloodlust.  He did not strike her as they type who would revel in that.
 
o-----
 
Gavin charged the nearest beastman. Reckless at first, he struggled with his anger. He could feel the crowd laughing at him; catch the threads of contempt and amusement weaving through that seething mass of consciousness. He could not shut out their thoughts.
The Beastman responded to Gavin's charge with a deep growl and launched itself at him. He heard the others around the arena moving as well, but found it difficult to keep track of them in the whirl of emotions. The subconscious map of the fighting grounds that he formed in his head while he fought eroded under the old, ugly desire to prove himself. Gavin fell back into old patterns, hounded relentlessly by his connection to the thoughts of the spectators.
They collided. He felt his spear hand tug. They fell to the sand in a snarling tangle. The beastman was larger than Gavin, and far stronger than most of its kind. He should have expected that. The creature seemed oblivious to the fact that his spear had punched right through it. The creature snapped at him as they grappled. He caught some ugly threads of emotion from the crowd, contempt laced with a desire to see him fail. He felt stupid, an unworthy orphan making a fool of himself pretending to be a Gladiator. 
He came close to giving up; to letting those jaws rip out his throat. The Keystone would ensure he survived. He was never going to make it to the Championships. How could he even pretend that he was worthy to perform here, in front of such an audience?
Some part of him held on, rebelling against those thoughts, warring against the mental excrement of self-pity and defeatism. His hand found the grip of his short sword. A claw raked his face. Blood filled his mouth. He fought on, kicking another Beastman as it tried to bite his leg, jerking his shield, using its razor edge to cut the frenzied Beastman above him. He rolled to the side, levering his weight, drawing back his sword, reversing his grip. On top now, he plunged his blade into the neck of the best he grappled with, saw the flesh part, and blood pump out. He felt a change in the crowd, visceral, powerful. Bloodlust, heady, like strong drink.
Another beast pounced, knocking Gavin aside. Rolling free, he came to his feet, bleeding from several gashes. He barely felt them. He knew that his sense of anger was almost dangerous to him as his thoughts of giving up. 
He channelled, reaching out to grab his spear with a mind-grip spell. Power came easily to him, more easily than it ever had before. He took some from the crowd, fed from their desire for blood, their hatred of Beastmen. He felt it rush over him, and he sent his spear hurtling through the air, impaling one of the Beastmen, leaving four to come at him. The scent of blood drove them further into frenzy.
He slid past the first one as it leapt at him, and pushed the second into the path of the third with a deft application of shield to snout. The fourth one tackled him before he could react and they tumbled to the ground again. He stabbed it, feeling the satisfying trickle of blood on his hand. It continued to claw at him. He stabbed again and again. Another set of jaws snapped against his face. He drew back and then mashed his forehead against its nose, sending it staggering back. The crowd roared. He stabbed again and again. He felt the power in the emotions of the crowd and the mad rage of the Beastmen wash over him.  Finally, he truly what it was like to be a Gladiator. This is what Sadira felt...
He rolled out from under the dead Beastman. Shouting in defiance, staggering under the weight of the power he channelled, he wove three threads as the Beastmen roared in. The crowd wanted blood. He would give it to them.
 
o-----
 
Giselle's senses tingled with the raw power that flowed through Gavin. The Gladiator was not used to that level of brute channelling, and she could see the stresses building in his pattern; he was in danger of burning himself out. She heard Sadira gasp beside her as Gavin wove three spells, powerful ones at that. Three was a difficult feat even for some Chosen. She found herself impressed by his finesse. Mordhawk was no fool for backing this one. The Beastmen leapt. There was a surge of power.
“BOOM” The heads of the three remaining Beastmen exploded, chunks of bone, grey matter and gore flying everywhere. The ward-screen crackled satisfyingly as the energy of the spells washed over it. 
The crowd surged to its feet, roaring, and the Chosen was carried with it, screaming her praise along with them. She barely managed to stop herself from channelling power into her voice. 
After the noise died down she looked over at Sadira. The Shadow-Elf beauty looked particularly smug as she met Giselle's eyes. 
 
o-----
 
The rush of power was orgasmic. Gavin fell to his knees, panting, and exhausted. Some part of him realized that he had nearly burned himself out, but that sane thought was lost in the rush of adulation and approval from the crowd. He felt tears in his eyes and fought for calm. After several minutes he was able to stagger to his feet. Riotous cheers greeted him. As he raised his blade to the crowd he felt a curious sensation in his midsection and realized he had a throbbing erection. A side effect of some drug? No one seemed to care.
As he slowly made his way off the sand, dizzy and happy, yet chagrined at his body's reaction he noticed that the blood formed a halo on the sands around the three headless Beastmen. It did not bother him until later.
 
o-----
 
He was still drunk on emotion and achingly erect when Sadira met him in the baths. She laughed and kissed him as he picked her up roughly and pushed her against the wall, thrusting into her with uncharacteristic abandon. Sadira encouraged his rough passion. Her heat and scent and whispered voice whipped Gavin into a frenzy of lust. She used her magic to enhance his vigour. He felt her nails on his back, her strong legs closing around him, and then they melted into each other, body and mind.
 
o-----
 
Gavin was the type of person who needed full realization to come to understanding. Although he had heard about how a Gladiator could connect with and draw power from the crowd, and even studied the theory, it took that final step in the arena for him to learn it.
Sadira knew it instinctively, and had always used it. Her bond with the crowd was pure and natural. She loved them and they loved her. Thus she gave her best to them, every time she performed.
For a Gladiatrix to reach the rank of Domina, the only rank that has title bifurcation along gender lines, she must face a Deathmatch as part of the test. Although rarely lethal, it shows that the Gladiatrix Domina is not afraid of death, and it is a tradition that has survived the general trend of The Great Games to become less lethal over time. A Gladiatrix need not attain this rank to retire; however, it is required for any who wish to become a Grand Champion.
This ranking test is usually heavily weighted towards the Gladiatrix, but in the arena anything can happen and there are casualties.
Because Sadira was who she was, she requested a more difficult Ranking match. She did so with uncharacteristic subtlety, so that Gavin and Chosen Giselle did not know what she had done until she was on the fighting grounds. The bond was no help to Gavin, since all he could sense was her excitement and nervousness. He thought this was normal; it was certainly his reaction to any ranking test, but it did occur to him, too late, that Sadira was never nervous about such things.
And so when Sadira's opponent wound its way into the arena, pushing up the white sand as it burrowed, Gavin and Giselle looked at each other in accusation, as if to say “How could you not have known about this?” 
 
o-----
 
On the fighting grounds Sadira smiled. She thrived on challenge and the thrill of the crowd. Having a sister in The Deliberative was useful; Viconia had thrummed a few strands on her web to make sure Sadira had an epic challenge for her Domina Ranking Test. It wasn't cheating; having a harder fight in a Deathmatch was a perfectly legal manipulation so long as the Gladiatrix was of sound mind and agreed to the fight.
Sadira could sense Gavin's worry through their bond, like a thorn, but she set it aside and sent a burst of confidence to him. She knew what she was doing. Chosen Giselle would also be furious, of course; there would be repercussions for taking this risk. Sadira would pay them gladly.
The beast meandered lazily through the Sand. The crowd waited breathlessly for it to burst forth. There were several creatures that prowled the Sea of Sands in such a fashion, seeming to swim underneath. This disturbance was distinctive, of a shape and size that every native of the deserts and cautious travellers knew to look for. The serpentine undulations. The small parallel buckling. These were the signs of a Skrelmn one of the great dangers and wonders of the deep desert.
Knowing what it was did not detract from the sense of anticipation. Skrelmn were rare near civilized areas like Brightsand Halls, hunted for their poison, tasty flesh, wondrous bile, scales tough as the hide of lesser dragons, and potent musk glands with a scent that produced euphoria in most sentients and which also enhanced channelling. The Skrelmn often killed the hunters, but the rewards were great enough to lure the foolhardy, the brave, and the dangerously inventive. 
At ten paces from Sadira the Skrelmn ceased its lazy undulations and surged forward, sending up sand like the spray from a great ship powering through the waves as its glistening back broke the sands.
Its head reared up two paces from Sadira. It was a blur of motion, moving at the speed of a galloping stallion. She could see the great jaws, like those of some massive crocodile. Rows of serrated teeth and a gaping gullet greeted her. The beast was, as she had requested, big enough to swallow her whole. The desert tribes had a saying “To stare into the gullet of the Skrelmn is to look death in the eye.” This saying had survived The Reckoning and the conquest of the area by The Chosen. Sadira could see why. 
The jaws snapped shut. The crowd gasped, but the beast tasted only air. 
Sadira leapt to the side, in Panther's Hunt. She leapt again, stabbing her dual blades into the beast’s side. Finding a weak-point between the scales, her sword sank in. She drove the blade in a foot before she forced to back away. Angry stingers and snapping jaws closed towards her. The little wound she had inflicted seemed only to enrage the beast.
The Gladiatrix danced around the worm. If you were to hear a description of the bulk of the fight, second hand, it would seem dull. How can one convey the artistry which she showed in baiting the deadly jaws, and then sidestepping or leaping away at the very last moment? She did this again and again, flirting with death. The crowd was entranced, dreading and relishing each moment. 
Sadira's deadly swords often bit the Skrelmn's flesh, but did not slow the beast. Most of its Vital organs were too deep.
Sadira had a strategy in mind to kill the beast, but it required her to work the crowd into a frenzy. She did so with all of her skill as a peerless performer.
In truth she had trained intensively with some of the finest Sandwyrm hunters on the sly, and now, she used some of their techniques for dealing with the beasts. Sadira was daring, but also well-prepared. She knew the real danger for someone of her grace and speed was not the vicious maw but the stinger-tipped tentacles. These she kept an eye on, batting them away with her swords and making sure to move so that it could never bring all four to bear on her at once.
Sadira also knew from her studies of the beast, that it did not rely on vision. There were no eyes on its head. It appeared to sense vibrations and noise. The roar of the crowd made it harder for the creature to target her. Still her danger was great.
An astute observer might ask why Sadira chose to use her two smaller blades instead of Bellasdoom. This had much to do with how she wished to finish the beast.
When the crowd reached that frenzied peak on the verge of explosive excitement, Sadira judged herself ready. She drew a torrent of power for a single spell; a primal surge that would gift her with tremendous strength and vitality. Then she lured the beast into attacking her, weaving her way through the four thrashing tentacles, batting stingers aside, and slipping through grasping coils, she moved closer. As the creature reared up to snap at her with those gruesome jaws, she leapt. She took a deep breath and leapt. She vanished, jumping right down the beast's throat.
Sadira did not hear the wail of dismay from the crowd, but some part of her could feel Gavin's surge of terror, even as the beast's grinding gullet tried to crush her. She had jumped past the deadly teeth, but faced annihilation of a different sort as the powerful throat closed around her. Her muscles, enhanced by her spells, became like steel cables pushing back against the wall of flesh bearing down on her. She couldn't breathe. Desperation, claustrophobia, and fear sent adrenaline screaming into her system. She struggled. The desperation and fear of the crowd bore down on her, one of the negative aspects of drawing power from them.  She willed herself to continue. She had learned some of the techniques of the Pit Fighter School so that she could wield her blades with such tremendous pressure upon her. When her blades finally found purchase and cut into the slick wall of flesh and muscle she almost drowned in the flood of blood. Sadira forced herself to keep digging through the flesh. She wanted to live, to see the sun, to hear the roar of the crowd. She thrashed and cut for what seemed an eternity.
For a few heartbeats everyone thought they had seen the end of Red Scorpion. Gavin felt her fear as the gullet pressed in on her, but a moment later he felt triumph through their bond. He understood what Sadira intended then. The Chosen looked at him sharply as he relaxed. The worm thrashed. It spayed the sands red, vomiting blood. It convulsed and fell to the ground.
A curious quiet, pregnant with hope, descended upon the arena. All of the spectators had read the stories or heard the legends of great warriors who are swallowed by huge beasts and cut their way out. And now they saw their heroine re-enact this moment, as Sadira Lacivia, Red Scorpion, cut her way out of the beast, gasping for air and bathed in gore. 
The arena commentators and newsmongers would later dissect this match. They would point to the fact that Sadira had obviously prepared for this. Some would even say that the Skrelmn really wasn't that dangerous in the arena. But to those who were there, as Sadira Lacivia, Red Scorpion, cut her way free, emerging from the beast like some primal Goddess of War and Life, screaming her triumph..., Well, such a thing cannot be brought low by the words of little men who cannot see the wonder and terror of the world. They remembered.
 



Chapter Forty-Eight: The Tournament
1147/06/01 AR, Dun Loryn Tournament
 
“Tournaments are different. With a lot of matches packed into a few days, toughness and endurance matter more. That's why we’re gonna win this one. Hammerhorns!” Delph, lifelong fan
 
“These Greens have become irritating, what can we do to foil them?” A conversation between two Meliorist Chosen. 
 
Gavin spent three precious months with Sadira before returning to the North to train with Ravius and Omodo for the Dun Loryn tournament. During that time they lived and trained together, venturing to the Campus Martius for the New Year's Festival. This time they made it to the Grand Year's End ceremony in the Parade Square of Krass, which marked the beginning festival week. It was glorious to be among the people and both of them found themselves among fans, a new sensation for Gavin. It was an idyllic time, and Gavin was sorely tempted to stay with Sadira, forgetting his cares and taking The Chosen's offer. The idea of fighting in front of the massive crowds in Brightsands excited him, especially with Sadira at his side.
But he had made promises in the North and they both knew that it was best for him to return. Sadira was sad to see her lover depart, but she could see he still had unfinished tasks that went beyond the tournament.
 
o-----
 
“You seem distracted,” said Sax. He spoke slowly, as if he was testing each word, savouring it. “Your attacks are off. You ready to meet Valcoeur?”
“I've been thinking about the power I drew upon in Brightsands,” said Gavin after a pause. He was not ready to speak about the smith, this man who looked so much like him.
“The power of the crowd is tempting,” said Sax. “But it has its downsides. We can talk about that later.”
“I hear The Chosen use a stronger version of that form of channelling.” said Gavin.
“You're drifting,” said Sax, letting his irritation show.
“I've never felt anything like it,” said Gavin, dreamily. He was oblivious to Sax's frown. The Ogre stepped forward, lightning-quick, and jabbed through Gavin's guard. His sword drew blood.
“Hey!” objected Gavin.
“The crowd won't be impressed if you let that through,” said Sax. “Fundamentals matter.”
Gavin muttered a curse.
“And if you are channelling from them, you will lose more that blood when they turn,” said Sax.
 
o-----
 
Dun Loryn, named after a long dead Chosen, was not nearly as ugly and imposing as the other hill-forts bordering the Blightwall mountains. The dun stone of the walls was decorated with flower bearing vines, gentle colours coming into full bloom as the summer deepened. The town that sheltered in and around the old fortress walls, was clean and well kept, having a rustic feel to it that reminded Gavin of the long settled villages in the Promise, the lands near Krass where veterans were settled.  
The streets and houses were all decorated for the tournament. Massive pennants hung from the fortress walls representing each team and their Faction. The single green pennant, theirs, hung among a dozen others. Gavin felt a surge of pride seeing his symbol, a lion in a defensive crouch, on that banner. Faction colours were evident elsewhere, gaudy and resplendent, on the signs of local shops, on smaller banners hanging from the windows of the daub and wattle houses, on flags undulating limply in the mild breeze, and most obviously on the clothing of people navigating the packed streets.
The Dun Loryn Faction Open was usually a small tournament that interested only the most ardent fans of The Great Games. It was locally important, feeding the sleepy tourist economy of the area. This year it was considered to be an event of great significance, a vital gateway tournament for lesser known fighters hoping to get a shot at the Grand Championships in three years. Consequently the town was overflowing with people and a sea of tents, great covered wagons, and other temporary accommodations swamped the farm fields and nearby hills.
The townsfolk of Dun Loryn were not used to this kind of attention, but they took it with tireless good cheer showing the hospitality for which the people of the Border Domains were famed. Gavin found himself smiling as he made his way to the fortress. But his smile froze when he noticed the bright Gold pennant hanging just above the front gate. Valaran had entered the tournament.
 
o-----
 
“It's called an open tournament for a reason,” said Cleothera. “They can't deny him entrance if he qualifies. Can we move on now?”
“It seems unfair; the entire Green Faction gets to field one team, us,” said Gavin. “Valaran's Faction isn't even a fraction of the size.”
“The Reds and Blues made the same argument about the Greens not too long ago,” said Omodo. “Valaran managed to gather enough popular support to get his Golds faction status. It isn't right for us to deny them, even if we think they are up to no good.”
“They even have a manifesto!” said Ravius. 
“Let me guess: more Deathmatches,” said Gavin. “A return to the Gladiatorial traditions of old.”
“That's likely the new Faction's least toxic idea, actually,” said Cleothera. “They also want to disband The Deliberative.”
“That tired idea again,” said Ravius.
“This seems really unfair,” said Gavin.
“Enough. We can't do anything about it,” said Omodo. “Valaran's involvement doesn't change anything. This tournament is a chance to put our Faction on the map. The Greens stand for social justice and equality and I will gladly face any challenge to help them gain support. Winning at Dun Loryn will help the Greens get seats in the Popular Assembly out here. I want to help make the Domains a better place for everyone. Valaran wants to put some of his Death-League friends in our way? Fine. More glory to the cause when we beat them on our way to the top.”
 
o-----
 
Dun Loryn was a small town, but the arena was built appropriately for the seat of power for a Chosen. Carved into the stone hillside behind and below the main keep, the outer walls of the arena connected to the outer walls of the fortress proper, giving the whole place the feel of a giant courtyard. It could seat almost twenty thousand, not including the balconies and windows built on the keep looming over it, and it was remarkably well-maintained. 
Chosen Mordhawk, Gavin's strange patron, Master Sax, and the Dragon's Voice would be watching them from one of those perfectly crafted observation boxes. Chosen Loryn must have really enjoyed the games.
“I've heard they rent this place out for private fights,” said Ravius.
“A boon to the town,” said Gavin. Even something as vicious as The Great Games could help people, becoming entwined with their lives and fashions. Once he had idly dreamed of ending the ugly tradition, but what kind of disaster would that bring? “None of the local folk are even here; they are so busy trying to make a good impression on the rest of the Domains.”
 “Just like us,” said Omodo. “I have a good feeling about this tournament, my friends. This is the start of something important.”
“Hope and change, eh, little brother?” said Ravius. 
“Exactly Ravius,” said Omodo. “It may seem trite, but I want to use my gifts to help people.  The more recognition we get the more influence the Faction will have.”
“You'll make a great Chosen, big man,” said Gavin.
“Thanks,” said Omodo “Although I'm not sure I could take Sadira, she knows me too well.”
Gavin shrugged. He had heard Sadira say the same, although she was eager for the challenge nonetheless. 
The fighting grounds were perfectly prepared, the sand hand-raked into clean white lines. Gavin felt bad disturbing that perfect symmetry. The three Gladiators walked out from under the shadow of the keep, its sheer walls looming like a cliff behind them. The crowd, many of them wearing Green, cheered raucously as they raised their weapons in salute. 
The announcer read the rules. Like most faction battles they would be fighting against monstrous opponents, accumulating points. They would face three challenges over three matches with the team with the most points being awarded the victory. The rules for the first round were relatively simple. Points were awarded for killing monsters and deducted for each Gladiator unable to stand under his own power at the end of the match. The audience and the tournament judges could award extra points for spectacular or entertaining moments. 
Teams were sequestered while they waited for their turn each day, so the trio did not know what opponent would be fighting. Gavin doubted that they would be facing any living enemies this round; the costs of transporting that many beasts to a small arena would be prohibitive for a private tournament of this size. He could see the scores of two Red teams, a Blue, and an Orange team listed on a large board underneath the announcer's box opposite the keep. Their score, resting at zero would change as the match progressed.
The trumpets rang out, a little longer than usual, ending with a slight flourish. Doors opened all over the arena. A score or more of the leather-skinned zombies referred to as the Stitched and armoured skeletons wielding a vicious assortment of sharp, heavy swords shambled onto the field. Two larger figures, bigger than Omodo, followed them in, fearsome in thick black armour. One bore a shield taller than Gavin and a spear the size of a young pine; the other carried a massive axe.
“Bone golems: I'll take the one with the spear,” said Gavin. It seemed unlikely that they would have time to kill everything. Better to get the bulk of the points first.
“I can distract the other; just keep the little ones away from me,” said Ravius.
“Easy enough,” said Omodo. “Follow me in, my brothers.”
The Armodon charged. The Greens in the crowd let out a ferocious cheer as he trampled over the first skeleton in his path, crunching armour plates and splintering bone. “HAMMERHORN”. His swinging maul scattered foes as he lay about him with broad swings. 
 Gavin wove two quick spells as he advanced, gifting his brothers with focus. 
Ravius engaged the first of the massive iron-clad figures. Ducking under a swinging axe blade bigger than his chest, he jammed his trident into a vulnerable looking knee joint. The figure swayed but no blood came forth. He sensed no telltale vulnerabilities in its pattern and was forced to back off, seeking a better plan of attack.
Stalking towards Omodo, the spear-wielding figure did not notice Gavin approach. He threw his full weight behind his shield, staggering it as he slammed into its knee. It recovered more gracefully than he expected; he sensed that the spell guiding the golem must be more complex; perhaps it had a spirit bound to it. He stabbed it twice; his spear punching through its armour, before it could whirled around. He sensed power gathering around it and braced himself.
“Look out!” he linked to Ravius and Omodo.
A wave of shadow erupted from the two bone golems as huge, garish, grinning, blue skulls appeared above their heads, letting out an ear-splitting scream. The skulls were just for show, an effect added to entertain the crowd, but the noise and darkness washed over the two Gladiators numbing them. Ravius felt his limbs go leaden as the axe descended. 
Move, move, MOVE, he thought, a silent plea to his unresponsive body. The axe fell but veered away before it could strike him as Omodo hooked the golem's arm with the back spike of his war-maul. The move left the Armodon open to attack from the skeletons and zombies around him, but his heavy armour and tremendous strength protected him. He shook himself like a dog emerging from the water, and they fell off him, as Ravius regained control of his body.
Gavin managed to get his shield up before the spell overwhelmed him. The bone golem's giant spear slammed against him; he flew back from the impact, landing hard in the sand, but his shield warded him from the worst of the damage. He recovered faster than Ravius, getting to his feet just in time to defend himself from a Stitched wearing a horned helm, ridiculously askew. He tripped the zombie with a deft swipe of his spear and then stomped on its head, crushing the helm and the skull beneath like a rotten melon. Then he turned to the Bone golem again, just in time to duck under a thrust from its spear.
Omodo powered through the lesser undead, pounding them with his maul, stomping them, and crushing them on his horn. New Stitched and skeletons were released into the arena to replace those he destroyed. He racked up points for the team, while Gavin and Ravius held their own against the two bone golems, occasionally scoring a point or two when the opportunity to annihilate one of the smaller undead presented itself. They did not waste time trying to destroy the bone golems; it seemed more efficient just to lure them away from Omodo and let him run up their score unopposed.
Late in the match Gavin looked up at the scoreboard and realized that they had exceeded all of the listed totals. He felt elated. They finished the rest of the fight in business-like fashion.
The approval of the crowd washed over them as they gave their salute. Theirs was the score to beat now.
 
o-----
 
They did not see the Gold's fight, but they heard about it later from the other Greens after the first round was finished. Valaran and his team attacked the bone golems first, destroying them quickly in a bold gambit and then running amok among the lesser undead. Their score was significantly higher than that of any of the other teams, including the Greens. Still the trio came in fourth, with two Red teams slightly ahead of them and the Golds in first.
Everywhere they went that night they heard tales of Valaran's prowess.
 



Interlude Five: Rivalry
(1150/07/17 AR, The Grand Arena in Krass)
 
“Nothing quite touches the crowd like the death of a beautiful Gladiatrix,” Baron Bones, Death-Leagues Announcer
 
"Time to die bitch," shrieked Karmal, heaving her seven foot war-cleaver into the air while Sadira burned from the inside out. 
The sight of that terrible blade getting ready to descend cut through the mad pain of her insides now being consumed by heat and her own boiling blood. Karmal was serious. The descent of that blade would mean death. Real death. Sadira would never hear the roar of the crowd again if she died. She would never see her sisters live through their vain and beautiful dramas if she let the magic consume her. She would never feel Gavin's arms around her if she let that blade crash into her. 
Pattern is the basis of reality. Weaving is the creation and modification of pattern. Strand is the threads of that weave. Power is energy through which the strands are moved and woven. The essence of Power is will. Magic is the will made real. 
There are few desires stronger than the will to live. The essence of Sadira's being was life, verdant and unchained. Her ambition, her savagery, her lust, her vanity, her sensuality, her anger, and her love were all bound to this. It was not fear of death that drove her to resist that dread spell and raise her blades to catch Karmal's weapon, it was her love of life and her will to survive.
Power surged through Sadira, and she tapped into the energy of the crowd, expunging the flames and restoring her body. She threw her blades at Karmal, cutting her cheek with one of them. The other clanged against her shoulder armour. This bought Sadira time, and she drew Bellasdoom, her greatsword.
Karmal snarled. The fresh laceration on her face angered her. Demonic rage fuelled her strength and the scent of blood and cooking meat filled her with power. She was a living engine of Pyrrhic destruction and she would not be denied this day. Leaping forward, she attacked eagerly, roaring as her blade descended. Her voice was inhuman. It was the sound of the inferno itself.
Her massive war-cleaver met Sadira's greatsword, sweeping up to deflect it. When the two blades met, to the crowd it sounded as if a great bell had been dropped.
The weapons used by the Gladiators of the Domains are made from the finest materials. Mithril, Adamant, Dragon Scale, Ironwood. They are forged by master smiths and enchanted with great runes. They are nigh unbreakable. But magic is will and Karmal's was a rage that would not be denied.
Sadira's sword shattered. Hot glittering metal shards rained down on her.
The crowd shouted in awe and gasped in dismay.
Karmal's blade kept driving down, cleaving through Sadira's shoulder armour and into the flesh and muscle underneath.
And blood, glorious, sweet blood filled the flame-haired demon's senses.
 
o-----
 
Karmal couldn't believe it. She had never been beaten before. The other trainees feared to face her. And yet some half-pint, Shadow-Elf, pretty girl had managed to elude her. It was humiliating. She felt confused and angry, wondering how such a thing was even possible. Tears of frustration dripped down her face as she sat outside the baths letting her wounds heal. One might be forgiven for seeing her simply as a frustrated girl on the cusp of adulthood at that moment, vulnerable and far too young for such brutality.
Karmal slammed her fist into the wall. The tiles were magicked to resist breakage and so her hand broke instead. She stifled a sob, feeling stupid.
Sadira attracted by the noise, walked into the room. She was surprised to see Karmal there, crying. The big red-head had been a real challenge for her. She motioned for her companion, a small blond haired girl with big eyes to go on without her. She felt a stab of sympathy for the other fighter. She knew the pain of losing a training fight. Shadow-Elves matured slower than most of the other races and she had barely been able to hold her own until a recent growth spurt had helped fill her frame. 
Karmal had a fearsome reputation among the other fighters in their year, even able to humble Ogres and Quicklings, but the red-head had few friends due to her temper and caustic tongue.
"Hi," said Sadira. She pretended to ignore Karmal's tears, placing her own feet in a ready stance, just in case.
Karmal's emerald eyes snapped to hers, bristling with anger and defiance. She was shockingly beautiful to Sadira with her strange freckled face, striking eyes, and curling hair like a cascade of fire.
"Here to mock me, spike-ears?" said Karmal, her hands balled into fists. Sadira ignored the insult. Triumph made her placid. She could see the naked bone where Karmal's blow against the wall had scraped the flesh right off.
"No, I just wanted to thank you for the fight," said Sadira. "We both got an S rank, you know"
Karmal was suspicious of this. Winners in the arena did not have friends.
"I was just thinking," continued Sadira, kneeling down in front of Karmal, taking the bigger girl's hand and weaving a spell to mend the flesh. "Maybe we could practise together. My mother always said that you should make friends with the people who challenge you. Rivalry leads to greatness. Think of how much stronger we would be if we honed our talents against each other."
Karmal considered this. It made a certain sense. It would also give her another chance to thump this little bitch.



Chapter Forty-Nine: Fighting Time
1147/06/03 AR, Dun Loryn Tournament. Golds 58, Greens 37 (4th place) after the first round.
 
“First, worry about what you can change. Some things are beyond our reach.” Omodo's Journal.
 
“Chosen Loryn died in the Wirn incursion of 786 AR. Dun Loryn became a Legion settlement after the war. The Chosen's old stronghold now serves as a hotel and arena, but is kept battle-worthy in case of attack.” Plaque on Dun Loryn Stronghold.
 
“I guess Valaran's Deathmatch only rule has been tossed out the window,” said Gavin. Thoughts of the Golden Giant embittered him, but the cheerful atmosphere of the little food tent they were gathered in blunted his ire. The townsfolk seemed so genuinely happy and accepting. They plied the Gladiators with homemade food, delicious meat pies and stewed rhubarb. Very few of them seemed afraid of the Gladiators, although they all held them in a kind of awe that was nearly as bad. His comment sounded more exasperated than angry.
“Seems so,” said Sax.
“Even Valaran must answer to others,” said Cleothera. 
“Agreed, little sister,” affirmed Ravius. “Valaran gains little and risks much in this tournament. So he must be acting as a foil on someone's behalf.”
“The politics drive me crazy,” complained Gavin. “Why can't they just let us fight?”
“Good training for a Chosen, though,” said Sax. “Politics is a Chosen's lifeblood.”
“Very true,” said Cleothera. “The Chosen always seek to check the influences of their rivals. Each prevents the others from becoming too dominant. Some say it is by design. The Chosen striving against each other limits any one of them from gaining absolute dominion. I can say that my organization wouldn't have survived this long without playing The Chosen against each other.”
“I would hate to meet the person behind that idea,” said Gavin. He shook his head. The contrivances of the Domains frustrated him. He felt that as a Gladiator he could feel the machinery of his society running but could not see enough of it to judge for himself. The brutality of The Great Games and the politics of the Domains were certainly ugly, but the folk of Dun Loryn seemed happy enough.
“I agree,” said Omodo. “But there's no sense in worrying about things that we can't change right now. Instead let us focus on relaxation and try to figure out how we can pull ahead of the Golds tomorrow.”
 
o-----
 
“Can we beat that?” asked Gavin. He gazed up at the score listings. Valaran's Golds were in the lead with one-hundred points. Gavin felt his heart sink. They were at thirty-seven.
“All that matters is that we give it our best,” said Omodo. He felt resolute, calm. He would give his best, regardless of the likely outcome. “Even if we don't take the lead from them, we can stay competitive the closer we get.”
“Maybe we'll get lucky and get a survival match this round,” joked Ravius as the announcer began to read the rules.
“Points will be awarded based on time. The longer the Gladiators last, the more points they will earn. The Gladiators may end the fight at any time, keeping the points that they earn. Fifteen points will be lost for each Gladiator who cannot stand under his own power at the end of the match. Points will also be deducted if the Gladiators go for more than thirty seconds without scoring a touch on an opponent, using Eastern standard rules.”
Gavin and Omodo looked at the grinning Ravius, who shrugged. “I have developed a talent for prophecy, don't be jealous, my bothers.”
“You do realize we don't have any healing magic,” said Gavin. He felt hopeful nonetheless. Defence was his strength. “It won't be like our matches in Scorpion's Oasis. We don't have Sadira's life magic.”
“Then we shall have to be more careful.” said Omodo. “In may not be as good with my magic as with Sadira's, but if you two keep them off me I can provide us with a bit of stoneskin armour and some healing. We can do this; we just have to last long enough to beat the Golds.”
“I do love survival matches,” sighed Gavin, taking heart despite himself.
“That's the spirit!” coaxed Omodo.
“By the Ancestors I have a good feeling about this day,” continued Ravius.
“And hey, he has a hundred-percent prediction rate so far.” said Omodo to Gavin, with a wink.
They laughed. The trumpets rang. The match began. The audience was a sea of green, erupting into loud cheers of “Hammerhorn” and “Greens, Greens, Greens”. Doors around the arena opened and three large, heavily armoured trolls strode onto the sand. Steel plates covered their entire bodies and they wore imposing honed helms with full face protection. They carried thick shields and heavy spiked clubs.
Gavin began channelling immediately. Trolls might be resistant to magic, but unlike constructs and the undead, they still relied on their eyes and ears to target their enemies. This gave him a few options.
Ravius moved towards the nearest troll, whirling his net. He felt Omodo's stoneskin spell take effect on him, his skin becoming less sensitive as the magic took hold. He made eye contact, challenging his target with a disparaging remark about its mother, in perfectly spoken Trollish. With only three enemies on the fighting grounds so far, his mobility would be a tremendous defensive advantage. 
The remaining two trolls moved towards Omodo and Gavin advanced to place himself in their path. Both towered over him, ponderous but confident in their nearly flawless armour. He ducked under a club swing, darting in to test their armour with his spear. The armour was thick and his spear barely scored it. He would have to aim for joints or apply far more force if he wanted to draw blood from these behemoths. 
Omodo wove a stoneskin spell to protect Gavin and then himself, and began to move forward cautiously. Beyond avoiding the penalty there was little reason to blitz the trolls in this match. His war maul could puncture their armour, but it would take some luck, or time, to take one out of the fight. Omodo trotted past Gavin, drawing one of the trolls with him. He caught a swing of its club on the haft of his weapon and pushed into it, driving the troll slowly backwards with his superior strength and mass. The crowd shouted encouragement. Omodo dug his feet into the sand, leaning into his opponent. With a swift shove and a loud shout he powered forward, toppling the troll. As it lay on the ground, struggling to rise, he lifted his heavy war-maul and brought it down in a tremendous overhand swing. 
Omodo did not aim for the troll's head. Tapping the troll out would likely bring in a fresh replacement. Survival matches aimed to keep pressure on the Gladiators. Instead he smashed the troll's knee, hobbling it. The troll grunted and went rigid with pain as its armour bent and buckled under the hammerhead's crushing blow. The broken armour would likely hamper its regeneration as well. The crowd roared.
Ravius continued to taunt his opponent, waiting for the troll to swing and then quickly sliding around it to jab at weak-spots in its armour. 
Two trolls with long-bladed polearms entered the arena and lumbered towards the fray, both moving straight towards Omodo.
Gavin wove an image of himself, stepping around the troll as he fought to dodge an attack. He released the image just as the troll started turning back towards him. Drawn to movement, the troll swung at the image, stumbling a little as its club passed right through. Gavin took the opportunity to line up a precise thrust at a weak-spot. He put all of his weight and strength into the attack, driving six inches of spear into the troll's armpit. He twisted the blade to do as much damage as possible, then ripped it out barbs and all. Blood spurted onto the sand. The troll, angered more than pained, whirled on him. It struck at him with its shield while its weapon arm twitched uselessly. Even a troll would take a while to heal the chunk that Gavin took out of it.
Omodo cast a short burst of fire into the face of one of the pole-sword wielding trolls, blinding it as he knocked the weapon of the other troll away. The second troll showed skill in allowing its weapon to be beaten aside too easily, which caused Omodo's maul to swing out of position for a second strike. Omodo stepped in slamming the flat of his horn into the troll's face-guard, sending it staggering back. The troll he had left on the ground smacked its club against his leg, causing pain but no real damage.
Gavin risked a glance at the scoreboard. “Sixty-three,” he linked. His heart fell a little, he felt like they had been fighting for some time, but they still had a long way to go. He banished thoughts of failure from his mind. They just had to endure.
Omodo now faced three trolls and decided to give ground. The trolls did not seem overly inclined to rash action, respecting his greater strength and speed. The two pole-sword wielders kept pace with the limping shield-bearer. Their formation was solid; Omodo could not attack any of them without exposing himself to strokes from the others. These were obviously arena veterans, with a better understanding of how to face a Gladiator than younger trolls.
“C'mon,” jeered Ravius, ducking under a double swing of a huge club. “You couldn't hit the sand with that thing, fatty!”
“Gonna grind you into bitch-paste little man,” said the troll he was fighting. Its voice was distorted; metallic sounding from the mask it wore. 
“You need to practice a little more with that thing first, I'd say,” whooped Ravius as he darted into stab at the troll. His attacked, however, had less sting than his words and the Troll came at him, relentlessly. 
Risking an attack against one of the pole-sword trolls, Omodo took a hit from a club on his arm. He was glad of the extra protection provided by his stoneskin spell, which deadened the impact of the heavy weapon. Omodo's heavy maul slammed into the Troll, knocking the pole-sword wielder back. This bought him some space. He decided to assault them with some simple elemental spells while they closed, wishing he could manage more powerful magics. A Maelstrom spell would work wonders. The trolls resisted his spells with ease. 
Gavin moved in to help Omodo. His own opponent was slower and still suffering from the wound he had dealt it earlier. There was a risk that it would peel off and attack Ravius instead of following him, but more trolls would enter the arena soon and Omodo seemed to be their primary target.
The Armodon saw Gavin coming and moved so that the trolls would present their flank as they followed him. He feinted a heavy swing at the shield-bearer in the midst of their formation and then stepped back quickly. The troll following Gavin shouted a warning to its fellows; caught between the Armodon and the onrushing defender they were force to split. 
Gavin baited the troll with a false image, an illusion of himself attacking high while he aimed a long lunge at a knee joint. The troll however, was a quick thinker, sweeping its pole-sword down through the image and carrying on towards the lunging Gladiator. Gavin quickly raised his shield.  The force of the blow against his shield drove him down, ruining his attack. He rolled backwards to avoid another vicious swipe of the long-bladed polearm.
Omodo met with more success. As one of the pole-sword wielders turned to face Gavin the Armodon aimed an attack at its back. The shield-bearer at the centre of the formation moved to intercept the attack. Omodo bellowed, putting every ounce of his strength and momentum into the swing. His maul crashed into the heavy metal shield with a thunderous clamour. The shield deformed under the impact, breaking bones and actually lifting the troll from its feet. The crowd roared. The troll hit the ground a few paces away, sending up a puff of sand. The Armodon stepped forward, locking weapons with the remaining pole-sword before pushing him back as well.
More trolls entered the arena, one of each type. Ravius was forced cast his net to entangle one of them. His mobility was now seriously hampered in a crowded fighting grounds. He could not avoid every attack. A pole-sword left a brutal cut on his shoulder, would have tapped him out if not for protective enchantments. The skirmisher rolled to his feet with a snarl, willing himself to stand tall; he did not want to let Omodo and Gavin down this. He avoided a crushing blow from a club and leapt over a pole-sword, glancing up at the score as he landed. They still had twenty-five points to go. 
If it weren't for the penalties for not getting a “touch” in every thirty seconds, Gavin could easily have adopted safer tactics. The trolls were ponderous in full battle armour, and he could stay out of reach as long as they did not corner him. As it was, he had to come within their reach to touch them and avoid the penalty. He was able to escape harm until the score count ticked to eighty. One of the trolls faked an attack, and then punched him with its armoured fist as he committed to defend against the wrong attack. It was a deft move, and Gavin cursed himself for not seeing it coming. He reeled, spitting out teeth and blood and then the troll swung again, smashing its club into his shoulder armour. The crowd gasped as Gavin crumpled. His head swam. The troll lifted a foot to stomp on him. Darkness threatened. It would be so easy for him to give in to oblivion, to let his broken form rest. He heard people screaming for him to get up, and willed the world back into focus, rolling away as the foot came down, slamming in the sand where his face had been. He lurched to his feet, feeling the bones in his broken shoulder grind.
Omodo had to renew his stoneskin spell. The trolls forced him away from Gavin, pummelling him relentlessly. His massive frame was covered in bruises and cuts in spite of his thick armour and tough hide. He pushed against four trolls using his war-maul to ward them off.
Ravius kept close to the trolls now, and when one of the pole-swords swung at him and buried its weapon in the sand he nimbly slipped around it and leapt onto its broad back. The troll bucked and tried to throw him but the skirmisher held on with ferocious tenacity. It seemed to him to be a safer place than on the ground where they could swing at him.
As their score ticked to ninety, three trolls armed with massive geared spike throwers strode onto the fighting grounds. They immediately shot at Omodo. Gavin began weaving as soon as he saw and was able to knock one of the massive bolts out of the air with his magic. Omodo saw one of the other bolts coming and shifted so that it impacted on his thick shoulder guards. The final bolt hit him in the back, and Omodo went down. The trolls piled onto him. 
Gavin threw himself into the pile kicking and stabbing, lashing out with his magic. He could feel Omodo struggling in the scrum, his titanic strength surging against the sheer mass of troll-flesh. Gavin channelled power, feeding the Armodon focus. 
Ravius looked at carnage, and then looked at the score. He waited several agonizing moments as his friends took a beating. When the score reached one hundred and one he yelled “TIME.” The trumpets rang out immediately and the crowd surged to its feet. 
After a few moments the trolls began pulling themselves off Omodo. Gavin slid off the back of the troll he had been attacking. He was bruised, bleeding, and dizzy, but he stood, spitting blood.
They looked at Omodo, then at each other. The Armodon was lying on the ground, bleeding freely from a dozen wounds. His face was swollen, his eyes blackened. His breathing was shallow. Every instinct, human and humane, begged them to run to the Armodon's side and help him, but the giant Armodon had to stand under his own power or they would lose points.
“GLADIATORS STAND!” the announcer's voice cut through the arena. “TEN, NINE, EIGHT...”
Omodo stirred, but did not get up. Gavin shifted; he looked at Ravius, reading his friend's expression, a mirror of his own pain.
“SEVEN, SIX,” the count continued.
“C'mon Hammerhorn,” said Ravius. Omodo's hands flexed. The audience heard the name and began to chant, Gavin joined him. “HAMMERHORN, HAMMERHORN”
“FIVE, FOUR,”
Omodo rolled onto his belly. Gavin could see that the bolt was still lodged in his back. The Armodon began to push himself to his feet. The chant grew louder. Gavin and Ravius found themselves shouting encouragement. Omodo's massive arms flexed and he pushed himself up, biceps quivering with effort. And then, the trolls, who respect courage above all else, joined the chant. “HAMMERHORN!”
“THREE, TWO, O-”
And lo the giant stood, bellowing blood as they shouted his name. 
And the glory was theirs as the Greens won the day.
 



Chapter Fifty: Back to Back
1147/06/06 AR, Dun Loryn Tournament. Greens 101 (1st place) after the second round. Gavin's ranking match is delayed 
 
“The old games were pure. Battle is about life and death, not who scores the most points.” Valaran diVolcanus.
 
“I am all for harsh training, but we are constantly fighting against incursions in the west and bleeding men in the Trials. The cold, hard truth is that we need more Gifted trained to fight. Enough of this nonsense about the merits of the old games. We need Warbound, not corpses.” Chosen Mordhawk, 823 AR.
 
“Valaran's saying that the trolls went easy on you,” said Delph, a long-time fan of Omodo who travelled with the Greens. The Minotaur was a familiar sight to Gavin now and often brought them news. “Because beast races stick together he says. He's petitioning for a re-match.”
“Trolls aren't a beast race,” said Ravius.
“Neither are you and I, for that matter” said Gavin. 
“If that was 'going easy' I don’t even want to think about what our troll friends would do in a real fight!” said Omodo, chuckling. “Thanks for letting us know, Delph. Why don't you sit down for a bit?”
The Tauran grabbed a chair, looking shyly at Gavin, Ravius, and Cleothera. Once his gaze fixed on Omodo it never wavered though. 
“Seriously, all three of the shooters went right for you the moment they stepped in the arena,” said Gavin. “It’s not possible for them to be any more aggressive than that.”
“Valaran doesn't understand Troll culture,” said Ravius. “Not that anyone should be surprised by that. Trolls are harder on Gladiators that they like; it shows their respect. They value toughness and courage, and don't understand physical pain the way most people in the Domains do. His claims are both arrogant and insulting.”
“The judges feel that way too,” said Cleothera. “They won't call for a rematch.”
“What do you think Delph?” asked Omodo. 
“Hmmm...,” the young minotaur seemed. “I think he's just mad that you beat him. He's even complaining that your holding up the tournament while you heal. I used to admire him, but I guess now that I'm older, I don't like him... He's a strong fighter but he doesn't act like a Champion.”
“Well said,” agreed Omodo. 
 
o-----
 
As the current leading team, they were the first to take the field. The audience was a sea of green-clad men and women waving banners with their names, Hammerhorns attired to look like Armodons, and there was even a huge painted sign depicting Omodo standing triumphant with his leg on the back of a gold-armoured figure. Gavin could feel the excitement of the crowd pressing on him, all that power waiting to be tapped. He shook himself before he could become too enraptured by it; this was a safe crowd, but he still didn't want to become drunk on their thoughts. He wondered how Sadira did it; perhaps she just enjoyed riding the wave of emotion.
“Too bad this match is open ended like the rest, brothers,” said Ravius. “I could deal with getting a perfect score and not having to worry about how the other teams are doing.”
“That would be a little anti-climactic for a tournament like this,” said Gavin.
“Yes, this way anyone in the top five could beat our score if they have a truly brilliant match,” said Omodo. “Scarmaker and Pikesteer are leading good teams. They deserve a shot.”
“I guess we'll just have to do brilliantly as well,” said Ravius as they raised their weapons in salute. 
“Get the best score that we can,” continued Gavin
“Win or lose,” added Omodo. “Let’s do our best; we will show the people that the Greens are worthy.”
Gavin was tempted to add “for honour and glory”, or something along those lines, but he did not want to seem cliché. 
The third and final match of the Dun Loryn Tournament was dubbed a “Lord of the Mountain” fight. The Gladiators would have to take and hold a mound built in the middle of the fighting grounds, earning extra points as long as one of their number occupied the high ground. They would also earn points for kills and, much to Gavin's relief; points would be deducted if a Gladiator tapped out. The later made defence more important.
Their opponents this match did not need an entrance-way; they were conjured directly onto the fighting grounds. There was a surge of magic and half a dozen elemental spirits began to animate physical bodies. To the Gladiators' magical senses, this manifested as a throbbing surge of power accompanied by complex patterns forming and coming together with practised alacrity. Visually this was accompanied by several blocky bodies made from sand and stone rising out of the ground and two clouds of whirling debris like miniature living tornadoes forming.
Gavin and Ravius immediately began weaving disruptions into the patterns of the elementals. Omodo surveyed the arena, thinking tactically, and then charged, picking up speed as he raised his massive hammer. By the time he reached the first earth elemental, the crowd was cheering.
These small elementals outweighed most men, and had the strength and durability of stone. The Armodon shouldered into one, letting the unyielding adamantine plate of his spaulder take most of the impact. The elemental, though heavy and strong, was no match for him and was sent tumbling back. Omodo's colossal war-maul came down on the next in line, crushing it to chunks. But a blast of wind and sand stopped him in his tracks. He found himself suddenly short of breath as an air elemental tried to suck the wind from him. 
Gavin moved between Omodo and the wind elemental. Sand and debris blasted his shield. He had to hold himself back from thrusting his spear into the whirling mass; it might present an easy target, but he doubted his weapon would hurt it. Instead he continued attacking the elemental's pattern, pulling apart the threads that animated it. Chunks of stone began flying at him, driven with tremendous force by the miniature cyclone. He intercepted these with his shield, the stone ringing of the bright metal as it broke into smaller shards.
Omodo took a blow from one of the earthen figures as he blinked the sand from his eyes and fought for breath. Although the attack was powerful, it was poorly aimed. Omodo turned into it so most of the force struck a thick armour plate. He grunted, shaking off the attack, and then whirled the long haft of his war-maul like a quarterstaff, tripping his attacker before it could swing again. He hopped onto the prone body, his considerable weight pushing it down into the sand. Then his weapon whirled into a powerful overhand swing, coming straight down onto the next earth elemental. The creature raised its arms to catch the attack but the sheer force of the blow pulverized both the arms and the head beneath.
Ravius darted about the arena, slowly destroying the second wind elemental with disruption weaves while he distracted the earthen beings. He nimbly avoid fist sized chunks of rocks, whooping scornfully.
The wind elemental Gavin was working on began to fray. An earth elemental attacked him, swinging its heavy fists in a brutal arc. He deflected the blow with a cunningly angled shield, thrusting his spear into the elemental's head. The sharp metal gouged the stone but if it harmed the elemental he saw no sign. He quickly stepped forward and shoved it back with his shield, which was marginally more effective. As he did so he plucked a vital thread from the pattern of the wind elemental which finally fell apart.
Fresh elementals formed to replace the fallen, as long-dormant patterns and the power needed to animate them were invoked by the mages of the arena. A being of pure flame sprang up in front of Ravius and the nimble Gladiator was forced to leap to the side and roll away as it seared the sands behind him. He could feel the heat of the fire as he sprinted away.
Unweaving the threads of a still forming air elemental proved to be easier than disrupting one that was already active. Gavin felt a surge of triumph until he realized that they had not gained any points for the action. He felt a sharp spike of guilt, but quickly set it aside and began to disrupt the elementals around him while fending off the huge club-like stone fists of his most direct assailants.
As he crushed another pair of earthen figures with two back and forth sweeps of his war maul, Omodo felt cold liquid creeping around his leg. He looked down to see a blob of water, eerily cohesive as it climbed his leg. He reached down to push it away, but it was pointless, the water simply ran through his fingers and the elemental transferred to his arm. With disturbing swiftness it encased his head, flowing into his nose and mouth. It tried to force itself down Omodo's throat. The Armodon shook his head but could not dislodge it. An earth elemental hit him from behind and he stumbled. He needed a quick solution.
Ravius, running from the fire elemental, saw a chance to solve two problems at once. He sprinted at Omodo, hoping the larger Gladiator would understand his signals despite his plight. He felt the heat of the swift fire elemental as it chased him. Stopping short of the water covered Armodon, turning to face his pursuer. He waited until it was nearly on him, and then leapt into the air, putting his hand on Omodo's shoulder as he sprang over. The fire elemental surged after him. Omodo thrust his face into it, covering his eyes. The water elemental and the fire elemental met with a hiss of steam. Both dissipated. The crowd roared. Omodo reeled from the vicious steam burns, gulping air and spitting up water. Gavin and Ravius closed ranks around him while he recovered.
Then the three of them fought, back to back, crushing and unweaving animating threads of pattern, blocking blows from stone hammer-fists and vicious howling winds that tossed stones and blinding sand at them. They fought on even after an air elemental found the glass left on the sand in the fire elemental's wake and hurled it into them, shredding skin and piercing flesh. They fought on for the crowd and for their brothers, unflinching until the trumpets sounded at last, calling them to rest.
Their final score was one-hundred and forty-seven points. It would have to do.
 



Chapter Fifty-One: Breaker
1147/06/06 AR, Dun Loryn Tournament. Greens 147, Golds 147 (Tied 1st place) after the third round. Gavin's Test Match for Master Rank.
 
“In the arena, we are all equal. A blade does not care for the colour of the flesh it tears, a spell does not care for the sex of the warrior that weaves it, death and victory do not care for the race of those who deal them out.” Omodo diYava
 
“I have no equals.” Valaran diVolcanus
 
“Valaran is their team captain,” said Ravius. “You know that he will invoke Ut Nex if you fight him in the tie-breaker. That's why he's here isn't it?”
“Should I be afraid?” said Omodo. “People have to stand up to him; or do you want Valaran to be our next Chosen?”
“That would be a disaster,” said Gavin. “But Ravius is just worried about you. Valaran has never lost a Deathmatch, even one invoked through Ut Nex. No one has fought him in the arena and lived. That's not just improbable; it is downright suspicious. The crowds show mercy to brave fighters. He must have some edge that The Deliberative cannot account for. Think about his matches against Ruby Colossus and Sturmkrieg.”
“But the Greens need this victory,” said Omodo “Winning a major tournament will get us clout in the next election cycle and attention in the arenas. Winning here will consolidate the Faction, give it energy and direction. New Gladiators, Vassals, and people will join. With seats in the Popular Assemblies we can reform outdated laws that are holding us back. This is a tipping point. If we back down now, the Greens will look like a straw Faction. This is bigger than any of us.”
“Is that worth your life?” said Gavin.
“Yes,” asserted Omodo, gaze intense. “Can you honestly tell me that if you were in my position you would back down, Gavin?”
Gavin look away for a moment, feeling shamed. He looked up, meeting Omodo's gaze. “No, I would not.”
“Good,” said Omodo. “Valaran thrives on fear. Whatever tricks he has won't cut it at the Grand Championships. We need to show others that we aren't afraid of him, especially now that he is fighting under Faction rules, outside his comfort zone.”
Gavin nodded. “Well, I've been studying the Golden Giant. I wanted to take him down myself. I'll teach you everything I know about his fighting style and what I've learned about his magic.”
 
o-----
 
Gavin dragged himself out to the fighting grounds. It was his test match for Master Rank. The idea of forfeiting the match tempted him. He had arranged it weeks ago, choosing to take it as soon as the tournament was supposed to end, not knowing there would be a tie-breaker in Dun Loryn. His mind was tossing with the possibilities of Omodo's fight with Valaran. He had heard rumours that the Golds had bought out most of the seats in the arena for the fight this afternoon. Surely Ravius would be able to wrangle some for them. Somehow. he managed a salute. 
 His opponent was already waiting. One of the Pale, a heretical sect from the continent of Sudra, captured in the centuries-old series of wars taking place in the Trials, the broken lands south of the Sea of Sands. At any other time Gavin would have been fascinated by the patterns of ritual scarification on the pale skin, the sharpened teeth, and the designs of the unknown rune-stones in the woman's hair beads. Here was a culture that he knew little about, whose magic had diverged from the traditions of the domains. He did not even listen as they read out the litany of her crimes, for his curiosity was buried under the weight of his emotions.
The stands were empty. Only a few spectators had bothered to turn out. Some of the Greens were there, but he did not see Ravius among them. He was heartened to see Cleothera standing with the Grey-Robes. Their eyes met; he saw his mood reflected in them.
The trumpet rang out. A few subdued sounds came from the audience. He lazily turned to face his opponent, forced to pay attention at last.
The Pale are a loose collections of clans that inhabit the jungles of Sudra. When The Chosen first expanded into the area now known as the Trials, far to the south of Brightsands where the continents of Tabyria and Sudra nearly touch, they encountered the Pale. At first the forces of the Domains thought that they had encountered a horrific variant of Beastmen or vicious shape-shifters. The truth is somewhere in between; the Gifted of the Pale are skilled in the art of binding spirits to flesh. They can bind the spirits that are aligned with their clan to any of their tribe. The warriors of the Pale are then able to call upon the spirits, gaining their strength and ferocity, and even their shape in some cases.
The Pale place great emphasis on freedom. The spirit-binders rarely coerce the spirits they work with, preferring to bargain and make lasting alliances. This desire for freedom played out as one might expect when emissaries from The Chosen declared them all heretics and demanded that they surrender and join the Domains. The various Clans of the Pale set aside their personal differences and united to fight the Legions of Krass. The terrain, the abilities of the Pale, and enemies from Sudra who joined the Pale have made the occupation of the Trials a brutal, bloody affair with no end in sight. This warfare has cost the Domains a great deal in blood and treasure, and has blunted the desire for war in the capital.
Riritaka, Gavin's opponent, was a spirit-binder from Ghost Claw clan. Captured in a cunning ambush, she had been branded a heretic after questioning. Her clan had refused to exchange prisoners for her freedom, leaving Riritaka to a grim fate in the arena unless she renounced her ways. Her honour was more valuable to her than her life, and so she chose to fight rather than bend. A warrior's death before the enemies of her people would have to suffice, unless she could somehow win her freedom on the white sands. Even if she did somehow survive, her clan had abandoned her; she had enemies among her people, she hated those most of all.
Riritaka watched Gavin as he entered the arena. The Grey-Robes were talking, but she ignored their tedious prattle. The Gladiator quirked an eyebrow at her nakedness. She had thrown away the battle harness they gave her and they had denied her own spear and her knife, powerful relics given to her by her father. Besides, she had her own armour. She studied the Gladiator with mystical senses as he strode into the arena. She was shocked to see the signs of a strange spirit-bind upon him, a joining that had melded his spirit with that of a woman. She would almost regret killing him; studying that binding would advance her art.
A sound like an elephant's call rang out. The fight began.
Riritaka called upon Gurumoro, called Spleen-eater, the most brutal Daemon that rode with her. She coaxed him forth with promises of soft flesh and red blood, letting him flow into her body. She hated allowing him to possess her, but he was the only weapon she had, and her honour demanded that she fight. The cry of rage, pain, and violation, as he possessed her turned into a bestial roar half way through.
Gavin, his mind distracted with thoughts of Omodo and Valaran, was just registering the fact that his opponent was naked, unarmed, and looked like a prisoner of war. The conflux of magic as Riritaka let the Daemon take her snapped his mind fully into the present. His opponent changed, her flesh warping, as a new pattern meshed with hers. Her muscles swelled, her fingers hardened into vicious talons, and her mouth became a gaping orifice filled with sharp rasping teeth. 
Riritaka had little control over Gurumoro when he possessed her; she could direct his hatred, but was otherwise relegated to watching and feeling, as if she was a mere passenger in her own body. Her mind was filled with the Daemons emotions, his unseemly desires, and his potent maleness. Gurumoro was bound to her as a punishment, a lesson from her father, and a sacrifice made to protect her clan. She rarely called upon him, for not only was he difficult to control, he was prone to berserk rage, stupidly vicious, and much harder to put away. None of these mattered in single combat against this Gladiator.
Gavin was taken aback by the sight of the daemonic spirit-binding, which was as disturbing to his magical senses as it was to his eyes. But adrenaline flooded him, and he sprang forward, hurling his broad-bladed spear while the change was still underway. 
The spear hit the Riritaka-Daemon in the chest. It only excited Gurumoro. The Daemon funnelled the pain into Riritaka's portion of the binding, causing her to further lose control as the vicious sensation overcame her. The creature ripped the barbed tip of the weapon free, screeching with pleasure and hate. 
Gavin watched the thing pull his spear from its chest, heedless of the wound it caused. He readied a spell, a simple mental blast, but hesitated before casting it. He could sense two patterns, merged yet distinct, and was unsure how to target the beast to full effect. It bounded towards him with a frog-like hop. He drew his short sword and met it, shield up.
The Riritaka-Daemon hit his shield, clinging to it with surprising agility, It did not seem to care that the razor edges cut into it. Gavin was pulled off balance by the creature's weight and they both tumbled to the ground. He stabbed twice as they rolled. Its claws raked his unarmoured back. An obscene tongue, long and barbed, snaked out of its mouth seeking to gouge out Gavin's eyes. He thrashed in panic, spurred by pain. Spikes began to grow from the creature as they wrestled, piercing him and grinding against his armour. Gavin felt fear envelop him and fought hard to control himself. He felt something thrusting against his leg, a gruesome phallic growth covered in spines. 
The creature was sinuous and powerful now; its strength far greater than his. His blade merely seemed to encourage it. He wove a mental blast. He either caught the creature off guard or it was not especially resistant. It reared up, howling in pain. Gavin took the opportunity to get his leg between them and roll back, throwing it off him.
Riritaka could not help but laugh in the depths of her mind. The Gladiator's magic had caused Gurumoro a pain that he could not pass on to her. The powerful Daemon seemed indignant that it should have to suffer.
“Are you going to shed tears, little Daemon?” Riritaka taunted Gurumoro within the shared space in her mind. “Are you scared of this mortal man? Perhaps you should let me take control...”
The Riritaka-Daemon launched itself at Gavin, howling with rage. The Gladiator was fully focused on the fight now. Iron-hard claws slashed against shield and he barely avoided a kick from a sickle-taloned foot, aimed at his groin. He stabbed the beast, but it seemed to thrive on physical pain, like some berserkers. It attacked harder, catching Gavin with a raking claw on his upper arm and driving him back. Despite his wounds, though, he remained calm, assured by the idea that the beast was proving weak to his magic.
As Gavin fought, he probed the beast's pattern. He saw that his blade strikes, though damaging, fed it strength, as the Daemon transferred the pain to the other pattern and then syphoned energy from that pain. He discerned that the beast was made up of two components, overlaying each other somehow. Some leap of intuition or empathy told him that the binding between the Daemon and the woman was not entirely friendly. He read the patterns, looking for a weak spot.
Riritaka became frustrated as the Gladiator paid more and more attention to defence. Was he not one of the Sandborn, greatest enemies of her people? She had seen his kind travelling with the legions. Most of those would have inflicted enough damage to ensure her death already, although that would have made Gurumoro strong enough to kill them in return. Her honour had to allow that perhaps her opponent was smart enough to sense that Gurumoro grew more dangerous as the Gladiator struck the body they shared.
Gavin found what he was searching for. The woman's magic allowed the beast to possess her temporarily and thus kept the merging of their patterns to a minimum. He found the connection points, the release she herself would attempt to use when she banished the Daemon from her body. Then he attacked it. The Daemon resisted him. It came down to a contest of wills.
Riritaka felt Gurumoro grow fearful. She could not sense magic while the Daemon was in control. He redoubled his attacks, howling in mad rage, but the Gladiator's shield was like a wall and the Daemon's blows were as nothing to him. Then with shocking abruptness Gurumoro left her entirely. Her limbs warped back to their normal share. She was helpless while this happened. The Sandborn would surely kill her. She had hoped to take him with her at least, earn some vengeance, but she welcomed death nonetheless.
It did not come. When she regained full control, he was standing over her, his clear eyes looking down at her. She saw no hatred there, even when she spat on him. The wounds she had received were enough to make her feel weak, but not to kill her. Pity.
“Pigfucker,” Riritaka cursed. She knew how to swear in his language, at least. Then she told him in her own tongue how she would call Daemons to violate his mother and how she would piss on his ancestors' graves.
Gavin laughed. When he spoke Riritaka felt a gentle pressure on her mind and she understood every word he said perfectly, as if he spoke the true tongue of the Pale
and not the language of their enemy. “Spirits protect me,” she prayed as she realized what he had done. “What kind of nightmare people have I fallen to?”
“You fought well,” said Gavin. “Why did you spit on me?”
“You are my enemy; you should kill me,” said Riritaka. He understood perfectly even though she spoke her native tongue. She cursed him again. “It is right that you should do so. Better to die with honour than to live as a slave in a place like this!” 
Her words did not galvanize him. Instead his eyes took on a far-away look. Riritaka wished she had her knife and was not wounded.
“I've often thought about honourable death,” said Gavin. “I am not your enemy, Pale. I am a prisoner of this arena too.”
“I don't care what you have to say,” she said. “Just kill me.”
She let forth a string of curses.
“No,” replied Gavin. “I may not be free, but I am the victor. I choose to spare your life.”
“Why?” said Riritaka.
“Because I am not your enemy,” said Gavin. “You are a pawn of the arena. But if you are smart, you can survive. You can make your way back to your people, or learn to live with mine. I can learn from you.”
At that Riritaka felt calmer, thinking of the strange binding she could see dancing in the Gladiator's pattern. Maybe life could win out over honour, on occasion.
 
o-----
 
“Is everything ready, Baurtrum?” asked Valaran. He gazed down at the dour grey-clad Dwarf beside him.
“Have I ever failed you?” said Baurtrum, rolling his eyes.
“You've come close,” said Valaran. 
“You would do well not to criticize me Valaran,” returned Baurtrum. “Your support is not as strong as it used to be.”
“My destiny remains unchanged,” said Valaran, smirking. “And we both know you are tied to me. If I fall, your machinations will be exposed. I'm sure you have the same contingencies in place...”
“Naturally,” said the Dwarf.
“Besides, beating this oaf is something the master wants,” said Valaran. “It will raise both of us in his esteem.”
“Agreed,” said Baurtrum. He knew Valaran was correct. Besides they were too entwined to betray each other now.
 
o-----
 
“This isn't good,” said Cleothera. She was pacing in Omodo's Arming Room. “The Golds bought up most of the seats instantly. Gavin and Ravius did not even make it into the arena. I think that might be part of Valaran's secret.”
“I've survived hostile crowds before,” said Omodo. He shrugged his massive shoulders. He felt remarkably calm for a man about to face the most feared Gladiator of the day in a Deathmatch. “It will give him some advantage in channelling, but magic is not my strongest point.”
“You could decline Ut Nex,” said Cleothera. She wished that Sax were here.
“Do you think he will kill me?” said Omodo. He looked into her eyes, searching.
“If I thought it would be a fair fight, then I would say no,” said Cleothera. She kept her eyes on his, not wanting to give him the impression that she was not confident in his victory at such a crucial time. “But Valaran's record speaks for itself, forty-six Deathmatches with no survivors. That's statistically aberrant. Even the Death-Leagues show some mercy now and then. He is the most investigated Gladiator in a century. I don't trust him, or his backers, to fight fair.”
“Someone has to stand up to him, and it has fallen to me,” said Omodo. “I am not afraid.”
“I am,” said Cleothera, looking away so he could not see the tears forming in her eyes. “This is not an accident. Gavin recognizes the Grey-Robe that is with Valaran. He's the one who 'accidentally' killed Mondarvis during interrogation. It wouldn't surprise me if they tied scores just so they could set this up. They want you dead. Without you the Greens are nothing.”
“I've come too far to back down now,” he said. “If I were to decline this match, then everyone who believes in me will falter. It would do far more damage to the Faction than my death. I am an example to my people and my fans, I must show courage, even in the face of death. Besides I have the best Grey-Robe in Dun Loryn to foil their plans.”
“I'll do my best.” said Cleothera. “But I'm not a fighter.”
“Then don't fight,” said Omodo. “You are smart and resourceful. And remember The Keystone isn't going to be heavily guarded during a Deathmatch.”
“Promise me you won't die?” said Cleothera.
“I'll be fine,” said Omodo. “I promise.”
 
o-----
 
Valaran watched as the Armodon entered the arena.  A satisfied grin played across his face as loud jeers greeted his opponent, drowning out any applause. The rest of the audience murmured, a dissatisfied sound reminiscent of angry hornets; an intimidating welcome.
If the hostility of the audience bothered the stoic Armodon, he did not show it. Perhaps this will be a worthy fight, thought Valaran, a chance to show my dominance against a serious opponent.
Unlike that of most Gladiators Omodo's armour was plain, devoid of any markings beyond his clan mark and a small faction favour. Even the runes that enchanted the thick plates were simple and functional, more like a soldier's kit than a Gladiator's in that respect. His war-maul was plain as well, though impressive because of its sheer size. Valaran wondered if this was an affectation on the part of the Armodon, some attempt to appeal to the common man by avoiding ostentation. 
It hardly mattered. Hammerhorn was a simplistic brute who had no business in the Arena with the great Valaran diVolcanus. He was here to kill him and deal a fatal blow to the upstart Green Faction. It was just a service he was performing for his patron as far as Valaran was concerned. Still, killing the friend of his rival would certainly be the highlight of this backwater tournament.
 
o-----
 
 As Valaran strode onto the fighting grounds, the crowd broke into thunderous applause. Omodo chuckled. The Golds were so genteel; real fans, even the Blues would have broken into lively cheers.
Valaran certainly cut an impressive figure. He was nearly as tall a Omodo himself, monstrously large even for a Gladiator. He moved with predatory ease despite his bulk. His golden armour shone warmly in the sun. The breastplate was carved to mimic the muscular features of the warrior underneath. His swords were golden coloured as well, the straight blades of each weapon were over five feet in length, tapering in the middle and then thickening into a heavy slashing tip with a teardrop shaped point. 
Valaran smiled as he saluted the crowd, all perfect white teeth and luminous blue eyes. He turned to Omodo. 
 
o-----
 
Even Valaran had to admit that the Armodon was intimidating up close. He was big, of course, but many Gladiators increased in size over their careers. Some of The Chosen were as giants among men. Omodo was big, but mere stature was of no concern to Valaran. Ruby Colossus had been bigger, but Valaran had cut her down to size. But there was a solidity to Omodo, Valaran decided, something that made him seem bigger. The beast was ugly, like all his kind, but his eyes seemed so human. They met Valaran's gaze without flinching, measuring him calmly, and Valaran felt his anger and indignation grow.
Scattered jeers from the Gold-dominated crowd may as well have been blades being turned by thick armoured plates. 
“It seems you've over-estimated your support,” said Valaran.
“Clever move of you to buy up all the seats so quickly,” said Omodo. His voice was calm and even. “I must commend the organizational skills required to do so. Then again, you've had nearly fifty matches to perfect it I guess.”
“Can I help it if my fans are more enthusiastic than most?” said Valaran in response. He realized that his tone sounded petulant and he forced himself to smile and speak calmly. “Can I help it if they actually have the money to back it up? Tournament seats are expensive for a Faction like yours.”
A chant began among some of the Golds. “Greens ain't got no gold, Greens ain't got no gold.”
A single shout of Hammerhorn cut through the din, before being overwhelmed by boos.
“I'm sure we could fill a few more seats had we actually been given the chance,” said Omodo. A wry grin appeared on his face. With sudden insight Valaran realized why the Armodon intimidated him; the beast did not seem afraid at all.
“You know I'm going to kill you,” said Valaran. Few Gladiators faced him willingly these days; he had to resort to blind draw matches or coercion to find opponents. It galled him that this ugly unnatural beast-race freak would not give him the fear he deserved. “You won't leave this arena alive.”
“The possibility had occurred to me,” said Omodo. “But I might kill you as well. I wonder if your Golds will show you mercy if I manage to humble you, Valaran?”
“Watch your mouth, beast,” warned Valaran. The crowd was quieting now, listening intently. “You should never have decided to set foot on the sands with me!”
“I am a Gladiator Valaran, just like you,” said Omodo. His voice was loud and steady. His eyes were bright and focused. No one jeered. “Our kind has very few options beyond that first, vital choice to fight in the arena. Despite all of our power, all of our potential, our lives are confined, and our path is narrow. My path led me here. Now I have only two options left to me. I can walk away and live; I can face you, knowing that you might kill me. I choose to face you to set an example for others.”
“I will kill you,” spat Valaran. “Your Faction will fall apart.”
A single fan shouted affirmation “Yeaaaaah!” The sound was ugly in Valaran's ears.
Omodo chuckled and then continued. “I know you wouldn’t face me unless you were absolutely confident of victory, Valaran. You have more tricks up your sleeve which you think will guarantee victory, I'm sure.”
“I abide by the rules, beast,” snarled Valaran. “Watch your tongue.”
“Some of the worst abuses are perfectly legal,” said Omodo. His voice boomed. “My people know this. Exploitation is what we call it. We had to fight for full citizenship in the Domains. Others called us unnatural because we are the product of magic. Those hateful bastards used all the rules against us, used every dirty trick they could to keep us down. Funny thing, others encouraged this view because as long as we weren't full citizens we were a cheap source of labour. Exploitation. But we struggled and we won. We faced lynchings, beatings, and worse. People died. But we fought on, in the arena, on the fields, and on the streets. Others saw our plight and determination and they joined us, slowly at first, but surely. The common people of this land empathize with others who stand up against injustice. And so I took that second choice. No matter how much you've stacked the odds in your favour, we are on the fighting grounds now and I have a chance to win if my courage holds. I choose to face you Valaran. I like to think of it as justice versus exploitation. My side will always win in the end, even if I fall.”
“You think you know suffering, beast?” said Valaran. His eyes were wide. “I was born in the breeding pits under Irongrim. I learned that success was the only way to avoid pain before I could walk. You don't know me.”
“If this is true, then I'm sorry for you,” said Omodo. There was truth in his tone, and that sympathy made the bile rise in Valaran's throat.
It was all Valaran could do to stop himself from swinging. In his mind compassion was next to contempt. He clenched his jaw and held himself still. He needed to invoke Ut Nex first or his master's plans would be ruined. He turned to the announcer's box. He was reassured when he saw Baurtrum next to the Grey-Robe who was officiating the match. The Dwarf nodded, imperceptibly.
Although he had prepared a long speech for this moment, a flowery and passionate appeal to arena traditions long past, he did not bother to use it. He just wanted to kill this worthless taintborn.
“Under the rules governing this tournament, I CALL FOR UT NEX,” Valaran shouted. There were cheers from the audience. 
“I accept,” responded Omodo.
Valaran grinned, but before he could say anything Omodo raised his voice. “But I too, have a provision. Under the rules governing this tournament, I call for Ars Certamen In return for accepting Ut Nex. The contest will resolve itself at three points per knockdown, as per Faction rules and provisions.”
Baurtrum began frantically conferring with the Grey-Robe next to him.
“Feel free to back down,” said Omodo. He grinned back at Valaran. “A forfeit won't look so bad on your record Valaran. Better than a loss at least.”
“I ACCEPT,” shouted Valaran. 
“Done,” said the Arena Master. “Ut Nex has been invoked. You must sever your attunement to The Keystone now. Failure to do so will be considered a forfeit.” The ward screen flickered red and Omodo felt his attunement to The Keystone as if it were nearby.
“Last chance, beastbred,” jeered Valaran.
Omodo broke his tether to The Keystone without a word. He felt a slight tremor of fear. It was a Deathmatch now. He wanted to live. The red glow of the ward screen faded. Valaran did not hesitate, attacking immediately. The trumpets sounded.
Omodo was immediately put on guard by Valaran's speed. He did not expect someone nearly as large as himself to move that fast, at least not without the aid of a powerful enchantment. Rather than parry the attacks he stepped back and swung his war-maul. So swift was Valaran that one of the tips of long blades grazed Omodo's side nonetheless, slicing through the Armodon's thick hide with contemptuous ease. Valaran ducked under the war-maul. Then he thrust before Omodo could back-swing, scoring another small cut. 
“Carve us a piece Valaran!” someone yelled. Omodo shut out the rest of the jeers. He needed to focus.
“I am going to make you beg for death, Armodon,” said the Golden Gladiator.
“Better hit harder, then,” replied Omodo, using the reprieve to weave a stoneskin enchantment. “Unless you intend to bore me to submission with your banter.”
Valaran snorted. “The beast has wit!” 
Before Omodo could retort Valaran stepped in launching a series of slashes and thrusts with his golden blades. Truly ambidextrous, he was able to aim his swords attacks independently. He attacked from two multiples angles and varied intervals. It was a hurricane of sharp edges and golden points. Omodo took several hits on his armour and two quick cuts. Thinking quickly he swung his war-maul, forcing Valaran to dodge. But he recovered and lunged. Anticipating this Omodo sidestepped and swatted at Valaran with the haft of his weapon. The attack hit Valaran's armour, hard enough to knock him off the Rhythm of his next strike.
To Valaran's disappointment his touches on this last exchange were small cuts at best. He wanted to see rivers of blood, but the Armodon's stoneskin spell and thick hide were unusually effective in conjunction with heavy armour. 
They repeated the exchange again and again. Each time Valaran cut the Armodon and the audience would cheer. On the third pass however, his confidence was shattered when the clever Omodo anticipated his movements once again, smashing him with the butt of his mar-maul. Had Valaran not been wearing his Golden mask he would have lost teeth, perhaps broken his jaw. He staggered back, barely avoiding a quick scythe-like swipe of the maul's vicious back-spike. The taste of blood in his mouth brought his patron, Moltar's, disapproving face flashing into Valaran's mind.
Taking the offensive, Omodo swept forward swinging his war-maul in broad arcs, back and forth. He repeated the motions to keep Valaran moving, giving himself a respite from the swordsman's attacks. Most warriors would have tired quickly from swinging such a massive weapon, but stalwart Omodo had practised this very same set of motions endlessly over the years. His arms were steady, his feet were sure, and his mind was focused on keeping Valaran on the defensive.
Valaran did not have the reach to get around Omodo's steady advance, nor did he want to bring his most potent magics to bear so soon. He needed to let the crowd peak first. In truth he also wanted to make the Armodon bleed, to show his dominance to the world.
The two Gladiators danced around the arena, Valaran keeping out of the lethal arc of Omodo's Maul, giving ground and making the occasional quick thrust. He scored two minor hits, enough to draw blood but little more. Both times he barely escaped being hit in return. After the second hit Omodo renewed his stoneskin spell. The crowd cheered and jeered. Valaran decided it was time.
Keeping out of the Armodon's way, Valaran channelled power into several spells. The first spells were mostly distractions, designed to throw off any Gladiator reading his weaves. His swords began to drip venom and his muscles began to swell, useful enchantments both, but hardly pivotal. Then, when he judged that the Armodon was most vulnerable, he used his real talent. He reached out, twisting the pattern of Omodo's stoneskin spell.
Omodo felt his own enchantment turned against him, perverted by Valaran's interference. His movements slowed as his skin became petrified in places, taking on the negative aspects of stone now. He stumbled, overbalanced, horrified at having his own power tainted thus.  
Valaran did not waste any time. He swept forward as the Armodon's attack faltered. He thrust his left hand sword into the beast's broad belly. He felt a jarring impact, and then the blade slid into flesh. He stepped past, turning, twisting and ripping his sword through Omodo's vitals, turning and slashing downwards, slicing into the back of the Armodon's leg with his other blade, hobbling him.
Omodo felt the cold metal tear into his vitals, the brutal attack aggravated by magic and flesh-eating venom. The pain roared through him and it was all he could do to stay focused. Part of him knew that this wound would be the end of him. He could feel the crowd, so hateful, like all the old nightmares of unfriendly audiences that used to plague him. He could hear their jeers. He was done. Valaran was too canny an opponent to lose to him now. Lesser men would have fallen, but brave Omodo rebelled against this end. He wanted to live, to stand strong in the sun another day. Pain ripped through him as Valaran's second blade bit into his leg. He fought to stay focused, shouting as he whirled.
Valaran's glee was interrupted by an armoured elbow slamming into his head. The impact sent him crashing to the ground. He lay there in the sand for a heartbeat, unsure of what had happened. Did his attack not gut the beast? Instinct screamed warning to him. He barely had time to roll out of the way before the colossal head of the Armodon's war-maul slammed into the sands. He kept rolling, coming to his feet out of reach.
Blood dripped from the horrendous gash in Omodo's vitals. He staggered but remained upright despite his severed hamstring. Valaran could see his innards. He could smell the blood and offal. He could feel the frenzy of the crowd. Disembowelment was a killing wound in a match like this, especially with the poison fouling the wound. And yet, Omodo still stood, radiating calm in the face of horrible pain and certain death.  Valaran knew pain; agony beyond words had accompanied his every failure training under Moltar. He knew the cold spectre of death that accompanied his Master's displeasure. It galled him to see the Armodon defiant still. He knew how this kind pain and humiliation in front of a hostile crowd could render even the most stalwart of Gladiators. 
And then, in the face of everything the Armodon chuckled. His laughter was laboured, even tortured; but he laughed nonetheless.
“What?” said Valaran.
“Listen,” said Omodo.
Valaran strained his ears. He heard the jeers and murmurs of his Golds. Their hate invigorated him, stoked by the forbidden magic that Baurtrum had used to bind them to him. But then, above their hateful sounds he heard something else.
 
o-----
 
The streets of Dun Loryn were a sea of cheering now. Gavin, Ravius, and the other Greens, denied their chance to cheer their Omodo in the arena, had filled the streets early on. They could hear the hate-filled jeers of Valaran's partisans inside. It galled them.
One of the pages, her voice cracking, tears in her eyes, shouted out “HAMMERHORN!” in defiance. The ragged shout shook Gavin, Ravius, and the others from their pained silence. They began to shout as well. Soon all the Greens on the streets and in their camp took up the refrain. 
And others did as well. 
Among the Reds and the Oranges, some of whom had lost friends to the Golden monster, the shout was taken up. Among the folk of Dun Loryn, those who had measured Valaran and Omodo through the eyeglass of hospitality; the shout was taken up. Among the Blues, many of whom had to endure the bullying of their arrogant ally or simply enjoyed the company of the amiable Armodon; the shout was taken up.
“HAMMERHORN! HAMMERHORN! HAMMERHORN!” 
 
o-----
 
“HAMMERHORN!” The shout echoed through the bowels of the arena, the old dungeons and cisterns of Dun Loryn. Cleothera passed into one of The Keystone rooms. There was a page attending the stone, but since she was a Grey-Robe he paid her no mind. The stone was not in use; Ut Nex would have severed any connection to The Keystone. She touched the stone as she passed; send a pulse of power through it. The stone flashed and the page looked up from his book. Cleothera, now attuned to the stone, smiled at the young man and he looked down, suddenly feeling awkward. She left the room, hurrying up to the private boxes. This stone was the nearest one to Baurtrum's position.
“HAMMERHORN,” She realized the cheering was coming from outside the arena. It sounded as if the whole world was shouting for her friend. She took the stairs quickly, heading to find and confront Baurtrum. 
Cleothera had to stop several times to gather herself. She wished she had Gavin or Sax, or even Captain diAuran with her. Confronting a potentially deadly criminal by herself was not her style.  She needed to do something though. Omodo was counting on her.
She passed a few people on her way to Baurtrum's box. She could sense no magic from within, but she guessed it was warded. It was also locked, but she had anticipated that and pilfered a key. She slid the key into the lock. She hesitated for just a moment, her heart leaping into the her throat. Omodo's counting on me, she thought, steeling herself and thrusting open the door.
The room was swimming in power. The dwarf stood at the centre of the maelstrom, a small runed orb grasped in his hands. Cleothera took it all in with a glance. As far as she could tell Baurtrum was strengthening Valaran's connection to the audience. The orb increased his power dramatically. She realized he was using a subtler version of the spell that the Heretic Mondarvis had supposedly used to dominate men and women and turn them into murderous thralls. All of this ran through her mind as she ran towards Baurtrum and kicked at the orb in his hands. 
Baurtrum had learned the powerful domination spell from Mondarvis. He had used the forbidden magic to help Valaran, quite likely on behalf of some superior agency. Officer Erbly had either been part of their cadre who turned against them, or had recognized the heretic. They had reacted by using the same magic to turn nearby travellers into mindless killers and send them after Erbly, who had unleashed his golem in a futile effort to fend them off. When Captain diAuran had come to suspect Baurtrum, he had betrayed Mondarvis, setting him up to take the fall. When they had arrived before he could complete a proper mind-wipe, he pretended to be interrogating his former colleague and had then accidentally set him free, knowing that Sax or diAuran would be forced to kill Mondarvis. After that he had just had to survive an interrogation of his own and weather the displeasure of his superiors. Then he had returned to helping Valaran.
Cleothera's foot connected with the orb. Hands grasped at her as figures converged from around the room. Something whistled through the air, by her ear. The orb sailed out of Baurtrum's hand and he turned eyes comically wide. The runed sphere arced through the air, shattering as it hit the box's protective wards, overloading them, and shattering the orb. A rush of power washed over the room. Everyone fell. Cleothera was expecting this; she rolled as she hit the ground, and regained her feet at the edge of the box. She looked over into the seats below, filled with agitated people.
“Bitch,” snarled Baurtrum, “You'll pay for that!”
Cleothera looked back at him. Five burly men with empty eyes moved towards her. More dominated Thralls. Too many for her to handle.
“You're the criminal here Baurtrum,” said Cleothera. “The Deliberative is already wary of you; this will put you away for good.”
“Silly little Elf,” said Baurtrum. “I have been playing this game for a long time. I have allies who will ensure my safety. All I have to do is make sure you can't speak out against me.”
“Even if you silence me, someone will see through your scheme,” said Cleothera. “You'll pay for what you've done.”
“I'm sure that will console you when I'm the favoured friend of the next Chosen and you are an ill used, brain-wiped, tongueless whore dying from sphincter rot in a Dregs gutter.” sneered the Dwarf.
Hands reached for her. Cleothera vaulted the railing, screaming shrilly to warn those below. She pushed off and leapt to ensure that she would fall. She had a momentary view of the arena, Omodo and Valaran fighting, before the ground leapt to meet her. He body crunched into stone stairs. Her arms snapped from trying to break her fall. As the pain hit, she almost wished that she had not attuned to the stone. As her broken eyes dimmed, she hoped that her efforts had been enough to aid Omodo. Then the darkness took her.
Baurtrum had no way of knowing that Cleothera lived. He also had no way of knowing she was desperate and working alone. Fearing the worst, he fled. By the time the healers woke Cleothera, he was on the run.
 
o-----
 
“HAMMERHORN! HAMMERHORN! HAMMERHORN!” 
Valaran heard it. He felt the power of that hated shout growing. This was his moment, and yet they were cheering the Armodon's name. Soon it would drown out even the loudest chanting from his Golds within the arena. He felt a small tremor of unease.
This was rapidly followed by a sudden feeling of inverted sensation, as if the world had turned upside down for a moment. The nature of Valaran's bond with the crowd changed and shattered, as Baurtrum lost control of his spell and then fled. Valaran was only dimly aware of the specifics of the Grey-Robe's efforts on his behalf, however, and so his suspicious mind attributed this shift to the chanting. 
“You are going to die here,” Valaran said to Omodo, covering his sudden feeling of vertigo.
“They know, and yet they cheer me still,” said great Omodo softly, motioning with an arm to the few Greens cheering him from the stands. He thought he could make out Delph with Green Sting on his shoulders. Who would think that you could feel solace at such a time? And yet he took heart knowing that they were there, cheering him. “Even this failure won't kill their love for me Valaran. My life... my life is built on good dreams and great friendships. If it must end here, so be it. I made my peace with death before I ever stepped on the sands.”
“I will cut you up,” hissed Valaran. “I will make you beg. Your pathetic followers will see what you're really made of when I make you scream and beg taintborn.”
“Well,” said Omodo. He felt his life slipping from him, felt death's touch in the dimming of his vision, but he took heart hearing the cheers. It banished the dark thoughts of old and reminded him of everything he had accomplished. It blunted the inevitable. “Just make sure you pay attention to the score Valaran..., after all, I'm ahead.”
Ars Certamen. Knockdown for points. Faction rules. It dawned on Valaran then that he had agreed to a match that he had a chance of losing. Omodo had already punched him to the ground once. He had to do the same before killing the beast or he would lose to this stupid technicality. Why had he agreed to this? He felt uncertainty ripple through his connection to the crowd as his Golds also realized that Omodo was outscoring him. 
“Such a clever creature,” he said. “I hope it consoles you when I'm pissing on your carcass.”
“Come then, mercenary.” said Omodo. He spat at his feet, and felt the weight of sadness settle on him as he saw that it was red. He began to channel and weave a spell of healing. He knew Valaran would use his strange magic to turn it against him, but he had to try; it was in him to attempt to survive, to live as long as he could. “Your master's paid your price, best not keep him waiting.”
Valaran twisted the Armodon's spell, using it to wrack him with pain. He grinned and advanced as Omodo staggered and fell to his knees. The Armodon had to hold his innards in with one hand, leaning on his war-maul with the other. Valaran just needed to topple the beast to the ground once before he killed him and they would be tied in points. The crowd was his, he would win any appeal, he had made sure of that. The Golden Giant moved in, waiting for his moment to strike.
Pain suffused Omodo. His vision blurred. His breathing was laboured. He thought of his friends. He thought of his family. He gathered the last of his energy. Took one last tortured breath of sweet air. Then he waited for Valaran to close. Death was upon him. Omodo was afraid to die, and yet resolute in his acceptance. All men must die, he thought, and if it must be so, then let me die well! His other hand darted to his weapon. Pain seared through him as the wound he had been holding closed reopened. Omodo looked up, his eyes met Valaran's, and then he swung, roaring blood and giving everything he had to one last gambit.
Fool, thought Valaran, he's swung too high. Despite his hate, he could not help but admire the beast's endurance, as he moved to duck under the massive war-maul.  
Just like him to forget the horn, thought Omodo as he swept his head back towards Valaran. He felt the blade pierce him. Grunted. Tasted blood. Heard the roar of the crowd. Felt his horn hit hard. Felt the crowd's hate turn to shock as he came up. His vision blurred. He heard someone, many people? Shouting his name. HAMMERHORN! He saw a blade sticking from his chest, a fountain of red, strangely beautiful. He felt cold. He saw Valaran on the ground. Felt triumph. 
Omodo tried to take a step, but his legs would not move. He tried to take a breath, but his lungs disobeyed him. He tried to speak, but he choked on blood. He fell to his knees once more, the red sand rising to embrace him. His eyes blurred and darkness crept in. He felt something hit him. He could not move. He tried to grab at something but got only a handful of sand and blood. A sense of peace settled upon him. And as an enraged Valaran began to hack his limbs from his body Omodo, Hammerhorn, shuddered and died. 
As his spirit left his frame, he was assaulted by the hatred of the Golds. But he heard his name being called by the people in the streets and he broke beyond the hate and towards the sound of cheering. His last thoughts were of wide open fields and the sweet laughter of friends.
The Trumpets sounded. Valaran looked to the score.
Greens 6. Gold 3.
Valaran had lost the match. He'd lost. How can I lose? he thought, I'm a winner! It took a moment to register.
“NOOOO!” he shouted. And then turned to Omodo's body, laying into it with his blades.
Valaran hacked Omodo into an unrecognizable mass. Screaming fury and covered in gore he chopped the great beast's horn off his head and held it up for the crowd to see. Some of his Golds roared their praises, and he drew savage fury from them. So much did he drink of their power that several clutched at their hearts as they failed. He laughed then. And after he was done, as he said he would, he pissed on the great Armodon's remains. 
Most of the crowd, be they Gold, Green, or Grey, were disgusted by Valaran's display.
 
 
 



Chapter Fifty-Two: Gladiator's Wake
1147/07/17 AR Omodo's Funeral
1148/06/05AR Gavin's next match, Bullstock
 
“It is one thing for a Gladiator to kill an opponent, but the disrespect for the fallen and feral attitude shown by Valaran diVolcanus mark him as unworthy of the acclaim he has been given. His actions were those of a savage, not a Champion.” The Dragon Crimvidinn, at the Dun Loryn enquiry.
 
“Officer Baurtrum Onyxclan is from this moment forth a Heretic and a Traitor. No effort will be spared in hunting him down. He must not escape us.” Ordo Grevex.
 
“In the end this condemnation of Valaran is yet another example of the terrible envy gnawing at the heart of the modern Empire. Valaran diVolcanus's behaviour was a little extreme for the so-called Free Leagues, but nothing unusual in the Death-Leagues. I imagine Valaran is rather perplexed as to why the mob is suddenly so outraged. In his mind he was just doing his duty, and now his hard-won image is forever tarnished. It is shameful really.
Shameful because we have allowed a Great Man to be dragged down. The mob is so eager to attack our Champion because he is born winner. The mob loves to see someone of his noble stature and wilful character dragged down to their own level. I predict that by the time Valaran arrives at the Grand Championships in three years, no one will even remember the Armodon's name.” G.G. White Arena Post Editorial.
 
Systems do not care. The Arenas of the Domains wait for no man's sorrow. There is no compassion allowed for Gladiators. Omodo body was gone by the time Gavin and Ravius bulled their way into the arena and cremated before they could see it. Even the white sands had already been groomed back into pristine, unbloodied condition.
Neither Gladiator remembered much of the aftermath of the tie-breaking match. The streets were chaos as Greens, Reds, and Oranges clashed with Golds, shoving and shouting until order was imposed by the Legions and The Chosen two days later. Valaran left immediately. Controversy followed him; he was later reprimanded in absentia by tournament officials and suspended from competition after an official enquiry. Many scribes and commentators of The Great Games pronounced their shock and disgust with his behaviour in links and newsprints over the next few months.
Gavin and Ravius received a description of the battle from the handful of tearful Greens who had actually managed to get seats. Omodo had responded to Valaran's call for Ut Nex with Certamen. He had lured Valaran into a match that the Golden one could not win. Omodo was the victor, but Valaran had killed him and treated him brutally. A heart-broken Delph and Green Sting described the mighty Armodon's final moments to the Greens, and a crowd of Villagers. In the end they were all overcome with emotion. Gavin was sickened to hear that Valaran had taken great Omodo's horn as a trophy. Tears flowed, angry oaths were sworn, and Valaran was cursed many times. But Omodo was also praised, and as Delph's rough voice spoke of his hero's last stand, a martyr was born. It was this symbol that would give the Green Faction unity and purpose in the years ahead.
After the legions were called in and order was restored in Dun Loryn, the Greens gathered in their camp. The streets of Dun Loryn were thick with grief and anger still, but Valaran was gone. The people mourned Omodo, their hero, victorious even in death. The Greens swore revenge and undying hatred for the bastard Valaran. Then they drank themselves into oblivion. Gavin's dreams were raw and haunted for many nights. Far way Sadira could sense his agitation, and knowing the cause, she came.
Gavin penned a challenge to Valaran the night after Omodo's death, before Valaran's suspension was announced. There are many channels for men who want to butcher each other in the arena. The Death-Leagues. A formal duel. Instead of panic or loss, he just felt numb, shocked that Omodo was dead. He had known it was a possibility, perhaps even a likelihood, but it seemed unreal nonetheless. Underneath it all, the loss and sorrow, his undying anger at Valaran, lit like fury's furnace, was ready to explode.
Of course, that was all according to another plan; it always is in The Great Games.
 
o-----
 
Baurtrum wrung his hands, pacing back and forth in the ship's Cabin. His false trails appeared to have worked. He was almost free of the Domains. All around him he could hear the sounds of the ship's crew readying to move. Beyond that he could hear the sounds of Frostbay port, the water, and distant activity. His ears strained and any unfamiliar sound bought about a jump and a pause. He fretted, close to escape, but trapped by the need to wait for a pilot to guide them out of the port in the early morning mists.
Sax crept up the side of the ship, clinging to it like a spider, his callused hands finding purchase on the weathered wood. He moved patiently, his strange skin of armour changing colours to blend in as he climbed. A small spell, easily lost amid the magics of a busy dock, made him lighter. He used a tiny mirror to peer into a window the forecastle cabin, and there, he sighted his quarry.
Baurtrum paced, fear growing in his gut. He felt like shouting at the crew and captain, but he had already dominated them with magic. They would work themselves to death if it would speed up their departure. He would need to be careful with the pilot though. He part of port security and Baurtrum's ship could not outrun a naval vessel if the guide alerted them. He did not notice Sax.
Cleothera waited aboard the Jezebelle's Edge, a massive ship of the line. It had been easy enough to guess which ship Baurtrum had taken. Few crews readied a ship in such stiff silence. She wondered if fear had made Baurtrum stupid, or if he was just that arrogant or that desperate. She received a mirror-signal communication from Sax, confirming the presence of her target. She nodded to the captain. The Jezebelle's Edge lurched into motion. Marines formed up on deck, ready to board. 
Baurtrum snapped out of his reverie as the warship sailed into view, hailing his own vessel. His heart thudded. The dominated captain responded to the hail woodenly. The warship closed, slamming shut Baurtrum's hopes for escape. He could see marines on the decks. His dominated sailors would not hold them for long. He was not sure if it was the Greys or his former allies who had found him. It hardly mattered; if either side caught him they would gleefully “interrogate” him. The Greys would use cleaner, more humane methods, but the end result would be the same. He would not allow them to take him. If he could not escape, he must take his own life. He headed to the powder room.
Sax slipped onto Baurtrum's ship through a cannon port. Moving silently and swiftly he caught Baurtrum as the traitor closed in on the powder room, a torch in hand. 
The first indication that Baurtrum had of the silent Ogre's presence was the torch being snatched from his grasp and then a painful sensation just below his neck. He lost control of his limbs, falling to the ground. He couldn't even roll over.
Sax turned Baurtrum over with his foot. He held up a bloody stiletto and smiled. Baurtrum spat and cursed. He was alive but helpless.
“Too slow,” said Sax. “Should have known better than to think you could escape us. No easy death for you. You're going to spend a long time in in a deep hole.”
Baurtrum opened his mouth. What he might have said was lost as his doom came to pass. There was a surge of power. The Dwarf began to writhe, his head flopping around, teeth chattering, nails raking the wood. His eyes shrivelled. His skin sagged. Sax tried to counter the spell, attacking the pattern until his nose bled, but he could not match its power. He ran for help, but by the time he and Cleothera returned, Baurtrum was nothing but a husk.
The destruction was so thorough that even powerful necromancy could not provide them with more answers.
 
o-----
 
The Dragon, Crimvidinn, benefited greatly from Omodo's triumph at Dun Loryn, as did the Green Faction as a whole. With the Dun Loryn victory the Greens earned respectability and a surge of support that earned Crimvidinn's chosen candidate a seat in a local assembly. He was the first candidate openly backed by a Dragon to win. And the cold truth of the matter was that Omodo's death served the Greens very well in the long run; he became a martyr, a hero to their cause, drawing thousands to them. His death galvanized the young Faction. Omodo's image was never tarnished; it only grew with time.
Valaran was rebuked by the Assembly of the Covenant, the highest of the public bodies, and suspended from competition for at least a year. The arena gossip-mongers turned on him in a frenzy, mocking him as a brute and a monster, destroying his once pristine image. 
Still, those who had sent Valaran to foil Omodo were pleased in their own way. They had their eyes on a greater game.
 
o-----
 
They scattered Omodo's ashes on verdant, vibrant grasslands called the Dragon's Green. It was a bright day with gentle winds, much at odds with the sadness of those gathered. Sadira, Gavin, Ravius, Lina, Sax, and Cleothera stood shoulder to shoulder with Omodo's family and the many folk who knew and loved him. They came from all over the Domains to pay homage to him. Men and women who'd fought beside the great-hearted Armodon in the arena, trained with him on the Commons, knew him from his youth, or simply exchanged words with him on their travels. Many were people that he had helped, lending his good name and strong back to those who asked. Unassuming and kind, despite his great strength and talent, Omodo attracted many friends and followers. Despite his size, people found him more approachable than most of the Gifted. As the motes of ash that had been his body were taken by the wind, even the most stalwart of Gladiators and the fiercest of Gladiatrices were moved to tears.
 
o-----
 
It is tradition among those who shed their blood in the arenas of Krass to celebrate the lives of their kind even as they mourn them. And so, as the sun set they came together, feasted, danced and drank, sharing tales of their lost friend. The Green Faction, once just a collection of losers, dreamers, and rebels was reborn that night.
 
o-----
 
“So after the fight, Ravius and I were covered in the Kraken's ink,” said Gavin. His voice was on the verge of breaking. He concentrated on the story and Sadira's warmth at his side, trying not to choke on sorrow. Taking a deep breath, he continued, staring into the flames of the great fire around which they were all gathered. He tried to picture his friend, standing in the arming room.
“The thing about Kraken's ink is that it stains and it smells worse that you could imagine.” said Gavin.
“Smell's worse than beastman's arsehole,” added Ravius.
 “It sticks like tar, and it’s hard to get off without the proper solvent; even Glamour won't work” said Gavin. “So Ravius and I are sitting in the arming room, marinating in this foul stuff, and by now we are both feeling pretty sorry for ourselves while we wait for the bloody solvent to arrive...”
“Why they didn't have it ready beforehand, I'll never understand.” said Cleothera.
“I felt like taking the grey path, truth be told,” said Ravius. “Drowning is not a pleasant way to tap out. I came close to quitting.”
“So Omodo walks into the arming room. He's clean now, somehow having managed to avoid getting dunked in the ink. He takes a look at Ravius and me. We looked pretty pathetic, I'd guess. When we turn our attention to Omodo he sniffs the air. By the ancestors, I'll never know how he managed to keep a straight face while inhaling that stench. He sniffs the air and then he looks back to us and said `does anyone here feel like having seafood tonight?'”
“We both laughed,” said Ravius. 
“That we did,” said Gavin. “We needed that laughter, and Omodo knew we needed it. He was a true friend.”
 
o-----
 
“I don't know if any of you met Meady Mox, the arena master at Dreadwood,” said Sadira. “He was a corrupt, disgusting little maggot with some nasty appetites. He wanted me to do `favours' for him in order to get matches.”
“Sounds familiar,” said Headtaker. “We all know his type.”
“Mox was rotten in every way,” said Vintia, her eyes still bright with tears. “He tried to get Sadira killed and attempted to rape a friend of ours.”
Others nodded.
“He got his in the end,” said Sadira. “But there were times that I felt so helpless and hopeless there. One day Mox catches me after training, just as I'm coming out the baths.”
“At least he had good taste,” interjected Gavin. “You do look better when wet.”
Sadira laughed. “Quit interrupting... We all know what the baths are like, but this wasn't another fighter checking me out or showing their interest. He was in our space. He just stared at my tits as I walked by. I moved at a normal pace, because I didn't want to show the bastard that I cared. He didn't even pretend to look elsewhere; he just followed me, nodding and smiling his vapid little smile. I wanted to kill him every step of the way, but I just forced myself to ignore him and show no weakness.”
“Sounds awful,” said someone.
“After I was sure he was gone I just couldn't hold it in any more. I hit the wall so hard I broke my hand. Cracked the stone too. The Dreadwood Arena doesn't have any absorption runes; it's too old. Just at that moment Omodo walked through; he looked at me, looked at the broken stone, and then he punched it too. He shook his hand, smiled and then said `I always hated that wall'. It was just what I needed to calm down. Next time Mox tried to peep on me in the baths, Omodo, Ravius and Gavin all showed up, naked, and scared the shit out of that little maggot.”
“Mox couldn't keep his eyes off the big man's `second horn', either,” said Ravius, chuckling. “He just kept backing away, watching it like it was going to attack him...”
They all laughed. A few bawdy comments were made.
“Omodo helped in little ways,” said Sadira. “He never let someone suffer in silence, even when it was their own fault. He was a brother to us all. I will miss his kindness and his faith in others.”
 
o-----
 
Omodo's mother and father spoke about how their son saved his money and sold his patron gifts to send back to them so that they could start businesses and improve the local communities. This was a real blessing to the people he had been taken from as a young boy. They described how he visited often, always lending a helping hand. They wept as they talked, but their pride shone through despite their son's brutal end.
 
o-----
 
“I met Omodo in training,” said Ravius, who was one of the last to speak. A maudlin spirit had overtaken him as the night progressed. “I was paired up with him during a match when we were both twelve. He seemed nervous, fidgeting with the mace and shield they had given him for the match. He would not meet my eye. Skirmishers are trained to take advantage of this sort of weakness. As soon as the fight started I began calling him names. Taintborn, hornhead, beastbred, all of the horrible prejudiced barbs that a twelve year old with a mean streak can come up with. I beat him that match and left him standing there, dejected, waiting to be admonished by the instructors. I may even have said something unkind on my way out.” He paused, thinking back.
“The very next day, during free matches on the commons, he challenged me. He walked right up and asked to fight me again. I laughed at him. This time I humiliated him in front of the whole yard. I made quite a few people laugh and join me in calling him names. I felt good about it. I did not expect to see him again. A few days later he returned and asked to fight me again. I won again this time, but not as easily. He kept at it. I asked him why and he explained that he feared hostile groups of people and needed to learn how to stay strong in the face of my kind of prejudice.”
He paused and shook his head
“My kind of prejudice,” said Ravius. His voice seemed on the verge of cracking, but he continued. “I felt shame burn through me when he said that. Taunts on the fighting grounds are meant to be harsh, but I'd gone too far, humiliated and bullied him even when we weren't fighting. I did it to inflate my own sense of self-worth. I sought him out for practice after that. We became friends. He never let me moderate my tongue when we were fighting. He overcame his fear, in time.  When we parted ways in Camp Valorous, he told me that he wanted to see if he could face them, face the crowd, without my support. He felt he was ready. He was right.”
His voice dwindled and he took a rattling breath.
“When next we met, Omodo was a much greater man. He had the confidence to match his big body and his colossal heart; a Champion's confidence. I will remember the way he stood up to every problem he faced, and saw it as an opportunity to become better by overcoming it. I will miss his wisdom.”
The mourners erupted into cheers, but Gavin noticed that Ravius looked troubled. The blonde skirmisher rose and stalked away from the fires and the crowds as Delph rose to speak.
 
o-----
 
“I grew up in East Shallows,” said Delph. “We never had much. When ma died, I spent a lot of time on the streets. I felt like, maybe no one wanted another Hornhead. Maybe the only path for me was the dockside gangs.”
“I first saw Omodo when he fought in the pits,” he said. “I snuck in there when I was just a boy, to watch the Minotaurs fight. It’s good to see people like me who have pride. Omodo was the first Armodon I'd seen there. I could tell he was like me, on the inside. I watched him ever since then, when I could. He grew great, and I was proud of him.”
The young minotaur paused, eyes haunted. “He made me want to be better. Instead of running streets, I begged for jobs Dockside. I got one and I worked hard. When I was treated bad, I just walked away and found another job, just like when Omodo lost a match. He never gave up.”
“I saved money. I stayed out of trouble, even when it would have made me rich. Even when it would have made me feel strong. Omodo was like my totem, my hero. I carried him with me. It sounds dumb, but when I was tempted, when things got tough, I just asked myself, what would he do?”
“I kept going to his matches when I could,” said Delph. “On his last in Camp Valorous, I look up and he's standing before me. He says `Hi Delph'. Turns out he remembers people who watch him, especially those of us who liked him in the early days. He's just good like that. We get to talking, and I realize he cares. Really cares, like he's Ezuis or one of the old-time knights from before The Reckoning. I started working for him when I could. He even tried to pay me. He didn't like to think of me as a vassal or a helper. He called me a friend.”
Delph paused, looking off into the distance. “Omodo knew that some folk aren't lucky, like us. They never get the opportunity to better themselves. Even in this bountiful land of ours there are people who can't read and can't fill their bellies. Omodo used his money and his time to raise awareness. He showed me how I could help people. It feels good to make a difference. I owe that to him. Omodo was my hero. His example helped me become a better man. I will miss his wisdom.”
 
o-----
 
After several minutes of searching Gavin spotted Ravius standing, staring out across the darkened plain where they had scattered Omodo's ashes earlier in the day. The stars were bright in the cloudless sky and the songs of night insects mixed with the sound of the wake at this distance. The smiling skirmisher had left the circle of the wake early. It was unlike Ravius to seek solitude. He did not turn as Gavin approached, even though he made his presence obvious.
The silence stretched, unbearable. Ravius looked pale and tired, bereft of hope.
“It's over,” said Ravius. “He was the best of us; now he's dead. I don't think I can keep going Gavin. It seems so pointless now.”
“What will you do?” said Gavin, wishing he could find the words to console his friend.
“I don't know,” said Ravius. 
Eventually it dawned on Gavin that the words he waited for would never come. Nothing he could say would fill the void. He put his hand on Ravius' shoulder. 
“You have been a good friend to me Ravius,” said Gavin. “And you were a good friend to Omodo. If you need time to find yourself, I understand. I'll always be here.”
Ravius chuckled. It was a bitter sound. He turned to Gavin.
“You're going after Valaran, aren't you?” asked Ravius.
“I am,” said Gavin.
“I can't be there for that,” said Ravius. He ran a hand across his cheek. “Once was enough.”
There was a long silence after that.
“I understand,” said Gavin.
“Farewell my friend,” said Ravius. “It was good while it lasted.”
And with that they clasped hands, as Gladiator's do, and parted ways.
 
o-----
 
Sadira found Gavin standing alone in the darkness, much later, after the wake died down. She put her arm around his waist, and leaned her head against his shoulder. They stood that way for some time, until the sky began to brighten in the east.
“What are your plans for revenge?” she asked.
“I am going to hound Valaran until he accepts my challenge... whatever the cost,” he said.
“I've heard that the Assembly has suspended him,” she said.
“I know,” he said. He sighed, deflating a little. “I should be happy that he is dishonoured, but I just want to get this over with.” 
“That does not sound very inspiring, honoured Gladiator,” she said, moving to stand in front of him and meet his eye. The sun rose behind her, and she looked fierce in the newborn light. “I know you have the strength to face Valaran. But I do not trust your mood, my love. Sorrow makes you play the martyr. I want you to promise me that you won't seek Valaran until Master Sax feels you are ready and until you have talked to your father.”
“I don't know if the smith is my father,” said Gavin.
“You do,” said Sadira. “I can feel it in you... deep down, you know. Don't over-think your connection with the man before you've even talked to him. As for Valaran, stalk him like a hunter; put that cunning mind to work.”
For a moment Gavin's mind flashed back to Dun Mordhawk. 
“What if I fail?” he asked.
“Then I will avenge you,” she said. “But you won't fail. I know this”
“How do you know?” he said.
“I just do,” she said. “I have faith in you. Blind, irrational, and foolish... but it has not failed me thus far.”
“Very well,” he said. “But if I swear this thing, you must swear something in return.”
“Oh?”
“You must swear to take Karmal more seriously,” he said. He watched fury creep into her eyes, like storm-clouds sweeping in at dusk. “She has gone beyond the old rivalry. You need to be careful with her.”
She glared at him a moment, jaw clenched. He looked tired, older somehow. He met her gaze squarely though, and her anger faded. She nodded, a little petulantly perhaps.
“Serious oaths should be sealed in blood,” she said after a moment. She drew a blade.
“If you had your way dates would be sealed in blood,” said Gavin. He held out his hand.
She cut her palm, deeply, savouring the pain, and then she did the same to him, cutting cruelly, but he did not flinch. She smiled at his courage, breathing in the scent of blood, mourning, and morning.
“I swear not to seek Valaran until Master Sax deems me ready and I have met with the Smith, Liam Valcoeur,” he said.
“I swear to kill Valaran if our paths cross, and to treat my friend Karmal like my enemy if she acts against me,” she said.
They clasped their bleeding palms together, channelling power into their oath. And thus they were bound to each other, yet again, in a solemn pact of retribution.
 
o-----
 
Eventually Gavin learned that he had failed his test match for Master Rank. He had forgotten about the fight against the Pale woman and her Daemonic possessor. Someone did not like that he had shown mercy to her. It disappointed him that they had decided to fail him, but he did not appeal the decision. He could try again, but not until his fifty-fifth match. But Gavin no longer cared about what The Deliberative thought of his supposed failures, nor did he see master rank as the path to freedom as he once had. Valaran, and his oath to Sadira mattered more to him.
 
o-----
 
Gavin landed on his back in the grass, cut open nearly from his sternum to his collarbone. Sax loomed over him, placing the point of his greatsword, Countess, against Gavin's throat.
“You... have got to be kidding me,” Gavin said, gurgling as his mouth pooled with blood. He signalled his surrender.
Sax withdrew his blade, shrugging at Gavin. Sadira pushed the Ogre aside, kneeling to close Gavin's wounds and heal him with her magic. Gavin's attunement to the monastery’s Keystone made this a fairly simple task.
“Hush,” she said. He could sense reassuring calm from their bond. She did not doubt him. “You're making progress, beloved. You'll get there.”
“Fundamentals,” said Sax. “Your skills are sound, but your lack of focus is keeping you from using them all in harmony. Until your magic, mind, and body all flow as one you will not be ready to face Valaran.”
Gavin let his head roll back. He was frustrated. Three months of daily training with the students of the Faultless Blade and brutal practice sessions with Sax had worn him down. He went over the fight in his mind but could not see how Sax could get past his best defence with such a simple strike. He had yet to beat the master swordsman in a serious fight. It galled him, but he had sworn an oath.
 
o-----
 
Sadira was happy to spend time with Gavin on the calm, sheltered grounds of the Faultless Blade's quaint little school. Chosen Giselle seemed to think that the place was safe, and Sadira was able to spend a day or two with Gavin every month. It was not much, but it was better than before.
Meanwhile she continued to dominate the arena at Brightsand Halls, winning match after match, shedding the blood of the enemies of the Domains before an ever-more worshipful crowd. She heard that Karmal was gaining quite a following in the arenas of the Trapholds, but she wasn't worried. She would put her rival in her place when they next fought in the arena... then they could go back to being friends again.
Sadira did not mention this to Gavin; he didn't understand Karmal like she did.
 
o----- 
 
Perhaps Vintia, now a Junior Warbound with the Ninth Legion, could have convinced Sadira of Karmal's treachery. 
But Vintia was caught up in the sweep of the expedition, getting ready to join the rest of Ninth Legion on the ships that would sail from Krass, down to Sudra, and then to Ithal’duin. They would followed a course pioneered by Chosen Brightloch and the Bright Company, who had discovered the route to lost Ithal’duin twenty years ago. It would take them to a strange new land.
While Vintia's thoughts were often on her friends, they were also on her childhood home on the farmlands of the Promise, and of her ailing parents. She would earn a commendation quickly on this expedition, and as a soldier she would be eligible to inherit her parent's land when they were too old to carry on working it. They had no other children to rely on.
She kept thinking that she should write a letter to her friends. 
 
o-----
 
Ravius was at a loss. He had no trouble making acquaintances, and finding lovers, but his real friends were dead and gone now. Over a long, blurred tour of the taverns of Krass he thought about seeking out Gavin and apologizing. But he couldn't bring himself to watch Valaran slaughter another of his friends. Instead he drowned himself in wine and women. He disappeared, leaving only rumours.
 
o-----
 
Karmal trained, plotted, and engaged in petty intrigue. She provided endless criticisms and personal details of Sadira's life to the more sordid gossip mongers and arena publications. Gaius Gerald White became one of her most influential patrons and introduced her to many of the great and powerful. Her new allies provided her with the best trainers, vassals that satisfied her every desire, and the means to make herself a Champion.
She looked forward to ridding herself of Sadira and becoming the next Chosen.
 
o-----
 
Valaran nursed his anger during his suspension. Faction rules had delivered a victory to the taintborn, unfairly, considering Valaran was the only one left alive at the end of the fight. It was his first and only loss, a hard enough blow to an ambitious man like Valaran, even without the exile from the arena added to it.
 His allies had used him to kill Omodo, and now his “patrons” seemed to care very little that Valaran's hard-won reputation had been tarnished in the process. In fact, they saw it as a failure on his part, a lapse in self-control. Moltar demonstrated his displeasure over his failings, painfully, to his onetime student.
Baurtrum's death meant that Valaran would no longer be able rely on a friendly Grey-Robe to bend the rules. The Dwarf had been useful; it was a shame that he had been caught. On the other hand now that Baurtrum was dead, Valaran was no longer beholden to any bargains they had made. 
And so Valaran nursed his hatred, growing to resent even those who had supported him. What was truly galling in his mind was how much support Omodo gained after his death. Valaran had crushed the Armodon, cut him down, utterly humiliated, and yet his fame still grew. It was unfair. The arena crowds were mostly listless scum who were easily swayed by pitiful creatures like Omodo.  They had no idea how much he, Valaran had suffered, and to what lengths he had gone to just to win.
Valaran's thoughts festered, he came to feel that the people were just jealous of his success, and that The Chosen, even Moltar and his allies, feared his greatness. Instead of looking inward for answers, he blamed others and began to plot against them.
 
o-----
 
Cleothera recovered from her ordeal. She received a commendation from The Deliberative, but refused further promotion. Instead she stayed with Gavin, learning what she could about Valaran to aid her friend. 
 
o-----
 
Gavin fell into step with the monastic regimen of the Flawless Blade School, attending morning training with the rest of the students. They were a mixed group, men and women, Gifted and Ungifted, but despite their differences, they acted in harmony. Morning training consisted of trying to make one thousand perfect strikes. Most of the students used swords, metal or wooden, runed or plain, but no one looked down on Gavin when he chose to use his spear.
Gavin knew their training ritual from the techniques that Sax had taught him. The beginning was similar to any Kata, to repeat a basic motion until it became reflexive. However speed and power were less of an issue than absolute precision. Each strike had to be flawless or the count was reset to zero. Few students reached the full count of one thousand before the time allotted for training ended. Senior students and masters of the school watched, but did not offer comments unless asked. When a student felt he or she was ready to advance they would perform their thousand strikes for the masters, who would judge each strike individually.
It sounded easy enough, but Gavin often found his mind wandering, usually around the three-hundredth strike. This was not unusual. As a Gladiator these attacks were so rote that he did not need to pay any attention to go through the motions. However, as his mind wandered, to Omodo, to Valaran, to Ravius or Sadira, the observers would always take note. He could not tell if they noticed minute flaws that he could not discern creeping into his technique, or if they could simply perceive his wavering focus in spite of his flawless physical motions.
Even when he exerted himself to the fullest he rarely made it past seven-hundred without his thoughts wandering. He simply had too much on his mind.
 In the afternoon, if Sax was available, he and Gavin would fight. Gavin invariably lost these bouts. At first he simply became more determined, treating it like an arena match where he could often overcome his opponents through sheer determination and defensive endurance. This had little effect on Sax, who simply attacked calmly and methodically until he found a weak-spot in Gavin's defences. He managed to find a weak-spot every time.
Gavin became frustrated, and this did not improve his performance, no more than anger did in his encounter with Shield-Splitter when he had first trained with Sax. 
He began to analyze himself, spending long periods in introspection, wondering what was holding him back.
 
o-----
 
Active Gladiators are usually required to fight in at least one match per year, mostly to encourage them to move on to other pursuits when they have lost their taste for competition instead of simply inhabiting the arena circuit with all of the benefits of an active fighter and none of the effort. There are extenuating circumstances, many of them formulated for the convenience of agents of the Grey-Robes or The Chosen who disguise themselves as Gladiators; Gavin did not qualify for any of these.
Almost a year after Omodo's death, he fought again. His match took place in Bullstock, the Flatland’s cattle town where he had first fought to join the Free Leagues. He stood in the big, open arena, which often served as a show-pen for cattle, reminiscing about the bull baiting match he had won here with Ravius. The smiling skirmisher had developed a fondness for testing his skills against the Bulls. Gavin had half expected to find his old friend in the town's Gladiators quarter, and he found himself looking expectantly up every time someone laughed at a bawdy joke. But it was never Ravius. Gavin wasn't sure what he would say if he did encounter his old friend, what would overcome that painful hopelessness that had burdened Ravius after Omodo's death. He could not allow himself to resent Ravius for not wanting to watch him fight Valaran. He knew he had to try; the brave Armodon would not want his remaining friends to fall apart. 
Gavin had just regained Sadira, having impressed Chosen Giselle, only to lose his two best friends. Even Vintia was gone, leaving only letters as the Bright Company moved beyond link range. It was enough to make one believe in ill fate.
Gavin was roused from his reverie by the arrival of Cleothera in the announcer's enclosure. He met her pale eyes, smiling a little. She had decided to stay at his side, openly helping him prepare for his inevitable confrontation with Valaran. While not a fighter, she had keen insight into Cogimancy and great knowledge of the Golden Giant. He wondered what she had given up to help. Perhaps she too wanted vengeance for Omodo. Once, Gavin would have sought something to lash out against, some representative of the forces that acted on him. But now he understood that even killing Valaran would not bring Omodo back, nor would anger change the demands of the great institutions of the Domains.
This match was a simple monster battle. Although Gavin found it difficult to find excitement on the fighting ground after such a long absence, some part of him grasped that this was an opportunity. The Flawless Blade School taught that greatness is built on simple foundations. Perhaps he could make something of this fight. He needed to focus, to lose himself in the challenge.
Gavin breathed in, following the techniques taught to all Gladiators, something that he had re-learned from Sax and the Flawless Blade teachings. He breathed out, letting his pain over the death of Omodo leave his conscious mind as the breath was expelled from his body. A year's distance helped somewhat, as did the reassuring feeling of his bond with Sadira. He breathed in, sensing the arena around him, the restlessness of the crowd. He breathed out, letting go of Karmal and Ravius, absent friends and betrayals on the horizon. He breathed in, feeling the power of his own body, muscles sculpted by endless training and manipulation of his own pattern, bursting with energy, ready to move.
The trumpets sounded. Gavin breathed out again. He exhaled Valaran, hated enemy, cancerous rival, blight upon his life. He breathed in, sensing the currents of magic, the runes on his weapons, the subtle power of the emotions of the crowd, even the faint pattern of the magical affliction that drove the charging Beastmen into a permanently rabid state.
The first of the armoured Beastmen, a horned cyclopean with a mouth full of shark-like teeth, roared as it sprang towards him. He breathed out breathing out, letting go of all of his conscious thoughts and desires, his love for Sadira, his need to find his lost family, his anger, his sadness, almost everything. He breathed in, finding his focus drawing upon the pure power of Lionfang, the indomitable Gladiator, as he did so. He breathed out, bursting into motion and weaving his spells.
The dominant beastman, One-Eye, her nose filled with the scent of the Gladiator's flesh, her ears catching the beats of his heart, her single eye fixed on his seemingly fragile body, swiped her talons at Gavin as he deftly gave ground. She snarled in frustration as he ducked her swing. The need to rend and rip filled her. Her pack closed in around him. It would feel good to share his blood with them.
One-Eye leapt again, trying to overpower the little bloodsack with her massive bulk. Gavin met her with his silver disc, surprisingly strong for such as small being. His bladed stick lashed out as he shoved her away, tripping Long-Tusk. Eyes-Like-A-Hawk darted in and clawed the Gladiator's back, The smell of blood filled One-Eye, driving her like a whip. She lunged at Gavin but his sharp spear foiled her yet again.
Runt, the smallest of them, suddenly stopped fighting. One-Eye could sense his confusion. The need to kill, to feel the insides of this man of silver and sweet flesh, outweighed any curiosity on her part. Runt was weak. Long-Tusk stopped though, snarling at Runt, challenging. Runt quailed, running away like prey.
The air moved, and Eyes-Like-A-Hawk moved with it, as if she had been thrown. She skidded in the sand and came to her feet behind One-Eye, who continued slashing and biting at the silver man. After missing several swipes, she stepped forward, grabbing at him, but he ducked and stepped around her. He was too swift, as if he knew how she would attack before she did! One-Eye expected to die then, to feel the bite of his metal on the back of her neck. She would have killed in his place. Nothing came. 
She whirled. There was a silence now, a quiet where there had been many voices before. Long-Tusk and Eyes-Like-A-Hawk stood, sniffing, backing away from the Man-in-Metal. Runt cowered in a corner, looking fearfully at her. Something was wrong. She gathered her strength, growling, scenting blood, getting ready to leap. But her single eye met Gavin's, and she felt something move inside her head.
One-Eye's rage faded. Man-in-Metal, leader of her pack stood before her. They were in a strange place, standing on sand with walls of stone all around them. There was a small trickle of blood on Man-in-Metal's shoulder. One-Eye approached him, breathing in his confidence, showing her respect. She ran her tongue along Gavin's cut, cleaning it carefully. He made an odd sound, like a long-croak.
 
o-----
 
Gavin held the rage of the Beastmen back until the trumpets sounded.  It required immense effort, of will, of weaving, and of power to do so. He was equal to the task. It seemed that he could only disrupt the pattern of their anger temporarily though, this disappointed him.
The crowd watched him, stunned. The people of Bullstock were famed for their animal husbandry. None of them had ever seen the Beastmen act like this before. 
 
o-----
 
Gavin learned later that they killed his Beastmen, euthanizing them even though they returned to normal after his power disruption ended. Cleothera informed him of this misdeed. He felt a small twinge of anger and a deep sadness on hearing this. The arena was not to be denied its tithe of blood, it seemed.
 



Chapter Fifty-Three: Moonlight Garden
1149/01/13AR Dregs, Supplicants Arena
 
“Some men gain most from experiencing the outer world; others gain mastery by exploring their own minds.” Chosen Mazurin
 
“Only in understanding ourselves can we begin to understand our enemies.” Flawless Blade saying.
 
The night before he won his first training duel with Sax, Gavin wandered the grounds of the Flawless Blade monastery. A full moon with a great chorus of stars set the pure white snow aglow, giving every carefully sculpted stone and manicured tree a ghostly halo. He breathed deeply, enjoying the cold purity of the air, watching his breath as it was carried away by the wind and dispersed. 
The monastery grounds were full of hidden gardens, small areas where students could contemplate or engage in private conversation. Gavin loved the silence of these artful little areas, peaceful and isolated, yet connected to the realms of nature and man by their design. He had spotted a new one during daylight hours, and sought it out by moonlight, in the mood for exploration.
He heard a wolf howl in the distance, and thought he heard a pack answer far away. The howl brought his thoughts round to Sax and Chosen Mordhawk, quiet hunters both. Sax was a Blackcloak, a sort of assassin and enforcer who worked for The Deliberative. Gavin was fairly certain Chosen Mordhawk oversaw the Blackcloaks for The Chosen. They reminded him of wolves.
His thoughts danced and strayed, turning inevitably to Sadira. The moon reminded him of her, the pale luminosity of her skin the same full roundness in her curves. He had just enjoyed a short time with her in Brightsand Halls, a tempestuous few days that left him dazed and thirsting for more. 
As Gavin approached the hidden garden, he caught sight of a great white razorbeak owl on the wing A magnificent specimen, startlingly large, navigating the night sky. He followed its path, seeing that it stalked a horned jack nibbling a bush next to a stone bench near the stairs that led down into the crevice that held his garden, a hundred yards away.
Gavin paused, watching the owl and the jack. The owl drifted on the wind, seemingly lazy, but filled with lethal purpose. The jack, some instinct warning it, paused and sniffed the air. Gavin froze. He could have moved, and through his frantic gestures startled the jack into running safely, but he did not. The owl struck, plummeting silently and suddenly. The jack saw and turned to flee, but it was too late and the night-flier was upon it, killing it quickly, and bearing the body away into the sky. It left a head and a splash of blood in the snow to greet Gavin as he walked to the garden's entrance. Gavin stared at the red stain, thinking of omens. He smirked, amused at the idea. If blood carried omens, the Gladiators would be oracles.
The Gladiator descended fifteen steps, beautifully carved into the shape of animals, leaving the cold and dark behind as the crevasse swallowed him. He paused for a moment before a step carved like a rabbit, skipping over it and offering a silent apology to the jack. Sheltered from wind and snow, warmed by a hot spring, the garden sported an array of brightly coloured mosses and mushrooms. Like most plants in the monastery these were lovingly tended, almost groomed, like favoured pets. Torchlight provided illumination; the soft dancing flames gave off a warm glow. Light crystals were more efficient, but some places simply looked better under fire-light.  
The garden was part of a series of linked spaces formed from various cracks in the rock, ranged to lead to a central space. He saw movement in that room beyond the garden's edge, two figures, the polished steel of their weapons glinting in the light. There was, however, no cause for alarm, for while they were locked in combat; their movements were slow, seeming glacial. The central room that they occupied was a rock garden, raked into a pattern of concentric circles, sheltered from the wind, but open to the sky. A strange fighting ground. Fat snowflakes drifted down as the two warriors went through the motions of their dance, slowly cutting the air, shifting their feet, twisting, striking, dodging with infinitely subdued motions. Gavin watched the pair, in shadow with moonlight glittering on steel and snow, as they moved.
 
o-----
 
Sax looked up at the barbed spear blade, point resting in the space where his throat met his jaw, and grinned.
“Didn't see that one coming,” he said. “You win. Well done.”
Sax couldn't quite put a finger on it, but Gavin seemed to be more attentive, sharper this fight. His movements were crisp and flowed into each other gracefully. The clear-eyed defender anticipated his full series of attacks better than before, and did not fall for any of the simple tricks and feints with which Sax often beat him.
“Your final attack was quite good,” said Sax. “How did you know it would work?”
“I didn't,” said Gavin. The Flawless Blade trained him to perfect his own technique, which also allowed him to perceive even the smallest flaws in his opponent's technique. “Your training teaches you to seek balance above all else. So I figured if I trapped your weapon and shifted it just so, I could hook your leg with my foot without you noticing.”
Sax chuckled. “Balance is supposed to be metaphorical, but I can't fault your results. Good timing on the follow up blast; it ended any chance I might have had of righting myself”
“Thank you Master,” said Gavin. He smiled. “Shall we have another go?”
“No,” said Sax. “I want some time to analyze my loss, to see what I can learn. I have another task for you: I think you are ready for the thousand cuts test Gavin. More than ready. If you can pass it today, I will consider my part of your oath to Sadira concluded.” 
 
o-----
 
Still clear minded, Gavin passed the test with ease. He took each cut on its own, never thinking about the cut behind him or the cut still in front of him. Instead of emptying his mind, he split his focus, concentrating on his spear-work while still allowing his mind to wander.
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
He had heard a rumour that Ravius was dead; killed in a brutal match in an illegal Death-League. Gavin did not believe it. If he were so intent on suicide, Ravius would have gone after Valaran himself. He simply preferred to disappear, rather than watch Gavin fight Valaran, for fear that his friend might meet the same fate as Omodo.
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
His oath to Sadira had held. Their bond was still strange to him; he always had a sense of her now. He sought her out in his mind between cuts. She was enjoying a massage after a fight, talking with Lina. He could almost hear what she said, and feel the vassals hands on her skin.
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
Cleothera smiled more often now. He was pleased she had chosen to stay with them.
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
Sax was a Blackcloak. Mordhawk was connected to them. 
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
Valcoeur was Gavin's father. He must be.
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
 
Valaran was a disgrace now. Many of his former allies had turned on him, not wanting to be tainted by scandal. He would have to face Gavin soon enough.
 
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
Gavin would be ready.
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
He drifted...
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
He thought of his father.
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
Gavin noticed an imperfection in his stance. He corrected it.
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
Had the watching masters not noticed? Strange...
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
He had beaten Sax. Seen a Flaw in the Master's movements. 
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
If Sax wasn't perfect, how could he, Gavin, be?
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
Understanding flowed through him. No one was perfect. The Flawless Blade was an ideal to strive towards; a deeper understanding of the value of self-improvement. Small things, the grip of a blade, the shifting of the feet, the breath, the balance. These could turn a fight just as well as blood-drinking, Ironskin enchantments, or a flashy feint.
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
Being worthy in the eyes of others should never have been Gavin's goal. Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up right.
Being worthy in his own eyes, would be closer, but still fell short.
Lunge, thrust, cut down right, cut up left.
The key was not in the finding, it was always in the seeking. Such is the lesson of small perfections.
Lunge, thrust, cut down left, cut up left, flourish right.
 
o-----
 
Gavin's final challenge was to seek out the smith Liam Valcoeur, whose weapon he bore and who appeared to be his father. Sadira, knowing her man, arrived to support him in this endeavour, though she suspected she would not need to prod him this time. 
In fact, she and Cleothera had already met with the smith, circumventing even watchful Sax, having arranged a meeting through Rune-smith Olga from Dreadwood. There was no doubt that he was Gavin's father; the physical similarity was obvious. The smith was hospitable, but gently rebuked the two women, telling them that his tale was for his son to seek. 
And so one day, in the last month of winter, Gavin found himself at that small house again. Smoke still rose from the forge but now the sturdy windows were frosted and icicles hung from the gutters. He stared at it for a while, just long enough for Cleothera and Sadira to bristle with impatience. He grinned and then he approached the door and knocked.
A tall, straight-backed Light-Elf woman answered the door. She regarded him for a moment and then smiled.
“You must be Gavin,” she said. “Sari... Sax sent word to expect you. Please come in and sit down. I am Villuriel. Liam will be in shortly.”
Gavin introduced Sadira and Cleothera, noting that the woman did not betray any surprise at his companions. Elves usually had a stronger reaction to meeting another of their race for the first time. He looked pointedly at Sadira, who smiled coyly. He rolled his eyes.
Villuriel served tea and wine while Cleothera and Sadira complimented the household decor. Sadira was quite taken with the carved weapon racks. Cleothera liked the lace drapes.
A man about Gavin's height, entered the kitchen, adjoined to sitting room. He crossed to a basin, washing his hands and face. Villuriel crossed to meet him, saying a few words in a hushed tone. I am sitting in a cottage in the middle of nowhere. With my father, whom I've never met, thought Gavin, he looks so much like me, it is undeniable.
Valcoeur walked into the room, sudden and tense. Gavin looked up at him, rising slowly from the chair. The face before him was cast from the same mold as his own. The eyes were darker; a few small details spoke of different experiences. His father had a little more Krassian blood in him perhaps. But there was no mistaking that the same blood ran in their veins.
“Father,” he said.
“Yes,” said Valcoeur.
“Why?” said Gavin.
“Because of the way your mother died,” said Valcoeur, his gaze dropped away from Gavin.
“What do you mean?” said Gavin. He felt odd; this was not at all like he imagined it would be.
Valcoeur sighed. He looked at Villuriel who regarded him with deep sympathy in her clear blue eyes. 
“Girls, why don't we give them some privacy,” she said. And so they left, and Gavin was alone with his father.
 
o-----
 
“Villuriel killed your mother?” said Sadira, later after they had eaten dinner and take their leave.
“Yes,” said Gavin. “I can see how he would have trouble telling that tale to a brash young Gladiator.”
“How do you feel about that?”
“I don't know,” said Gavin. “After hearing the tale I'm not sure I can fault anyone. The arena is a passionate and poisonous place. I need to think about it.”
“Did Liam send you the spear on purpose?” asked Cleothera.
“He set it in my way,” said Gavin. For some reason it gave him a feeling of deep satisfaction just to know that. His father had indeed been watching over him. “It is patterned after the spear my mother once used in the arena.”
 
              o-----
 
The ash plains of Volcanus were an inhospitable place even before The Reckoning, a barren land of rocky wastelands, ash-choked deserts, and toxic sludge. That The Reckoning brought life to this blasted landscape is a mixed blessing, the most grotesque of miracles. The twisted vegetation is as predatory as the spike hounds that now haunt the deep wastes, feeding off of Fermantulas and Ash-Behemoths. 
The nameless things that haunt the ruins that Moltar has yet to reclaim are even worse, but one has to wonder if they are products of the twisted magics of the old wars, or survivors of the storms. Those who brave the ruins and live, dragging plunder or exotic fodder for The Great Games, are well-rewarded. Few return, however.
Yet there are places so miserable and poisonous in Volcanus that only civilized beings make their homes there. Dregs is the worst of these. Here the worst of Mount Irongrim's excretions mix with the spew of the colossal foundries that lie at its feet. 
Dregs is where the rejects, whores, and broken leavings of this Domain's industry live. They scavenge the toxic flows and offer services that even Chosen Moltar cannot officially support. It is a grim place, where life is cheap and everyone seeks fortune and a way out, hopefully before the poisonous air leaches too much life from them.
Dregs is notable for two things. The first is the Dreg's Market. Here the flow scavengers and those who brave the ruins and live sell their best wares. Black marketeers, illegal slavers, and smugglers from all over the Domains come here to trade. Anything can be had for the right price, it is said. Vast profits are made, of which the lord of the Domain is rumoured to take a small cut in exchange for leaving the market “unregulated”. 
The second feature of note is the Death Leagues, which some say are to are to Gladiators as the lost souls of the Dregs are to regular folk, and this is undoubtedly true. There are fighters too savage for modern Games-fans, or too broken and desperate, or simply mad. These call the Death Leagues home, fighting for the people of the Dregs, who appreciate only brutality and victory.
Every fight in the Death Leagues is a Deathmatch. The fans are not nearly as merciful as those in the rest of the Domains. Many Gladiators breath their last here, tasting the foul air of this cesspit as their last defeat. And yet there is opportunity amidst the carnage. Winning even a few fights in the Death Leagues will gain respect for those with unenviable records, often enough to revive a fighter's career. 
The true patrons of the Death Leagues are jaded and wealthy, betting vast sums on their favourites. Winning such a patron is a sure path for one who has alienated the Factions or wishes to avoid them. And for those mad few who can prosper amidst the carnage, who can become the champion of the Death Leagues, a place among the Grand Champions is always assured.
It is to the Dregs that Gavin came, to this toxic cesspit of greed, poison, and desperation, seeking out Valaran to fulfil the last of his oath and avenge his fallen brother.
 
o-----
 
The lower arena in the Death Leagues, called the supplicants arena, is notable for the standing area where the first few thousand spectators to line up for each match can watch for free. The standing area is built on the same level as the fighting grounds and those who watch do so from behind thick iron bars, giving a Gladiator standing on the sands the impression of a being in a cell.
Gavin looked at the people watching him from behind those bars. In their features he read despair, viciousness, bloodlust, and perhaps a little defiance. The paid seats were filled with wealthier looking individuals. Many of these wore Valaran's colours: they wanted to see Gavin humbled.
Cleothera had arranged the match. Sadira had sent Lina, brave little Lina, to keep Gavin company in her homeland. His lover could not come to this match, but he doubted she even considered his death a possibility. She was more confident in him that he was in himself. The thought brought a smile to his face.
To join the Death Leagues a Gladiator had to face the supplicant's test. It was a monster fight, but a difficult one. Just enough of the supplicants were ripped apart to make it interesting to the jaded crowds of Dregs.
A tall, cadaverously thin man, immaculately dressed in worn silks and wearing a half-mask carved from a skull stood up in the announcer's box as Gavin finished his salute. Baron Bones was both the mascot and the announcer of the Supplicant's Arena. He spoke slowly, his voice deep, his diction distinguished and boisterous.
“Good day, gentle folk,” he said. The audience laughed and cheered. 
“We have a new supplicant today,” said the Baron, looking at Gavin with a practised smirk. “A veteran Gladiator comes here to face one of our Own. Shall we let him fight one of our Gladiators?”
“Make him bleed!”
“KILL HIM!”
“Feed him to the worms!”
“Send in the hounds!”
The audience jeered for a few moments, until the Baron cut them off with a wave of his hand. Gavin was impressed at the silence that fell when he commanded it.
“The Death Leagues are the last bastion of the True Games in the Domains. We hold to the old ways, Gladiator. If you want to face one of ours, you will have to prove your worth first. There is no Keystone here. You know you face death. Are you ready, boy?”
“I am, Baron,” said Gavin.
“Let us see if your courage matches your word, honoured Gladiator,” said the Baron. The trumpets rang. 
In the standing section, viewers crowded against the bars expectantly, while behind them, in the higher levels, others sat on the edge of their seats. It took a moment for Gavin to realize that they were waiting with anticipation for the monster or monsters he would be fighting. Cleothera had said they captured ancient beasts from the ruins, some of which could be very strong.
He breathed in, trying not to conjure up phantom mismatches in his mind. There was no sense in worrying until he saw what he was going to fight.
A warbling roar caught his attention; a large door opposite the Gladiator's entrance dropped open. A creature from nightmare stepped out of the shadows. The crowd cheered gleefully as it regarded him with four beady black eyes.
The creature's body was large and muscular, like an ogre's. Its skin was a patchwork of scales and smooth, pale flesh that glistened wetly in the harsh light of the arena. Its forearms were over-sized and ended in curved talons the size of a dirk, obsidian in colour. Four tentacles, each ending in a cruel hook, undulated around its mouth, a vicious looking orifice that combined the worst elements of beak and maw. 
Gavin did not need to look at its pattern to see that it was a creature of tainted magic, the kind that was rare, but not unheard of, within the borders of the Domains. The lines of its magical being were twisted and warped, writhing and strange; like the Chaos storms he had seen. It smelled like rotten fish and spoiled fruit.
“Gladiator, meet Vondo the Flayer,” said the Baron. Although his voice carried above the din of the crowd, it did not seem any louder or less formal. “Once a citizen of Dregs he was condemned to stew in a tainted zone for his crimes. At least we finally made something useful out of him. You will be the third Gladiator that this beast has faced. Welcome to the Death-Leagues, Lionfang”
Gavin could hardly believe that such a creature might have once been a human, ogre, or something else he might recognize. He was disgusted by the idea of exposing a criminal to a pocket of tainted magic left over from The Reckoning. Was such a thing even lawful? He had been warned about the Death-Leagues, but confronting the gruesome truth face to face was hard.
The monster-that-had-once-been-a-man reared back, its chest inflating like a balloon. As it reached the apex of its thoracic expansion its head snapped forward, expelling black slime at him. Remembering the lingering stench of Kraken's ink Gavin opted to duck rather than block it with his shield. A few droplets of the stuff brushed against his skin as the mass flew past. Where it touched him, painful tumorous growths, like rotten pimples, erupted.
Indignant disgust at this offence spurred Gavin to attack. A mental blast spell rippled into the creature. It proved less resistant to direct magical assault than Gavin expected. The Flayer was tenacious though, and recovered quickly. But Gavin was already upon it, charging in and sliding forward with a short jab. His spear plunged into its side. Thick burgundy fluid flowed from the wound as he twisted the haft and pulled the spearhead out, tearing chunks of bloody flesh with it. The Flayer warbled angrily and stepped forward to grab at Gavin, who pushed against it with his shield to keep it back. His bloody spear jabbed in again and again, but despite the obvious damage the creature only grew more frenzied, almost eager.
As the Flayer grappled with Gavin's shield, uncaring of the razor edge, its tentacles flowed around him, low and undulating, catching him unawares with their surprising, elastic reach. He felt their hooks bite into his unarmoured back and heard the crowd shout with glee as they penetrated, drawing blood. 
“Oh my,” said Baron Bones. He smiled, expectantly. “We know what happens next.”
Gavin felt the hooks wiggle under his skin and begin to pull. Their strength was horrifying. His vicious spear attacks and mental blasts were not slowing the Flayer down quickly enough.
“FLAY HIM! FLAY HIM!” screamed the crowd.
“UNWORTHY! WEAK!” taunted others.
Gavin let go of his spear to draw his shortsword. The Flayer caught his hand and pulled him in, foul beaked maw snapping. The hooks began to peel the flesh from his back, and Gavin grunted in agony. Resisting the grip of the beast's tentacles only made the hooks dig deeper into his back. So instead, Gavin stepped in, slicing the Flayer's chest with the razor edge of his shield. He struggled to keep calm, shouting in pain and revulsion. Then he saw an opportunity.
“THIS IS HOW WE DO IT IN DREGS” shouted a woman's voice.
The Flayer cared little for pain; indeed it seemed to delight in its own agony nearly as much as his. Perhaps the man inside wanted death. Intent on the attack, it continued to ignored Gavin's shield. As it pulled him in, the Gladiator dropped low, feeling the tear of the hooks as he did so.  The beak snapped, inches from his face. Nearly crouching now, Gavin surged upwards with all his strength, slashing with the edge of his shield. The Flayer, which had been pulling him towards its maw, was caught off guard by the Gladiator's sudden reversal in momentum. With both his strength and the creature's tentacles pulling him in his shield slash was superbly powerful. Blood splashed on him.
Many in the crowd, which understandably thought that the Flayer had overcome Gavin and pulled him into its maw, roared in delight and shouted insults. When the blood splashed on the sands they roared even louder. When a tentacle fell to the sand the cheering became somewhat muted and confused. Gavin began to hear a few voices cheering him. Then he could feel the change; people were rooting for him. He felt a surge of triumph as the creature slumped, and he started to lift it off him.
The Flayer's throat was slit and leaking blood. Three of its mouth tentacles were severed. But it was not dead. Hate surged through it, bringing bile forth to spew out of its neck and maw. Gavin's shield was out of position, and the Flayer vomited its tainted slime all over him. Wherever it touched his skin or leaked through his armour hideous growths erupted. A tumorous boil swelled on his cheek. As Gavin struggled, half-mad with pain, it burst, blinding him with noxious fluids. Horror beyond words banished all rational thought from him and he punched, kicked, and lashed out with magic as he shoved the Flayer away from him.
Gavin stumbled backwards and fell as the Flayer, mortally wounded, slumped, his spear still stuck deep in its side. Blood pumped out from around the haft. Yet, unconcerned for its own life it crawled towards the Gladiator.
Gavin fought for calm. Half-blinded and aflame with pain, he could no longer move his shield arm or his left leg, which were covered in vicious growths now developing tiny appendages that were busily attacking their host.
“NOW THAT'S CARNAGE!” shouted Baron Bones. “Perhaps we'll get a double kill!”
“DOUBLE KILL! DOUBLE KILL!” shouted the crowd.
Gavin's right hand fumbled for his short sword. It too was gone, not at his side. He was blind. He was crippled. He was sword-less. He willed himself to be calm, thrusting aside panic lest death take him. He had other senses, after all. Reaching out with the Gift he could see the pattern of the Flayer. It was closing in on him. Gavin had no sword but he had other weapons. He battered it with a mental blast as he hefted his shield with his functional arm. 
The Gladiator felt something clamp around his left foot. With a roar he used his good leg to leverage himself upwards to standing. Then he pitched forward, using the razor edge of his shield like a guillotine with the force of his entire weight behind it. The shield bit into the Flayer's back. It warbled and convulsed as the edge cut deep. He kept up the pressure until the creature stopped moving.
Gavin stood, hearing the Baron's sneering voice followed by the incoherent roar of the crowd. He could make little sense of the sounds, but he knew that some, at least, were cheering for him. He raised his shield.  Then he fell to his knees vomiting, before passing into blessed darkness. 
 
o-----
 
Cleothera and Lina did not take any chances with Gavin's life making sure that he received immediate attention under their watchful eyes. He lived. While he healed, he dreamed of tainted magic and rebellious limbs, of Baron Bones' taunting voice, and of his enemy Valaran.
 
 
 



Chapter Fifty-Four: The Victor's Mercy
1149/05/05AR Dregs, Supplicants Arena
 
“There's plenty of cheating in the Death-Leagues, but here we consider it fair because everyone cheats equally.” commonly heard in Dregs
 
“Above all, Sadira, know that I love you...” The first line of Gavin's will
 
It took almost six weeks for Gavin to recover from his match against the Flayer. The strange growths and weeping pustules from the tainted spittle played havoc with his healing factor. Training was slow and painful during this time, and although he found his odd afflictions disturbing and nauseating, Gavin still felt good about winning his tough fight against the warped monstrosity. He liked to think that the man who was once the Flayer would be happier dead.
Sax noted dryly that he had made a bit of money betting on Gavin. Betting in the Death-Leagues is exceptionally popular. It the sort of venture that arises naturally in the harsh atmosphere of places like the Dregs. There is a certain callous sense of style in wagering on the suffering of others. In addition Deathmatches come under greater scrutiny and cheating is rare, which is attractive to gamblers. 
Gavin also learned that monster hunters and monster-makers for the Death-Leagues arenas gained a huge reward when their beast won. It was a grim little industry. The Flayer had defeated two other Gladiators before Gavin, as well winning a number beast fights and rabble matches. At the time Gavin did not know what a rabble match was. He was focused on rising high enough in the Ranks of the Death-Leagues so he could challenge Valaran directly.
 
o-----
 
The Gladiator's quarter in Dregs was an angular, fortress-like building. There was no evidence whatsoever of Faction affiliations within, save for perhaps a few mementos or trophies among the possessions of individual fighters. The Death-Leagues eschewed all Faction support, at least officially.
Lina stayed in a small room attached to Gavin's acting as his vassal and tending to him while he recovered. As a native of Volcanus, her knowledge of the area proved invaluable for everyday tasks. A wrong turn in Dregs could land one in a great deal of trouble. It would not do to wander into a gang war while trying to procure dinner. Lina's friends and family visited when they were able. Gavin usually excused himself from these meetings, they were bittersweet at best, since Lina's life was so much better than that of her relatives, and it pained him to see her guilt.
 
o-----
 
When Gavin entered the arena for his second match, a random draw Deathmatch against a Gladiator who went by the name Choker, he noticed more than a few Golds in the comfortable upper deck seats, and Valaran sitting in announcer's box next to Baron Bones. 
Gavin stopped for a moment, staring at Omodo's killer. He felt a surge of hate, white-hot. Valaran smiled back at him, eyes cold, and held up an object for him to see. With disgust, Gavin realized that it was Omodo's horn, hacked from the Armodon's body in his fatal match against the Champion of the Death-Leagues. The two Gladiators stared at each other for a long moment. Choker shouted something at Gavin but he ignored it. Instead he raised his spear and pointed it at Valaran in an unmistakable gesture of challenge.
The crowd jeered him for this, but he detected a ripple of admiration in their underlying thoughts. The people of the Dregs were forced to rely on their belief in perseverance and ambition just to carry them through another ugly day; they seemed to enjoy the idea of their newest Gladiator having lofty goals despite their outward dislike for “new blood”.
Baron Bones hopped up. His cultured voice carried over the din of the crowd as Gavin and Choker met in the centre of the arena and turned to face him.
“Welcome supplicants,” said Baron Bones. “Today is a good day for one of you to die.”
“BLEED FOR US SLAGFUCKERS!” shouted someone nearby.
“I WANNA SEE YOUR GUTS!” came another voice.
“They're talking about you,” said Choker, his voice singsong and mocking. A Shadow-Elf, he carried a heavy whip made from metallic cords and a short, brutal-looking serrated sword. Gavin knew that his opponent was a skirmisher by training, versed in life magic and dirty fighting. It was Gavin's guess that, unlike his beloved Sadira, Choker had developed his natural shadow manipulation abilities: such powers were just too useful to a Gladiator who relied on misdirection and manipulation. He could not guess at what other training the man might have.
Gavin ignored the jibe.
“We have a special guest today,” said Baron Bones. “Our Champion, Valaran diVolcanus has a few words, but first, The Deliberative, wonderful people that they are, requires me to remind our fighters that this is a Deathmatch. These are the Death-Leagues boys, not some uptight, tedious, limp-wristed Faction League. We are the last Bastion of the True Games. Welcome to Dregs.”
The crowd booed The Deliberative and then burst into laughter as Baron Bones continued. After he finished speaking the Baron smiled, bowed, and gestured for Valaran to stand.
“This is for me,” said Gavin. He spoke just loud enough for Choker to hear.
Valaran stepped forward. He raised his hand. Silence fell over the arena. He looked down at Gavin, the source of so many of his problems, and snarled.
“I came here to welcome you, Lionfag,” he said. It was a terrible quip, but these were low minded people. The whole arena laughed. He was their Champion. “Welcome to the Death-Leagues.”
“YOU'RE GONNA DIE HERE!” shouted someone.
“You came here to fight me,” said Valaran. He shook his head as if he couldn't understand. “You think you can just come here and challenge me?”
Gavin thought nothing of the sort. Valaran was still under suspension for a few weeks. His popularity among the broader fan-base had been damaged by his treatment of Omodo, as well as the fact that he had not fought for some time. They both knew that Valaran could not afford to fight a relative unknown like Gavin on his return match. 
Gavin raised his spear again, repeating the challenge. Part of him felt bad for Choker who must have been thrown off by the exchange, to say the least.
“I killed your friend,” said Valaran. He lifted the severed horn for everyone to see. “He was barely worthy of my blades. I was tricked into fighting by corrupt faction rules. That won't happen again...”
“Does this discussion have a point?” said Gavin, interrupting. “We're somewhat busy here.”
Valaran stared at him for a moment, shocked to hear him speak. Scattered laughter rippled through the crowd. Baron Bones hid a smile. Even Choker chuckled appreciatively.
Valaran fought down his anger. “SHUT UP!” he yelled. The crowd became silent once again. “This is my arena Lionfuck. You want to fight me, you need work your way up the ladder. Volcanus may belong to Chosen Moltar, but DREGS IS MY DOMAIN.”
The crowd roared its approval. Gavin did not need to read minds to know that the downtrodden and ruthless people of the Dregs appreciated bravado. Valaran stared at Gavin, eyes full of hate until Baron Bones, sensing the mood of the crowd, slid around him.
“Never a dull moment,” said Baron Bones. “Our Champion here has put a bounty of sorts on Lionfang. Choker, have you ever heard of the Dancer Flamina?”
Choker, happy that he was no longer just an observer in his own match, smiled. 
“A worthy reward!” he said. The Shadow-Elf lifted his wicked blade in salute to Valaran.
“Excellent,” said Baron Bones. “Now let’s get down to it.”
The Baron lifted his hand and a lone trumpet rang out, signalling the beginning of the match.
Choker, unlike most skirmishers that Gavin had faced, wore heavy armour. He was bigger than Gavin, but not especially large for a heavy. His armour was rust coloured, with subtly wrought blades and spikes on his greaves and bracers. As he shifted Gavin saw whirls of iridescence appear on his armour, giving it a slightly hypnotic effect. 
“Nice enamelling job on your armour,” said Gavin. He locked eyes with Choker as they circled. “I have to admit, using decoration as a distraction like that is fairly brilliant.”
Both men channelled power, but Gavin waited to try to disrupt any spell that his opponent might use. Choker for his part, waited for Gavin to commit himself to a spell so that he could avoid such a disruption.
“I'd direct you to the artist,” said Choker. “But, I don't think you'll have much use for her after this.”
Choker slid back whirling his whip. It cracked inches front of Gavin's face. The sound and the speed of the motion set Gavin on edge. He noted that the whip, though made of metallic strands was not a heavy striking type, but rather a more flexible weapon, useful for snaring and harassing an enemy.
After a couple of loud snaps, meant mostly to distract and annoy, the whip snaked out again, this time catching hold of Gavin's leg. Choker gave it a quick jerk, tugging Gavin's leg out from under him. Rather than resist, Gavin fell back in a controlled manner, kicking free of the whip and then rolling backwards. Choker was on him quickly, slashing at him with his vicious blade as Gavin gained his footing. Gavin parried with the haft of his spear. He got his shield in front of Choker's next strike, a low thrust. A coil of shadow magic, too subtle for Gavin to counter quickly, blurred Choker's third attack. Gavin pushed himself backwards, avoiding the hidden blade which cut the air in front of his eyes. He counter-thrust, forcing Choker back, then wove a quick mental blast spell.
To Choker it felt as if something grabbed and squeezed the inside of his head. He felt blood dripping from his nose as he parried a series spear-jabs. He knew he had to make the most of the moment though; Lionfang had a fearsome reputation as a skilled spell-breaker, and so he cast a small enhancement before Gavin was ready to counter again. A primal surge gifted him with vigour, and he shouted with glee as verdant strength flowed into his limbs. 
Gavin clamped down on him with a quick mind vice spell, then readied to disrupt again. Choker was content to keep feeding power into his primal surge. They clashed a few times and circled, both men taking small wounds. Neither of them was willing to commit to an all-out attack. Choker knew he had to conserve his energy, lest the lighter armoured Gladiator use the long time limit to tire him out. Gavin was wary of the skirmisher's tricks, his whip and his shadows. Both looked for weakness in the other, waiting for an opportunity. The crowd cheered and jeered, hungry for violence.
After deflecting a jab from Gavin, Choker pretended to stumble. Gavin took the bait, lunging forward aiming a spear-thrust at the Shadow-Elf's throat. Choker sidestepped the attack and whirled his whip, catching Gavin’s face and neck with a deft coil.
“Now you'll learn why they call me Choker, meatsack” he said, sneering as he batted Gavin's spear away again and pulled the whip tight.
Gavin struggled for a moment. He tried to cut the whip with the edge of his shield, but the enchanted material was too durable. Slashing at Choker's midsection was his next course of action. Choker caught the spear with his sword. The whip tightened. Gavin's head pounded. He grabbed at the whip with his shield hand, but it was slick from an enchantment, and he could not get a grip. Choker was surprisingly strong and he was running out of air.
Of course, Gavin still had his magic, and wove spells as he struggled. He hit Choker with a pair of mental blasts, staggering the skirmisher. The whip went slack after the second attack and Gavin gulped air. Choker wove a regeneration spell.
“You're fucked now,” growled Choker, wiping blood from his nose.
“I was expecting something a little more clever,” said Gavin.
Choker snarled and cracked the whip in the air near Gavin's face again. They circled. Choker's enhancements were now in full effect; he was faster, stronger, and healed quicker. Gavin gave up trying to counter his spells and just pummelled him with mental blasts. Adept at weaving multiple spells, he added a few enhancements of his own during this barrage. The constant, pounding attacks made Choker dizzy and angry. He whirled his whip at Gavin, hoping to create an opportunity to strike.
The first stroke of the whip caught Gavin's arm, drawing blood. It was, however, only a trivial wound. He parried the second snap, aimed at his eyes, with his spear. The whip coiled around the haft.
Sensing an opportunity Choker yanked on the whip. His superior mass and ensorcelled strength gave him a distinct advantage in the tug of war. The spear slipped from Gavin's grasp.
Choker howled in triumph.
Gavin's hand moved to his short sword.
The spear stopped in mid-air, as if held by an invisible giant.
Gavin drew his sword and threw himself at Choker. He held his spear in place with the mind-grab spell, trapping Choker's whip along with it.
“Chosen's Cunt,” cursed Choker, letting go of his whip and drawing his dagger as Gavin powered into him. As soon as he let go Gavin launched the spear at him, but Choker danced aside. Following up, Gavin slammed into him with his shield, doing little damage but staggering him off balance. His sword cut into unarmoured flesh as the Skirmisher pushed him back with a surge of enhanced strength. The two Gladiators whirled, attacking in a frenzy. Neither backed down. Gavin kept attacking with his spear held telekinetically, unwieldy but still dangerous, quick jabs of his sword, and slashes of his shield. Choker hacked and thrust with his blades, trying to get through Gavin's formidable defences.
Gavin obscured a thrust with his shield, scoring a deep blow to Choker's thigh.
Choker wove a veil of shadow, hiding a kick that sent Gavin reeling and allowed him to score two cuts on Gavin's arm.
The crowd roared as blood flowed and the two men fought. Neither seemed willing to give way before the other.
In the end Gavin won because Choker started to tire. In such a close fought duel, endurance was telling. Choker's heavy armour and the strain of his enhanced musculature wore him down. Gavin would beat him by outlasting him, as defenders were trained to do. Without his whip, he was at a clear disadvantage. Another mental blast rocked him. He tasted blood.
Desperate, Choker tried a complex double feint, slashing with both blades, using shadow veil, and switching angles mid-swing to confuse Gavin. Gauging that the slashes would not have strength enough to finish him, Gavin let them hit and opted to lunge. One blade bit into his shield arm, severing the flesh to the bone. The other bounced of his shoulder armour as Gavin's short-sword rammed home, a perfect thrust right through Choker's belly, severing the spine as the point burst through his back. 
Choker's eyes went wide. Lionfang had performed flawlessly, accounting for the impact of his blades and pain while delivering the fatal blow. It was a master-stroke, almost unbelievable in Choker's eyes. Gavin let go. The heavily armoured Shadow-Elf dropped his weapons and toppled, hands tugging at Gavin's sword. His mouth worked but only blood came out.
Gavin's spear flew into his hands. He looked down at Choker. 
“KILL HIM!” came a shout from the crowd.
“MAKE HIM SUFFER!” came another.
“BLEED HIM, BLEED HIM, YEAAAAHHH!” another shout.
Gavin's eyes met Choker's. He saw defiance and acceptance there, a strange mix. He supposed that very few Gladiator's came to the Death-Leagues expecting to lose. The thought of killing Choker filled Gavin with disgust. He thought of Omodo on the ground, hacked to pieces, a gleeful Valaran getting ready to foul the corpse. Gavin did not want to be like that; he was tired of pointless killing. He placed the tip of his spear at Choker's throat.
“Yield, and I'll let you live,” he said. “Do you yield? Nod if you can.”
Choker somehow managed to nod. He wondered if this was some sick trick on Gavin's part, toying with him before ending it. Gavin nodded then turned to lift his spear in salute to the crowd.
And oh how they jeered and booed him, screaming insults.
Baron Bones bounded to his feet.
“What's this?” he said, incredulous. “Mercy? Here? Who the fuck do you think you are, boy? This is the Death-Leagues.”
Gavin shrugged. “Choker fought well. He deserves to live.”
“Then why not put it to a show of thumbs.”
“Because I don't care what the audience thinks,” said Gavin. “Is this not Dregs? I'm not here to further my ambitions. I'm not here for fame or riches. I'm not even here to satisfy my Bloodlust. I came to kill Valaran; no one else needs to die.”
“YOU NEED TO DIE YOU FUCKING SLAGFUCKER!” shouted a porcine man, frenzied with righteous indignation. “I PAID TO SEE DEATH!”
Others hissed and booed, spat and cursed.
“This is...,” Baron Bones looked around nervously. “Can he even do this?”
“Of course I can,” said Gavin. “I came, I conquered, I showed mercy...”
 
 



Chapter Fifty-Five: Rabble
1149/06/10AR Dregs, Supplicants Arena, Gavin's test match for Master Rank
 
“That a place like Dregs is allowed to exist in the Domains speaks volumes of how little we have advanced as a society.” Chosen Brighthoof
 
“If Dregs is so bad then why does it attract so many immigrants from the Domains of my neighbours?” Chosen Moltar
 
“No wonder Valaran is such an arse-hole,” said Sadira. “This place really lives up to its name.”
“This is one of the nicer areas of Dregs, actually,” said Lina.
“Ugh, really?” said Sadira. “They should change the name to Shits.”
“That might be aspirational in this case,” quipped Lina.
Gavin, Cleothera, Sadira and Lina were travelling along 'the promenade. a raised walkway built from wood and iron, made to keep those who used it out of the toxic slush and excremental muck of the regular roads. The promenade also hid those who used it from the “rabble” on the roads below them with painted screens; less than successfully in some places where accidents or vandalism exposed the walkers to the outside world. The air was clearer as well, partly due to the screens and partly due to minor enchantments in the bridge. The promenade was a cut above any form of transportation in Dregs, saving perhaps the rare steam carriage or pleasure barge. Few people could, however, afford the expense of using it, however.
Sadira's nose curled. She had seen the poor areas in Brightsand Halls and heard many stories of the infamous slums of Krass, shameful areas of destitution and desperation, but there was no comparison between any of those and Dregs. Young girls and boys, barely out of childhood working as prostitutes. Crews of rough looking men with hard eyes, idle; waiting for work or picking out victims she could not tell. Solitary figures, bundled in inadequate protection made of thick rags and leather, picking through the poisonous pools and heaps of trash washed up from the spillover from the factories upriver. And of course, the endless lines of slump-shouldered labourers picking their way through the mud of the roads, eyes bereft of any light. She hated it.
“Did you say this is where your brother ended up?” said Sadira, turning to Lina.
Gavin cringed. It was not a question he would have asked, but that sort of fearless curiosity was a quality he often admired in Sadira.
“Yes, my eldest brother,” said Lina. She looked down. Sadira put her arm around the smaller woman's shoulder. “He became addicted to petty flower. Ran away from home. Last we heard he was here.”
“We should look for him!” said Sadira.
Cleothera shared a glance with Gavin, who shrugged.
“I used some of the money you gave me for my family to help them look for him, Sadira,” said Lina quietly. “If he's still... here, then it seems he does not want to be found. Thank you, though.”
 
o-----
 
Sadira was there to show her support for Gavin, whose second try at his Master Rank was coming up. He failed this one as well, but none of them were unhappy with his performance.
 
o-----
 
“And now, courtesy of supplicant Lionfang,” said Baron Bones. “We have something we rarely get to see here in Dregs.”
“FUCK YOU LIONFART!” shouted one of the fans. 
“I HOPE I SEE YOUR NUTS IN THE SAND TODAY!” came another voice.
“BLEED, BLEED, DIE!”
“GET OUT OF DREGS, LOSER!”
Gavin idly wondered if they were using some form of enchantment to enhance the volume of the fan's voices, the way they often used magic to carry the Gladiator's voice to the audience.
“Today we will be witness to a Ranking Match,” Baron Bones continued. “You see, despite having survived two matches here, dear Lionfang is not even a master ranked Gladiator. I'm sure that the extra rune allowance and training would be helpful when facing his nemesis, Valaran diVolcanus.”
The Baron paused.
“HUZZAH LIONFANG!” A familiar voice cut through the jeering. Gavin scanned the seating for Sadira. He didn't see her. She whooped again. He honed in on the sound. She was in the lowly standing section, in her arena garb, surrounded by a crowd of Dregs citizenry who seemed rather shocked to see her in their midst, flanked by Lina and Cleothera, yelling encouragement at him. 
“MEET YOU IN THE BATHS AFTER THE MATCH, HONEYTONGUE,” Sadira yelled. Her voice echoed through the arena. Gavin covered his face with his palm. 
“Honeytongue! Well that's something we don't hear very often in Dregs,” said Baron Bones, causing another ripple of laughter.
Gavin, recovered from his embarrassment. He looked over to Sadira and smiled. She was endlessly supportive, and he found it heartening that she was willing to expose herself to the roughest part of the audience for him. He bowed in her direction.
The crowd shouted a few lewd suggestions. Gavin shook his head. Sadira laughed, already exchanging jokes with the men and women around her.
Baron Bones sighed. Lionfang might not be so bad for the Death-Leagues after all.
“Well. Demonstrations of affection and appetite aside,” the skeletal announcer said. “Lets us get down to the fight. We have something special for your test match, Lionfang: a rabble fight. The rules are simple. Thirty of Dregs finest are given weapons and armour. If any of the rabble survives five minutes in the arena they win a decade's wage. If the rabble somehow manage to bring down our Lionfang, here the survivors will divide his weight in gold.”
A few jeers and calls for blood came from the crowd.
“As always there are a few surprises amidst the rabble, just to keep our Gladiator on his toes. We shall see how far his mission of mercy goes this match. Now without further ado, hailing from the streets and gutters of our fine city, you will know them by their stench and their love of money and blood: THE RABBLE!”
Doors opened around the arena and an assortment of men walked in, looking around. The crowd booed and shouted insults at the motley, hard-eyed crew and a few of the rabble spat colourful insults and threats back at them. After a few minutes the thirty men formed a loose circle around Gavin.
Gavin evaluated the men. A mix of races. Only two women among them, hard and lean as the rest. They wore little armour and carried a mix of armaments, mostly bladed weapons. They all looked like they knew how to use what they carried. Gavin could sense a few magical weapons among them.
The fight seemed ridiculously uneven to Gavin. Thirty men, trained to fight in good order could constitute a serious threat to him. These people did not have any chance, beyond overwhelming him. 
The lone trumpet sounded.
The rabble closed around him, moving in cautiously.
Gavin smiled.
“You all want to make an easy year's wage?” he asked. He began to gather power. “I don't feel the need to kill anyone today.”
“There are thirty of us.”
“You're worth a lot more dead.”
“KILL HIM YOU SLAGFUCKERS!” shouted someone in the crowd.
The circle tightened. Hard eyes gauged the Gladiator. Gavin shifted, letting them get a good look at his viciously barbed spear. He figured that the ones behind him would attack first, with one breaking into a rush. He guessed that most of these rabble matches, fought against Monsters or Gladiators, started off with a great melee and ended up with the Gladiator hunting down stragglers, like the convict matches of old.
Gavin heard a swift movement from behind him. The inner edge of the circle started rushing him. A few of them broke into shouts, working themselves up to face him. Gavin wove a mind-grip spell, grabbing the nearest person behind him, a target not even trained to resist magic given the ease of his attack. Gavin tossed the person backwards into the mob as he surged forward, shield first into the rabble in front of him. 
The Gladiator's speed surprised them, and several shied away, eyes wide with fear. The closest rabbleman, an Ogre, muscular, but lean with malnourishment, had reached the point of no return and kept charging. He swung his axe while trying to avoid Gavin's shield slam. Gavin caught the haft of the axe with his spear and ploughed into the Ogre with his shield, sending the him flying back into the mob. Gavin kept moving, pushing into the rabble, using his superior strength and speed to bull them over. He swatted at them with the haft of his spear sending those he hit sprawling. Breaking through their ranks, he turned, deflecting the attacks of those chasing him and then throwing them back with shield and a telekinetic pulse. He nicked a few with his spear blade, drawing blood and grunts of pain. They scattered before him, like dogs before a lion.
Sadira, watching from the standing section, amidst the lowly, shook her head. She would never have thought not to kill the rabble. They had known what they were getting into. Still, she accepted Gavin's desire to avoid bloodshed. It did seem like an interesting challenge: to use spell and blade against a large number of fairly fragile and poorly trained rabble, intent on slaying you, without killing any of them. The idea fascinated her. It would a be a great match to showcase her control and pure swordsmanship, but she doubted Chosen Giselle would let her try.
Through her shared bond with Gavin, at this proximity, she could almost feel the fight. It excited her. She felt each surge of adrenaline, and had to grip the iron bars to keep herself from moving. Gavin's desire to protect came through as well, an endearing trait in her mind. She was glad to see that he was putting his passion on display. Perhaps Dregs would be good for him. He certainly stood out from the other fighters here. Perhaps he would be good for Dregs, as well.
Cleothera shivered. She could sense the odd magic emanating from Sadira, a very subtle channel of sorts that passed through the barrier. She knew that Gladiators could connect a channel to the energy of their audience, at times. Sadira was very good at this. She also knew that The Deliberative suspected that Valaran, perhaps others, could abuse this connection. Yet the connection between Sadira and Gavin was different. Interesting. She decided to keep what she saw secret, out of loyalty to her friends. Only someone intimately familiar with their patterns would even notice it.
Gavin met the first of the three rabble wielding the odd magic blades, blocking the man's sword with his shield, and then sweeping the legs out from under his attacker with the haft of his spear.  He barely avoided a thrust from the second and had to give ground before a slash from the third.  Stepping in after the arcing blade swung wide, he slammed his shield into the third's face, knocking him down and out cold.
He turned to face the other two. Their enchanted weapons minded him of pre-Reckoning tales of the berserker blades, weapons that turned whole armies of normal men into ruthless killing machines. Disarming the bladesmen would make this fight easier. He needed to be quick though; the remaining rabble were losing their fear of him again.
The two remaining bladesmen moved in swiftly, but they failed to coordinate their attacks. Gavin blocked one sword and sidestepped the second, hooking an attacker's leg with his foot, kicking out and sending him sprawling. One of the rabble found his courage while Gavin tangled with the remaining sword-bearer. Gavin twisted, smashing this new attacker with his shield, while smashing his spear down on the other sword-bearer's shoulder. Both men fell. He moved quickly, knocking their weapons away. The Rabble kept back, watching him with hard eyes.
Sadira whooped. She could feel Gavin's satisfaction as the rabble backed off. She interpreted his mood as an expression of dominance. She enjoyed asserting herself in the arena, and wanted Gavin to as well.
Gavin kept his eyes on the rabble, who watched him warily in return. None of them moved towards him. Several moments passed in stalemate. He felt good. The crowd jeered.
“FIGHT!”
“WE WANT BLOOD.”
“KILL SOMETHING SLAGFUCKERS.”
Baron Bones stepped forward.
“How impressive Lionfang,” said the Baron. “You appear to have tamed the rabble. Well done.”
“Thank you,” said Gavin. He was wary of the Baron's compliment, but decided to take it at face value.
“Most welcome, sir,” said Baron Bones. “However, I feel that you are giving our crowd the wrong impression. The rabble won't fight you because you have proven to them that you are a hard target and yet you will not chase them down and butcher them. By wounding some of them you have shown that you are quite capable of dealing death should you choose to do so. Indeed an astute observer must realize that it is easier for you to kill in this situation than to hold back. Thus our fine rabble calculate that it is very much in their self-interest to take the easy path and make some money rather than face death for what is now, very obviously, a long-shot reward. It’s not like you are showing them their own better nature. You are merely appealing to their sense of rational self-interest. They just need the right incentive, and this place will turn into a bloodbath...”
Gavin tightened his grip on his spear, drawing power to him. He realized that he could, very clearly, feel Sadira nearby. Her presence reassured him.
The Baron smiled. The crowd shouted for blood. The rabble looked at each other warily. Some of the wounded ones were starting to succumb.
“I propose a little experiment,” said the Baron. His voice was flat, the flamboyant tones dropped. “I will add, from my own purse, an additional sum, one thousand silver Krassics per rabble killed before the match ends. This sum will be shared by every rabbleman still alive at the end of the match.”
A thousand silver Krassics was a princely sum. The other rabblemen were not nearly as dangerous as a Gladiator, nor had they proven their intent. The rabble immediately started looking at each other, calculating. Weakness was measured and weighed. Alliances were made with nods and glances. Positions shifted. 
Gavin stood still. He could sense the awful thoughts taking form, written on faces and in darting eyes, and he had no idea what he could do.
Then the Baron spoke again. 
“I'd start with the wounded and weaponless; our dear Lionfang has done most of the work for you,” the Baron's cultured voice came like a contented purr. “It's easy money...”
Gavin was fast, but he was not quick enough to stop the slaughter. Shouting in protest, he pushed forward trying to reach the closest wounded, a grey-bearded man. Before he had even taken two steps the man's arms and legs were drawn and held. Blades were plunged into the wounded greybeard's chest. He twisted and screamed, wild-eyed. Gavin shouted. The man's struggles ended with a choking gurgle as his beard was pulled up and a blade opened his throat. 
Despair gripped Gavin as he watched the light in the man's eyes fade, knowing he could do nothing, that the wound he had caused had been the man's death sentence. He heard screams and shouts, curses and death-rattles from all around. Above that he heard the roar of the crowd as they shouted encouragement and cheered each splash of blood on the sand. For a heartbeat, he could not move and it seemed as if the hateful, desperate nature of the Death-Leagues would swallow him, drowning him like some unfortunate scavenger sucked into the toxic swamps of Dregs. Lost amidst the wrath and ruin, he started to hate the rabblemen and felt a rising desire to kill them all.
Sadira snarled. She could sense Gavin's distress and growing anger. She couldn't do anything and her shouts of encouragement were lost amidst the noise of the crowd. She wanted to make her way to smug Baron Bones in his announcer's box and throw the skull-masked arena master into the struggling rabblemen. That would be a worthy bloodletting.
A sound reached Gavin's ears, waking him from his reverie, a cry for help, calling him to action. He saw a large group of the rabblemen had cornered the two women and a man. Their arms were covered in cuts from warding off the blows of a dozen assailants. They were shouting for help, his help. Spurred by his protective nature, he shook off despair and ploughed through the chaos towards them.
An Ogre with a gory cleaver stepped in as one of the women fell to her knees, clutching a belly would. The other woman and the man placed themselves in front of her, trying to push the Ogre away. Hands grabbed at them. Gavin threw his spear, binding with a mind-grip spell, pushing it further. The cleaver rose, but the Ogre dropped his weapon, stumbling, as the spear hit him in the back, bursting through his chest. He looked down at the barbed blade blossoming from him and then fell down.
Gavin scattered the remaining rabblemen attacking the small group, stunning them with mind blast spells and using his supernatural strength to power through them. He turned, his back exposed to the small group, facing down the remainder of the bloody rabble. His eyes blazed and he roared. He reclaimed his fell spear, bloody, and brandished it with menace. The rest of the rabble shied, fearful of his wrath. They turned on each other instead, knowing that there was more profit in that, than trying to win past the fearsome Gladiator. 
Shepherding the small group, Gavin watched in numb horror while the remaining rabblemen murdered each other. The vicious cheers of the crowd washed over him. Two more rabble escaped the chaos and joined his little group, throwing down their weapons. None of those under his protection plunged a weapon into his back. He kept them safe.
Thus the match ended in a mess of chaos and blood, while Gavin created a space of order and safety with might, steel, and spell: an oasis of calm on the fighting grounds. His flock could not stop the bleeding of the wounded woman, who died, but the other four survived. Of the remaining rabble, who fought with desperate rage, only five did not succumb before the end. The arena was a mess of corpses.
There was a grim pride in Gavin's eyes as he gave his salute. The gratitude of the people that he had protected mean far more to him than the jeers of the crowd. It meant more than his long sought master ranking. The last sound he heard as he stepped off the fighting grounds were a few ragged cheers of Lionfang and one of the men he had saved yelling his thanks. It was enough, barely, to keep the tide of disgust and darkness from overwhelming him.
 
o-----
 
In the coming years Gavin kept track of those he had defended in the rabble match. Most of them escaped Dregs and lived good lives.
 



Interlude Six: Dreadwood
(1150/07/17 AR, The Grand Arena in Krass)
 
“It is easy to lose your way when every friendly face masks a rival and every closed door hides a plot.” Oratho diKrass, Heretic. From A Gladiator's Manifesto.
 
“Mox tried to rape me. He used some sort of device to weaken me. I regained control and killed him. I remember little else.” Karmal's testimony before the Dreadwood Enquiry.
 
Karmal's heavy blade shattered Bellasdoom then clove through Sadira's pauldron and into her shoulder. There was a satisfying grind of tortured metal and a spray of blood. Then the magic escaping from Sadira's shattered greatsword erupted, blasting both women and overloading their senses. Karmal might have fallen over, but her hands remained firmly on her cleaver, which in turn remained lodged in Sadira's pauldron.
Both women regained their senses as the same time. Karmal tried to rip her sword from the armour, lifting Sadira off the ground as she pulled. Rage fuelled her strength and as Sadira came closer, Karmal's hunger for fresh blood overwhelmed her.
Sadira did not resist the jerking motion, even though it sawed the blade deeper into her shoulder, rendering her left arm useless. Instead she pushed forward, adding Karmal's momentum to her own. The big redhead started to raised her leg, thinking to stick her boot into Sadira's chest for leverage while she pulled on the blade. Sadira swung her good arm up. The jagged remains of her sword left a trail of fizzling power as it arced. She thrust it into Karmal's leg.
The blow startled Karmal. She still viewed Sadira as a pretty, pampered lightweight and was surprised by the Shadow-Elf's tenacity; it simply did not mesh with her worldview. The broken, jagged blade cut into her upper thigh. A crimson flood leaked from her leg as the makeshift knife dug deep, finding the artery Sadira sought. The pain and blood gave Karmal a surge of berserk strength and she pulled Sadira to her with the blade still lodged in her shoulder. They tumbled to the ground, punching and kicking. Despite Karmal's monstrous strength, Sadira was the better grappler, having learned much from the Pit Fighter discipline.
Mindful of Karmal's gnashing fangs and horns, Sadira decided to roll away when the weapon finally came loose. The pain of the blade being ripped out of her shoulder was such that she did not even realize that Karmal had bitten off her ear. Both of them regained their feet, bloodied and panting.
The Flame-haired Gladiatrix leered at Sadira, sticking out her tongue with a piece of mangled, bloody flesh upon it. Sadira raised her hand to the side of her head, feeling the ruined flesh where her ear had been. Part of her felt horror and revulsion. Karmal withdrew her tongue, chewing the flesh and swallowing with exaggerated gusto. The crowd gasped. The flow of blood from her leg slowed, beginning to heal as she ingested Sadira's blood.
Sadira wove a spell to heal her shoulder, giving ground to Karmal. The dent in her armour got in the way of the flesh closing, making her gasp.
"Your blood tastes just as good as the rest of you," jeered Karmal, smiling lasciviously. She wove a spell, summoning fire to her blade.  Without pause, she applied the red-hot surface to her bleeding leg, cauterizing the wound. Being what she was, the heat and the pain only made her stronger.
"Why are you doing this Karmal?" said Sadira. Her body was battered, but she too was full of power. She saw now that Gavin and Giselle and Vintia and Cleothera had all been right; Karmal was no longer her fiery rival and fierce friend. She had become a monster, inside and out, a woman who had given up her friends, principles, and humanity to be the next Chosen. 
"Because I am better than you," replied Karmal.
They circled. This time, when Sadira's eyes met Karmal's there was no give in them, only hurt and defiance. Karmal saw this as a weakness.
"Why prove it in a Deathmatch?" asked Sadira.
"It's all about power, you dumb bitch," sneered Karmal. "You are the only one standing between me and my rightful place. Valaran is old news. He got soft and I took his place. You should have backed out when I declared Ut Nex. I'm the strongest now. I might even have saved a place for you and Gavin in my Hearthbound harem. But you stayed in my way, hogging the spotlight as always, all flash and no substance, and now I am going to FUCKING KILL YOU AND CARVE YOUR SKULL INTO A CROTCHPIECE..., and just so you know, I wasn't exactly rooting for you, even back in Dreadwood.”
Sadira's eyes widened as it all fell into place. Karmal had been working against her for years...
 
o-----
 
Karmal moaned with feigned pleasure as Meady Mox thrust his ridiculously engorged manhood into her anus. From previous experiences she judged the ordeal was nearly over. The man had no endurance, lasting less than twenty thrusts. She resisted getting angry as he yanked on her hair, instead pretending she was in the throes of ecstasy. She doubted that she was especially convincing, but Mox was not exactly a sensitive lover.
Mox's thrusts slowed down and the smell of his greasy sweat began to overpower everything in the room, Karmal moaned mechanically, trying to concentrate on the fight. Bella cast her net at Sadira, snaring her. Karmal became truly excited as Bella approached the struggling Sadira, trident poised to strike. Some part of her was surprised that she felt nothing about the impending death of her oldest friend, but she had her own future to think of. There could only be one Chosen, after all.
As Sadira's struggles in the net reached a frenzied crescendo, Mox grunted and pulled out of Karmal. He yanked her face around. She thought about resisting; she wanted to watch Sadira get her just deserts, but the fight was in the bag. She could still use Mox to further her career. She knelt submissively as Mox splattered her face and breasts with his seed, grunting like a dying pig and chanting "take it, slut," in a quavering voice. Behind her the crowd roared and she longed to look towards the fight. 
"Swallow it, bitch," he said. "You know you like your Mox juice."
With the drugs he had taken, Mox had ejaculated an enormous amount of his disgusting “juice” all over her. Karmal ignored his order and wiped her face clean with the back of her hand, bristling with impatience, turning back to the fight so she could watch the girls take down that loser, Gavin.
To her surprise, Sadira was now grappling with Bella. She instantly assessed that the Shadow-Elf would overcome Bella without outside interference.
"Time to use your little trick, love." she said to Mox.
"You're right," said Mox, taking up a runed wand. "I attuned this to the wards so The Deliberative will never find out. After I use it to weaken Sadira I think I'll stick it up your..."
Karmal rolled her eyes. The Deliberative were already on to Mox. They had sent Karmal to him as bait, to gather information. If she had not decided to use him for her own ends, he would already be in chains.
"Just do it," she snapped. "We don't have much time."
Mox looked at her angrily, but he knew she was right. He pointed the device at the arena. There was a surge of power, but nothing changed. Sadira continued to roll around with Bella, both of them entangled in the net. He tried again.
"It’s not working," said Mox.
"You useless idiot,” said Karmal, standing. "It’s out of power, give it to me."
Mox panicked as she reached for his wand. He invoked it. Karmal felt a moment of powerlessness, but it passed. Rage lanced through her and she stalked towards the smaller man, emerald eyes wide and feral.
"Stay away, stay away," he screeched. "The Deliberative will have your head for this."
"You pathetic little worm," said Karmal. "You think you can get away with what you've done? The Deliberative is investigating you already. I could have saved you, but now I'm just going to kill you."
"You won't get away with..." he choked as she lunged like a panther, catching his throat. Even without her magic she was stronger than any ten men put together. She lifted him off the ground with one hand, muscles like steel cables rippling under her pale skin.
"You are a rapist, Mox," she said. "A loathsome little bloodfart. I'll say you tried to have your way with me using your little device there. I have all the evidence I need on my face and in that wand. All of your victims will come forward, now. I should have killed you when you first laid your piggy little eyes on me. GRRRRR"
Mox squealed, then screamed breathlessly as Karmal's other hand shot between his legs, grabbing and crushing his manhood to pulp. She savoured his pain as his eyes rolled back into his head, thinking of his disgusting hands and loathsome manhood. Then she slammed his face into the wall where it burst like a rotten melon. 
She stood there looking down at the carnage.
Mox's timid assistant peeked her head into the box. Even soundproofed, with a roaring crowd outside, she had heard the man squeal. She was struck dumb by the sight of Karmal, naked and covered in blood and semen.
"Mox tried to rape me," snarled Karmal. "go get a fucking Grey-Robe and a towel. Now."
She thought back on her experiences with Mox. She realized that she had let her ambitions over-rule her sense. When Mox propositioned her, Karmal had gone to The Deliberative. After they sent her back to catch him in the act, she realized that she could use him to further her own ends. The idea to kill Sadira had come from Mox, but Karmal saw the advantages. In the long run Sadira was an obstacle to Karmal's own rise to power. Once Bella killed Sadira, Karmal would have played the grief-stricken friend seeking revenge and gaining great fame.
Still, she had learned one thing. If a loathsome worm like Mox could rise to any level of power and not immediately get caught, then there was no limit to what Karmal could do. She just needed to be patient and find the right allies.
These cold thoughts kept her company while the rest of her walked over to a corner, vomiting from all of the pent up revulsion. She did not allow herself to acknowledge what she had done, or her tears. She turned it all inwards, into fuel for her rage and hate.
"This is all Sadira's fault," she thought. "She drove me to this."



Chapter Fifty-Six: Purity
1149/06/30 AR Dregs, Supplicants Arena.
 
“Take a crime, dress it up as a tradition, and I guarantee you will find those who will sing its praises.” Amoura Vogue
 
After the rabble match, Gavin vaulted to the top of the Supplicant's list. He suspected that Baron Bones wanted to get rid of him. The Supplicant's Arena was more active and lucrative than the Hall of Killers.
The stalwart defender strove to remain above the brutal lessons of his fight against the rabble, but the savagery of those few moments in the arena stayed with him. The sheer viciousness of the rabble as they turned on the wounded, and then each other, their animal screams as they struggled. There was nothing sporting about all-out butchery in the name of greed.
But the horrors of the Baron's lesson were balanced by Gavin's pride at doing a good deed in defending the handful of the rabble that tried to help each other. Those four people were alive because of him. With the prize-money, they could now afford to leave Dregs.
He was surprised at how well Sadira understood his disgust over the match. She knew his mind better than ever.
“You did everything you could have, beloved,” she said. “Few of us would even have tried to show mercy at all.”
Gavin nodded, but he could not help but think that Baron Bones would not have been so cruel if he had not angered the patrons of the Death-Leagues with his refusal to kill his opponents. Even refusal is a choice.
Sadira, reading his thoughts, threw a grape at him.
 
o-----
 
Gavin's next match was delayed as a cruel wind blew down from the mountains, passing over the ash plains and the toxic tailing swamps around Dregs. The resulting storm struck the city as a tsunami of toxic dust and ash. The wind also stirred up the swamps and a poisonous fog rolled in after the storm, blanketing the Dregs in a deadly miasma.
The next morning Gavin saw a cart laden with the corpses of those who died on the streets, unable to afford shelter.
 
o-----
 
Lina brought Gavin a copy of the Arena Post a few days later. It contained an article written about him:
 
Will somebody please kill this man?
Whenever I am overwhelmed by the paltry politics and relentless regulation of The Great Games, and need to be reminded about what I truly love about the Arena, I make my way to a wonderful little place called Dregs and watch a Death-Leagues match. I find that the raw, brutal purity of these games can cleanse even the worst of the contrived machinations of the Faction Games from my mind. It is a sacred pilgrimage for any true fan.
Rabble matches are a particular favourite. No other event strips away the veneer of civilization to show our true nature. The desperate men and women of Dregs pit themselves against a Gladiator of the arena, or a fearsome monster, in one last gamble to better themselves. It is all or nothing. Most of them will die, but a few of the strongest will survive, earning a better life over the broken bodies of their competitors. Many a great man has shown his will to kill as a rabbleman and gone on to greater things. It is a true lesson about the raw nature of life, and one of those events that everyone who loves Great Games should experience at least once.
Imagine my disgust when I ventured for my pilgrimage and encountered a Gladiator in the Death-Leagues who was actively working against the traditions of our last connection to the games of old. Lionfang, some reject from the Faction Leagues is working his way through Supplicant's Arena so he can challenge Valaran diVolcanus for killing his friend. 
Here I was watching a rabble match where no one was dying. I felt violated, as if I was losing some vital part of myself. Thank Ezuis that Baron Bones was there to rescue the match. The rules that The Deliberative impose on the games, do allow a Gladiator to show mercy if he wishes, but these are the DEATH-LEAGUES. If you don't want to kill, by the ancestors, stay out!
I'm all for vendettas, but this Lionfang does not belong in the Death-Leagues. Someone kill him before he turns our last great traditional league, a true treasure of the Empire, into yet another rules-bound faction fan-wank. 
                                                                                                                                            -G.G. White
 
o-----
 
Gavin was the first Gladiator to take to the fighting grounds this time. The crowd jeered and booed, spat and hissed as he strode across the sands. He sensed however, that it was more for the joy of seeing him as a heel than actual animosity now. They enjoyed disliking him, and he enjoyed challenging their beliefs.
“Honoured Gladiator Lionfang,” said Baron Bones. “Please allow me to extend my heart-felt condolences on your failure to earn your Rank last match. Life is so unfair, at least for some of us. On the other hand, one way or another, I will be rid of you today. Any chance you'll try to show some respect for the time-honoured traditions of this arena this Match?”
Gavin shrugged. The jeering increased for a few moments.
“DIE LIONFUCK,”
“GET OUT OF DREGS,”
Gavin ignored the jeers. He found the calm within.
“His opponent is an exciting, dynamic fighter with three truly spectacular kills in this very arena.” said Baron Bones. “Ladies, Gentlemen, and Dregs: Ravenblade!”
The jeering abruptly turned to cheers.
Ravenblade was taller than Gavin, over seven feet, but not heavily built. He moved with a lazy grace that belied the tension of the moment. He wore a light harness, a half-mask, and a hooded cloak; all black, of course. The last marked him as a student of a school that valued distraction and duelling techniques. His weapons were an exceedingly long, thin-bladed black sword with an elaborate guard, and a pommel shaped like a raven with ruby flecks for eyes. The sword was unusual, Gavin had not seen its like before, and only a weapon made out of strong materials and heavily enchanted could hold such a shape and not shatter under the stresses of fighting. Ravenblade's secondary weapon was a basket hilted parrying dagger.
As his opponent moved closer Gavin got a better sense of the man's alien grace. Apparently this Ravenblade had body-sculpted himself to have extra joints. Something involving snakes would have been a more appropriate arena name, in Gavin's mind, with Ravenblade's sinuous grace having a definite serpentine quality to it.
The two Gladiators faced off. Neither spoke. Gavin locked eyes with Ravenblade, noting that those his opponent eyes had yellow irises and slit pupils.
“It seems that banter is a lost art with these two,” said Baron Bones. “Get on with it then.”
The trumpets sounded.
Ravenblade moved swiftly, invoking an air-dance enchantment, long blade thrusting towards Gavin's throat, going straight for the kill. Gavin twisted and stepped back to avoid the attack. With deft, multi-jointed, precision Ravenblade flicked the black blade into a slash. This surprising technique found a gap, scratching Gavin's ribs. The defender beat the thin-bladed sword away with the haft of his spear, blocking a follow up thrust with his shield. Gavin was stopped from counter-attacking by a painful kick to his knee which was followed by a series of unpredictable jabs and slashes before he could fully recover. He was hard pressed to follow them and received a painful cut on his bicep before he could force his enemy back.
Gavin needed better focus to counter Ravenblade's speed and precision. He wove a spell that sharpened his senses and enhanced his concentration. He found it easier to anticipate the attacks as the whole world seemed to close in, shrinking to just the two Gladiators.
Ravenblade, sensing the opportunity that this afforded him, let loose with a Razorwind spell. Gavin felt the pressure change and threw himself to the side, shield up-front. Blades of compressed elemental air swarmed around him. He batted some of these out of the air with his shield, twisting to avoid the rest, feeling them brush by him, some of them kissing his flesh. He felt blood flowing from several fresh wounds, and realized that he had yet to even attack his opponent, let alone wound him.
Ravenblade leapt, seeking to take advantage of Gavin's dodge. He wove a burst of hurricane wind to lift him and throw him past Gavin at blinding speed. His blade flicked out as he flew past, cutting into Gavin's flesh, and splashing blood onto the sand. A small smile crossed his lips as the crowd roared in response to his attack. He turned back to Lionfang.
Gavin stood up, bleeding and embarrassed. Ravenblade's attack had cut his upper leg. He winced. He had not expected that kind of attack. He needed to slow things down. As Ravenblade turned, coiling, Gavin threw tremendous power behind a massive mental blast.
Ravenblade sensed the attack coming and steeled his will to resist it. He felt enormous pressure build up inside his head, as if his brain were in an iron vice being wound tighter and tighter.   It was too much. Blacking out, Ravenblade lost focus for a heartbeat. Not like this, he thought, struggling to regain control of his body. He saw someone running at him, caught the glint of metal on a weapon. He needed to move.
Gavin saw the spark return to Ravenblade's eyes as he thrust his spear. The other Gladiator seemed to fall backwards, folding at the waist. The spear-point passed over him, nicking his stomach, leaving a line of blood. Before Gavin could follow up a boot came up between his legs, hard, thundering into his balls. He staggered back. The crowd roared with laughter. Ravenblade picked up his thin-bladed sword but, still dizzy from Gavin's blast, he did not attack. He shook his head. A steady stream of blood ran from his nose. Gavin took a moment as well, catching his wind. He was pretty sure that the kick had crushed one of his testicles. “Thank the ancestors for magical healing,” he thought. He kept an eye on Ravenblade's sword.
“That is an interesting blade,” said Gavin. He stayed focused, ready for attack, looking for a weakness.
“It is my own design,” said Ravenblade. His voice was melodic in Gavin's ears and he wondered again at the exact nature of his opponent. Gladiators at this level often transcended far beyond their mortal roots. “It combines a pre-Reckoning Jiu sword with a Tavalon fencing blade, perfect for my style.”
“You're quite lethal with it,” said Gavin. His eyes met his opponent's watching for a sign of impending attack.
“You're... not what I expected,” said Ravenblade. He looked for an opening, hoping that Lionfang would lose concentration while talking. “Is it true that you don't kill?”
“It's more complicated than that,” said Gavin. “I try to avoid it. I won't kill just because the crowd...” 
Trying to take advantage of Gavin's speech, Ravenblade swept forward, lightning quick, aiming a deft slash at Lionfang's throat. He wove Razor-wind spell as he swung, but it was pulled apart thread by thread as he wove it. Lionfang lifted his shield to ward off the blow and then swung his spear, slashing with the broad bladed head. Ravenblade leapt straight up, over the spear. In mid jump, he wove a gust of wind, giving himself forward momentum, slashing at his enemy's face as he rocketed past.
Gavin tried another mental blast. Ravenblade shrugged this one off, mostly. He landed and turned in a fluid motion charging back towards Gavin, who now rushed forward, throwing his spear at Ravenblade to break the other's momentum, weaving a spell, and drawing his trusty short sword.
Ravenblade ducked the spear, shifting just a little. As he came together with Lionfang, he slashed low with his sword and high with his dagger. Lionfang caught him sword to sword, but was too slow to block Ravenblade's dagger. The short blade skipped off a pauldron, but bit into flesh on its way down. Ravenblade kicked up, boosting himself upward with a gust of hurricane wind, flipping over Lionfang, who was still moving forward. He slashed, catching his opponent on the back. Gavin felt the wound, the sting and blood. Ravenblade moved in for the kill as Lionfang arched in pain, but suddenly, he saw something out of the corner of his eye. His mystic senses screamed a warning. The spear!
Gavin righted himself as Ravenblade parried his mind-grip wielded spear, swatting it to the ground. He took a deep breath, thinking about his father watching his mother's last fight. Had she even known the end when she met it? A stray thought..., he put it away, exhaling as Ravenblade closed in. Gavin let the swiftly moving bladesman take the lead.
Ravenblade came in low, trying to lure Lionfang into thrusting at him. The canny defender did not take the bait. Ravenblade launched into a flurry of thrusts and slashes with both of his weapons, which were met with sword and shield, until the spear came at him again. Ravenblade leapt over it this time, but was forced to jump away as he landed to avoid a lunge from Gavin. As he took to the air he felt another mental blast crash into him. Lionfang's will overcame his this time. He bit his lip, trying to remain conscious. It did not seem fair to him that Lionfang could keep two enchantments up, one of them a flying spear, no less, and still batter him with spells. He needed to end the fight quickly; he would not last the full match this way.
The two Gladiators faced each other, twenty paces apart. Gavin could see that Ravenblade wanted to end it. While it was true Ravenblade had scored more hits and would win if it came down to a crowd decision, Gavin was tougher and wearing him down with spells. Blood does not always tell in a fight. Keeping his spear hovering a few feet above his head, Gavin readied himself. They moved in on each other, slowly at first, gaining speed with each step. Gavin flung the spear forward, getting ready to lunge in its wake. 
This time, Ravenblade was ready and he caught the flying spear with his dagger, pushing it off course. He faked moving right and then swerved to the left, cutting under Gavin's shield while ducking the short sword. He felt the impact of his thin bladed sword, the splash of blood on his hands, the grunt of pain from Lionfang. Then, he realized with horror that it was not enough, Lionfang's body was not going slack. The tough defender's retaliatory shield slash seemed almost unhurried in its flawless execution. Ravenblade desperately tried to twist out of the way. He was swift and flexible, but Lionfang's every move was perfect in plan and form, leaving him no room to escape. He could almost admire the attack. The razor edge of Gavin's shield chopped into his arm, taking it off at the middle elbow. The crushing impact of Gavin's follow up slam knocked him to the ground, even before the pain registered.
Ravenblade stared numbly at the stump of his sword arm. He could sense Lionfang's spear hovering above him, ready to plunge into his neck. He looked up at his adversary, expecting to see rage and death.
Gavin met his gaze coolly. Blood trickled from his neck where Ravenblade's thrust had taken him. He felt calm. He ignored the crowd.
“Do you yield?” Gavin asked. He didn't want to kill.
“I do,” said Ravenblade. He hated himself for the thin thread of hope that he felt. The desire to live welled up within him.
“I accept,” said Gavin. “Make haste to the healers, I'd hate to see you lose that arm.”
“I...” Ravenblade shook his head. Pain and fatigue were catching up to him. 
“You were a worthy foe, Ravenblade.” said Gavin. “Let it rest at that.”
Gavin turned to Baron Bones. He lifted his shield in salute. The Baron shook his head and shrugged. Gavin quit the field, bloody and victorious with the jeers of the crowd following him.
 



Chapter Fifty-Seven: Standoff
1149/07/17 AR Dregs, Killer's Circle.
 
“The Killer's Circle is a private club where the elite of the Domains can watch the most vicious Gladiators slaughter each other. It is more of a cross between an abattoir and an art gallery than an arena; the decor says it all.” Amoura Vogue, Socialite
 
“There are many paths to enlightenment. Some of these converge with physical arts that a Gladiator, or even a Chosen, might find attractive.” Chosen Mazurin, On Exotic Schools
 
The Killer's Circle arena in Dregs surprised Gavin. None of the descriptions or rumours that he had heard about the Domains most notorious house of slaughter captured the essence of the place. The arena was much smaller than the supplicant's arena, seating perhaps a thousand spectators, all in luxurious private boxes. The arena itself was made from blocks of black stone, with tall fluted obsidian columns spaced five paces apart, with bases carved like screaming skulls and capitals carved into the likeness of grinning Gladiators. The fighting grounds were small, perhaps half the size of a standard venue. The sand seemed a little whiter that traditional, almost as if it had been bleached or perhaps carefully sorted for the purest colour. The entrances were ornately framed and all of the accessories were tasteful, gold, silver, black lace and burgundy velvet. Gavin imagined that it looked very much like the inside of well-appointed mansion.
The ceiling of the arena, however, was a forest of corpses hanging on chains, the remains of those who had been killed in the arena, like a grotesque mockery of a butcher's cold room. Rabble, Monsters, and Gladiators hung there, some whole, many in pieces; a constellation of gore. Gavin had been warned about it, but the sight still filled his throat with bile. If he failed, his body would join that ocean of quivering meat. It was no wonder that Valaran had been so disrespectful to Omodo's corpse given that this was the league he frequented. Gavin looked away quickly, lest he begin to take in details better left unexamined, wounds and faces. What threw him most was the smell. Despite the forest of decaying corpses thirty feet above his head, not to mention the foul air of the city of Dregs, the Killer's Circle smelled like crushed roses with a hint of strong, dark coffee and wine. The juxtaposition of savagery and decadence unsettled him; there was no pretence of sport here.
The Killer's Circle was one of the only Arenas in the Domains that sold private boxes for a full year, or more. Only the Grand Arena in Krass, and the biggest of the Faction arenas could draw that level of support. The Killer's Arena was smaller and more exclusive than any of these. Despite the excessive cost, these boxes always sold out immediately. Those who purchased the boxes could use them as they wished, inviting friends or even selling unused seats on a match by match basis, speculating for profit. The elite of the Domains, those who favoured the Death-Leagues at least, would war with each other, trading and dealing, to get the best boxes. It was an exclusive club, and many of those who bought in did so to conduct business, and make contacts with the elite who frequented the killer's arena.
The announcer and Arena Master for the Killer's Circle, who was referred to as a “hostess” was a stunningly beautiful woman who introduced herself as Mistress Chloe diSilk. Her smooth, refined voice and formal silk gown made her seem more like a woman overseeing a grand party at a stately manor in Krass than a Deathmatch in Dregs.
“Welcome Lionfang,” she said, the tone of her exquisite voice was cold, very much odds with her message. They did not want him here. “What brings you to the Killer's Circle?”
Gavin smiled and bowed. A little showmanship wouldn't hurt. He had been too standoffish with Baron Bones and the rabble had paid the price.
“I've come to put Valaran diVolcanus, the Champion of this League, in his proper place,” he said.
“And where might that be, dearest Lionfang?” she said, her voice warming. He had to admit that silken tone was exciting.
Gavin pointed to the corpses dangling from the ceiling. The audience muttered. Mistress Chloe's crimson lips curved into a vicious smile. She reminded him of Sadira then, who often smiled like that before battle; predatory, yet vital.
“Very nice. Dearest Valaran is somewhat out of practice due to his suspension. A serious challenge will do him good,” she said. Her voice seemed to lengthen. “You will, of course, have to prove yourself against a couple of our other killers first.”
“That's what I'm here for, Mistress,” said Gavin, inclining his head respectfully.
“I must say, Lionfang,” she drawled. “You do know how to talk to a woman.”
“Thank you,” he said. “It is very kind of you to say so.”
“You must extend my compliments to Mrs. Lacivia,” said Mistress Chloe. “I love a well-trained man.”
The audience laughed. 
Gavin smiled.
“I'm sure you will have a chance to tell her yourself,” said Gavin.
“I see,” said Mistress Chloe. “I would love that. Red Scorpion is absolutely delightful; the only bright spot the otherwise pedestrian Faction Leagues. But, we digress; the members of the Killer's Circle are here to enjoy bloodshed, not listen to us prattle on.”
Gavin nodded.
“Your opponent is a relative newcomer to the Killer's Circle, but she has racked up quite a few trophies already,” said Mistress Chloe. “Her style is exceptionally brutal. Watching her completely dismember Greylock Grim before executing him this Fifthmonth is a memory that I shall cherish for some time. Mind you, it did cause quite an argument among the staff. They weren't sure what part of him we should hang from the trophy chains, you see. She is also well known among our patrons for her will to survive, having fought nearly an entire match with her jaw ripped off and a foot missing on her first appearance in the Circle. I have to say, I am excited to see her again. Audience?”
There were nods and murmurs of assent from the figures in the boxes. They acted far more subdued and better mannered than any crowd Gavin had fought in front of, even the bored southern decadents of Scorpion's Oasis. Nonetheless Gavin could still feel their hate very clearly, a dark pool of malevolence deep enough to drown in. He would not wish to try to draw power from such a group. They did not want him here. They would put him up against someone they expected to kill him.
The trumpets sounded a brassy flourish that was somewhat longer and more elaborate than Gavin was used to.
A muscled, athletic Ogress strode into the arena. At first Gavin could not make sense of her armour. As she strode across the fighting grounds he realized that he was seeing segmented metal plates, each individually pierced into her flesh. He saw blood around some of the blades, which cut into the Gladiatrix as she moved. The blood ran into clever channels on the plates, forming a decorative pattern that signalled some skill in blood magic. Her expression was at odds with the obvious discomfort of such a form of protection, serene and watchful. Gavin felt a thrill of recognition. His opponent was the only true Disciple of Pain that the arena had produced in fifty years. 
“Welcome Razorthorn,” said Mistress Chloe. “You look sharp today.”
All Gladiators are taught to endure pain. The Disciples of Pain go far beyond this; they believe in embracing pain, both theirs and that of others, as a path to purity and enlightenment. The subject themselves to ever increasing acts of disciplined self-torture until the pain brings them to a state that is both meditative, but active. Few are even interested in subjecting themselves to the rigours of this terrible discipline, but those who can master it are feared and revered.
Razorthorn came to a halt ten paces from Gavin. She regarded him calmly, her jade coloured eyes bright and clear. Save for a top-knot, her wheat coloured hair was shaved clean. Her innate Gladiator's healing ensured that her skin would constantly try to seal the wounds caused by her strange armour, cutting itself afresh on the edged plates over and over. Every movement, and every breath cut her. Gavin could sense pain, but no distress; in fact she seemed exceptionally calm.
Razorthorn was a good head and half taller than Gavin, powerful and lean. Her embedded plates looked to be the equivalent of heavier armour. The craft put into this suit was exquisite, and intimate; it did not seem to be designed for shock value despite its brutal nature. It would protect Razorthorn while providing her with a constant source of pain to fuel her strange arts. The Gladiatrix's weapons were two thick cylindrical rods, covered in sharp edged square studs. Each of these rods was topped with several strands of fine barbed chains; a brutal scourge that could strip flesh from bone in a single lash. Her secondary weapons, a pair of sharp sickles, dangled from rings piercing her hips,
Crimson dripped from the blades, a constant trickle. Despite the blood, Razorthorn was remarkably clean, and took obvious pride in her ornate weapons and appearance.
“I am honoured to meet you on the fighting grounds, Razorthorn,” said Gavin. She was a formidable opponent, but at least she was unlikely to cheat. In their own way, the Disciples of Pain were trustworthy: they cared only for the enlightenment they sought. “To face you will be a true test of my skills.”
Razorthorn smiled and she dipped her head in respect.
“I am honoured in return, Lionfang,” said Razorthorn. “Your presence in a place like this intrigues me. I regret that I cannot show you the mercy you have shown others. I would rather you live to grow strong from the suffering I must inflict. Sadly, my goals will not allow me to ignore the wishes of the members of the Killer's Circle.”
“We all have our stories, colliding briefly, violently on these sands,” said Gavin. “I give mercy, but I do not expect it here.”
“I am pleased that you two can enjoy such a lovely chat,” said Mistress Chloe. “However, your banter is somewhat tame for a performance in this arena. I think we would all rather get to the part where you just kill each other...”
The trumpets sounded. Razorthorn moved without hesitation. She was graceful and quick despite her size. Her weapons must have weighted close to forty pounds apiece, but she hefted them easily. apiece Gavin met her with shield raised and spear set to receive her charge. She began to weave a spell as she closed. Razorthorn's first swing beat Gavin's spear to one side. Gavin managed to twist the haft and cut her arm, at the same time trying to unweave and counter the spell she was putting together. Their wills clashed, but Razorthorn's concentration proved too difficult to overcome. Her mental strength was honed by constant agony. A primal surge, fuelled by blood magic, rippled through Razorthorn as she slammed her second weapon into Gavin's shield.
The shock of the blow ran up Gavin's arm. Razorthorn attack was a shield-beater, not meant to hit him directly but instead to exert force through his shield. It also caused the barbed chains at the end of the club to flick over the rim and slash into Gavin's face. He jerked away, turning his face to protect his eyes. The scourge flayed his cheek and temple, though, leaving blood flowing freely down the side of his face. Pain rippled through him, far more than such a wound should cause, no doubt the result of weapon runes. Pain was Razorthorn's speciality; perhaps she fed off his agony as well? At least his eyes were clear of blood. The crowd applauded.
Rather than take a second series of attacks, Gavin shoved forward, battering Razorthorn with his shield. She was stronger than him but he had greater leverage from his position, and years of experience using leverage against larger foes. He pushed her back, hitting her with a mental blast spell. She shrugged it off, her will like a stone wall. He thrust, but she parried his spear and then slammed his shield with her rod again, sending the chains whirling around the rim. This time Gavin shifted so that his pauldron bore the brunt of her scourge.
Gavin pushed Razorthorn again. This time when he rammed her with his shield, she set herself and shouldered into his attack, countering his momentum and halting him. She brought her size and strength to bear. The face of his shield clinked against the armour plates on her shoulder, grinding them painfully. He swept her legs with his spear, but she rolled back gracefully as she fell, coming to her feet in time to deflect his follow up thrust over her head and then slam his shield with her other rod. His mental blast was shrugged off yet again.
Gavin realized that he needed a better plan. Razorthorn was proving very resistant to his magic. Her strength of will was enormous. Although he was certain he could get a mind-vice spell on her, he was equally sure than the pain caused by such a spell would be meaningless or possibly even make her stronger. Her approach to victory seemed to be based on wearing him down. He had seen her use only a little Druidic magic thus far, which made him wary.
Gavin gave ground as Razorthorn's heavy rods battered his shield over and over. Her blows were powerful, but measured and methodical. The chains on the ends of her weapons bit into him several times, but he was now wary enough to avoid serious damage. The blood these little wounds caused drew a smattering of applause from the audience and the occasional sound of approval from Madame Chloe.
While concentrating on defence, Gavin wove a subtle spell. Full of guile, he disguised his weaving by dividing his attention again and attacking with a mental blast. Razorthorn steeled her will against the blast, and did not notice Gavin's second spell. It took hold of her and began slowing her down, a sort of lethargy coming over her. So artful was Gavin's weaving that she did not immediately take notice.
Razorthorn continued to draw power and hold some minor spells in reserve. Gavin didn't trust his ability to interfere with her casting. He wove his mind-grip spell to take hold of his sword while he held her at bay. One of the brutal rods swung in low while he did this. Gavin parried by thrusting his spear into the sand in its path. His shield blocked her second weapon, striking from another angle. The clamour of metal on metal rang out. The hit pummelled him even through the shield, forcing him to shift his balance. Then Razorthorn levelled a surprise snap kick at his knee. Gavin felt the impact and his leg nearly buckled. She stepped back and raised her rods for a power attack, eyes bright. As if wielded by an unseen hand, his sword whipped free of its sheath. As Razorthorn brought her rods down, letting loose a mighty war-scream, Gavin sent the sword flying into her face, hoping to foil her attack while he marshaled his strength and regained his balance.
Razorthorn, though, had been holding a spell in reserve to deal with Gavin's now infamous uses of his Telekinesis spell. She kept attacking with her left club, slamming Gavin's shield and driving him back, while raising the right to deflect the sword. To her surprise, the sword evaded her parry, slicing her forehead and then bouncing off the plate set into her cheekbone. She whirled and knocked the blade to the ground, releasing the readied spell. Green plant tendrils rippled from the ground, drawing the blade down and holding it.
“Nicely done!” said Gavin, panting and bloody.
Razorthorn nodded and launched herself at him. He felt a sharp spike of pain coming from his smashed knee each time she slammed his shield with her weapons. He swept his spear in a short horizontal arc under his shield as she came in for her third swing, catching her off guard and cutting into her abdomen. She grunted and paused.
“Nicely done!” she responded, resolute and wary.
It was surprise that had caused Razorthorn to falter. Gavin's skill was deceptive; he had barely shifted to hide his swipe with his shield. That kind of mastery impressed her. Many fighters in the Killer's Circle faced her with brute power, unsurpassed speed, or exotic disciplines. 
Razorthorn started forward cautiously whirling her clubs as they clashed. Gavin met her with shield and spear. A jab caught her on the shoulder. The impact of her rod staggered him before he could follow up. As he jabbed again she leaned in to it catching his spear. The barbs caught her flesh and held them both together. Gavin pulled desperately. The spear tore free along with a great gout of flesh. Razorthorn let out a sharp shout and brought both her rods down at once. Gavin could not dodge now and he put his shield in the way. The impact wrenched his shield arm from its socket and he was driven to his knees, one of them popping as it was driven into the sand. Chains flew over the rim of his shield, digging into his back. Desperately, he jabbed Razorthorn's leg. This drove her back, but it was not enough. He thrust his war-spear out again, trying to keep her back while he stood, but she batted it aside and strode in bringing those hateful rods down again.
Gavin's shield arm was still mostly out of action, dislocated and burning with pain. He did the only thing he could. As she swung he leapt forward, crashing into the larger Gladiatrix at knee level. He hit the wall of muscle, feeling the blades of her armour cut into him, but his attack drove her back a step and prevented her from caving in his skull. He channelled desperately, trying to think of a spell that would save him without having to test itself against her formidable will.
Razorthorn sensed the build-up of power. She sent Gavin reeling back with a kick. Gavin wove two spells, but she trusted her ability to weather anything he could hit her with. She marshaled her will to resist as she moved in for the kill. She knew that this was when he was most dangerous. The first spell, a strong mental blast, filled her mind with pressure, causing exquisite pain. But pain was the crux of her resolve, and so it only spurred her to strike harder. She smashed her ornate metal clubs down, feeling a surge of triumph as they brushed past his guard as his second spell went off. Then she stumbled, off balance, as her weapons met no resistance at all when they hit him, smashing instead into the sand.
Gavin rolled away and came to his feet as Razorthorn's weapons passed through his phantom image. His knee threatened to buckle but he kept steady. Razorthorn had not yet registered what happened, but moved to defend herself out of reflex. Gavin kept it simple. Razorthorn felt something cold and jagged cut into her throat and come to rest. 
“Yield,” said Gavin.
“You think a blade at my throat is enough to stop me?” said Razorthorn. Her eyes were clear and fierce.
“This is a Yezaven war-spear, forged by my father's hand,” said Gavin. “It will not fail me. Without a Keystone, the wound I leave on your neck will be fatal. It does not have to be this way.”
“I might die, but I will still kill you before I bleed to death,” said Razorthorn. She tightened her grip on her weapons. “You are in poor condition.”
Gavin could sense the anticipation of the crowd.  She was right; he could barely stand. The members wanted death; a double kill would be a thing of glory for them. He looked into Razorthorn's eyes and saw iron resolve there. A warrior's pride was a prickly thing; he needed to be cautious.
“What you say is true, but I am in a better position,” he said. “I won't kill you unless I have to. I offer you life. Yield.”
Razorthorn felt a flash of anger, but pain allowed her to focus. “I will not yield.”
“If you move or cast a spell I rip your throat out,” he said.
“And a heartbeat after you do I will cave your skull in,” she said. “Your body is about to give in. I can feel your pain. I will not yield.”
“Nor will I,” he said. “You cannot attack me and live with my spear at your throat.”
Their eyes locked. Neither moved. Looking deep, they took each other's measure. Each was forced to acknowledge that they were at the mercy of the other, despite their ability to kill the other. Other Gladiators would have taken their chances or tried guile, but these two were creatures of reason. They could feel the audience urging them to kill each other, but neither of them was so easily swayed.
“Double forfeit?” said Gavin. By being the first to suggest this, he took a greater measure of any dishonour that would befall them. He cared little for the crowd here.
Razorthorn considered. Her warrior's instinct cried out for the kill; she was a hero! She could do it. And yet the calm inflicted upon her by the pain of her blades and Gavin's spear spoke differently. She was mortal, despite her warrior's instinct. She played the scene out in her mind and knew that they would both die, seven times out of ten. She noted the resolve in Gavin's eyes, his fell spear at her throat. His skill was surprising. The odds were not in her favour.
“I am forced to admit that it is a better choice than both of us dying here,” said Razorthorn. “I will agree, on the condition that you meet with me after the match. Perhaps you can be of use to me.”
“As long as I get to clean up first” said Gavin. “I will agree.”
“Agreed.”
“...Interesting,” said Mistress Chloe. “Well, I was hoping you would kill each other, but I suppose this does make more sense. Double forfeit it is. An unusual match, but not exactly to our member's tastes. Fortunately, we anticipated this and we have a rabble match as a chaser.”
 
o-----
 
Gavin found Razorthorn waiting for him after he left the baths. Razorthorn's grim-armour had been replaced by a loose fitting robe of sorts. This too was contrived to torment the wearer, but not to the same degree. It looked a little easier to sit down in, for one. As he examined it he noticed the blood from a cut flow into a cunning channel on her bustier, forming a decorative pattern. It reminded him of the blood drinking runes that Silver Rose had used.
“Have you ever considered learning the Bloodthirster discipline?” he asked her, still examining her clothing, the hooks, and blades. “No offence intended, but you do bleed a fair bit.”
“I have,” said Razorthorn. “It would be challenging to seek true balance with the blood thirst tugging at me. Perhaps once I feel I have mastered the Path of Pain, I will seek such a challenge.”
“Ah,” said Gavin. “True enough. I don't know much about the Disciples of Pain. Truth be told I expected you would fight more like Berserker.”
“The Path of Pain is about self-control through ordeal, not power through pain,” said Razorthorn. “It has less to do with masochism than people think. I do not gain pleasure from pain, merely focus. I will explain it to you on the way...”
“Way to where?” asked Gavin.
“The training grounds,” said Razorthorn. “I should enjoy a rematch.”
Gavin laughed. He felt tired and his knee still hurt.
“Well if that's the price I have to pay for life and lore, so be it,” he said.
“It is part of the price,” said Razorthorn. “The other is this; you have ruined my chances for useful advancement in the Death-Leagues. You know Red Scorpion. I wish to see if she would be willing to intercede with Chosen Giselle on my behalf. I find Southern climes suddenly appealing.”
Gavin laughed. It was a simple request. He knew Sadira would be eager to meet the Ogress merely for the exotic discipline she practised.
“Done!” said Gavin. “You have my word as a Gladiator. The desert air will be quite an improvement over Dregs, I'm sure. Now tell me more about your blades. I found your mental strength impressive. How does the pain help?”
They walked. Gavin listened to Razorthorn as she explained her art, fascinated. He was curious about her. For her part Razorthorn respected Gavin, for she saw that, like her, he was out of place in the Death-Leagues, seeking truths of his own. Razorthorn realized that Gavin's confrontation with Valaran was only the catalyst for his true journey. 
They met the next day to train again and he eventually introduced her to Lina and Cleothera, and later, as promised, to Sadira.
 



Chapter Fifty-Eight: Ancient History
1149/08/30 AR Dregs, Killer's Circle.
 
“Vengeance is the afterglow of victory.” Chosen Gorixus
 
“We get so caught up in our own narratives that we often forget that we are characters in other people's lives.” Blessed Ezuis, Ancestral Fragments
 
“You haven't been leaving for Deliberative business as much lately,” said Gavin. “How come?”
“I'd hate to leave my favourite Gladiator unsupervised in a place like Dregs,” replied Cleothera.
“I have Lina here to hold my hand,” said Gavin.
Cleothera rolled her eyes. Lina favoured him with a smirk. They were lounging in his quarters, eating at a small table. Dregs was not a place where one travelled to dine; the smell of the outside air ruined most people's appetites.
“You're a poor substitute for Ravius in wit, little brother,” said Cleothera; she continued before Gavin could protest. “After the Baurtrum affair, I was offered a promotion. I declined. You must know that. There isn't much more to it.”
“I hope you didn't decline on my account,” said Gavin. He hated the idea of his friend ruining her career just to help him.
Lina snickered into her crystal wine-glass. Cleothera rolled her eyes again.
“Did I say something?” asked Gavin, genuinely puzzled at their reaction.
“You aren't the cause of everyone's problems, Gavin,” asserted Cleothera. “I know how you worry about Ravius, and how you may feel about Valaran and Omodo, but your decisions are rarely the true root of other people's troubles.”
“Most of us get into enough trouble on our own!!” quipped Lina.
“Fair enough,” said Gavin. “I have been told that I tend to be quick to blame myself.”
“Quickling swift,” said Lina, smiling. “Fastest martyr in the North.”
“I think the wine is going to your head, Miss diVolcanus,” said Gavin. 
“That's the idea,” said Lina. She refilled her glass for emphasis. “As the locals say: it's the best way to stave off the Dregs.”
“Nice,” said Gavin. He turned back to Cleothera. “Why did you decided to stay, Cleo?”
“I got a taste of the bigger leagues, and decided it wasn't for me,” said Cleothera. “Blackcloaks and Heretics make for great stories, but I could do without them.”
“Was it your confrontation with Baurtrum?” he asked. “I thought you handled that well, despite the ugly ending. It can't be easy facing a fall like that.” 
“Coming from a Gladiator who's been gutted by his own teacher and crushed by a giant...” she said, smirking. He raised his brow, persisting in his line of enquiry. She looked away, distant for a moment. “I would be lying to you if I said that those few minutes, lying there, broken... wondering if that bastard would send his thralls to finish me... well, I still dream about that.”
“It was very brave, Cleo,” said Lina, eyes bright.
“Had I known, really known, how much it would hurt, I'm not sure I could have done it,” said Cleothera. “I'm not a Gladiatrix. I fear pain. I don't know if I would do it again. But that's not the worst of it. When we went to interrogate Mondarvis, the heretic that was connected to Baurtrum, Captain diAuran told me I might have to force myself into his mind. Deep, mind-rape deep, if I needed to. I was actually relieved that we killed him before that could happen. It was then that I realized that I don't want to be part of nightmare spells and nerve centre overloads. I know how to do those things now, but I never want to be called on to use them. I don't want to live in the shadows. I'm afraid I'll end up corrupted like Baurtrum. So when it was over, I quietly stepped away. They've been decent about it, although Captain diAuran was angry... I think Sax has some pull with them.”
“You want no part of that world,” said Gavin, nodding, “even if it ends your ambitions. Once I might have thought you weak for making that decision. I remember looking at some of the older Gladiators when I was fresh out of training as if they were failures, not good enough to be Champions. Now I know different. I wish I could apologize to them for my foolish thoughts. I've come to believe master level was set at fifty matches just to make sure a Gladiator has time to mature before we get to do anything meaningful, like teaching or becoming Warbound.”
“It does seem likely,” said Cleothera. “But I'd guess the original reason is long buried by the tradition now.”
“Few fighters would ever see it that way,” said Lina. “They're like Sadira, Karmal, or Minerva for the most part. 
“Good point, Lina,” said Cleothera. “I guess we should let you drink more often! Gladiators are like most citizens in that they're just too involved with their own daily lives, the thrills of arena and the fighting culture, to step back and question the structure of the games.”
“This is what we do,” said Gavin. 
“Indeed,” responded Cleothera.
Lina smiled and took another sip while Cleothera and Gavin continued talking. The scent of the wine hinted at harvest time and sunshine, helping drive away thoughts of Dregs. Secretly, she felt that that while Cleothera and Gavin played at being cynical, they were really both dreamers at heart.
 
o-----
 
As Gavin entered the fighting grounds of the Killer's Circle he could feel the crowd's hostility. All Gladiators are sensitive to the crowd in some measure, although Gavin was much more wary of drawing on power from that source than fighters like Sadira or Ravius. 
As always his gaze was drawn to the forest of gory body parts that hung on chains from the shadowed ceiling above him. He thought he detected a whiff of rot amidst the perfumed air.
“Welcome Lionfang,” said Madame Chloe diSilk, the arena mistress and announcer for the Killer's Circle. She was resplendent in a formal gown and gleaming jewelry that was utterly at odds with the abattoir above them. “Despite your lack of respect for their traditions, the sponsors of the Death-Leagues have decided to allow you to fight in front of them once again. Just between you and me, darling, I think that our beloved audience wants to watch you die... screaming, of course”
Gavin shrugged. He could actually sense a tremor of excitement run through the audience at the thought of his death. There was also a slight uptake in the volume of the murmur from the private boxes, but he could not hear anything specific. In truth, he almost preferred the screaming vitriol of the Supplicant's Arena to the whispers of the Killer's Circle.
“Don't worry, my dears,” sighed Madame Chloe. “I have a lovely rabble match lined up afterwards, just in case Lionfang is not accommodating today. As an added bonus honoured Gladiator, if you feel like playing the martyr I will stay the rabble match if you die. You could save lives...”
Gavin clenched his jaw but said nothing. He had no control over the rabble matches. The rabble were volunteers, driven by desperation and greed. He tried not to think about it.
“You're welcome,” said Madame Chloe. “As for our other fighter, fate has gifted us with a feline theme today.”
The trumpets sounded, punctuating her sentence.
A lean human woman, slightly smaller than Gavin, stalked into the arena. Her face was covered in an armoured half mask in the shape of a sabre-toothed skull. Her weapons were vicious looking ten inch claws sprouting from oversized gauntlets that could easily serve as shield-like bracers, and her tertiary weapon was a saw-toothed long knife, which seemed like a strange addition to her arsenal. The medium class green and gold armour she wore was at odds with the ivory of her cat-skull mask. Something about the armour and weapons struck a note of familiarity with Gavin. 
“Welcome Gladiatrix Deathcat,” said Madame Chloe, “second only to Valaran in the Killer's Circle. I must say I was pleasantly surprised that you threw your name into the draw. What makes someone like you interested in fighting a man like Lionfang?”
Deathcat turned to Gavin, pointing at him with her clawed gauntlet. She made a cut-throat motion with her other claw.
“Oh, I see it's personal,” said Madame Chloe. “Very interesting. I don't suppose you'd favour us with the story of what noble Lionfang did to make you so angry, darling?”
Deathcat locked eyes with Gavin. He did not need to use a spell to feel the hate emanating from her brown orbs. And then, he realized: Deathcat... Cat..., the fighting partner of Bella, the Gladiatrix that Sadira had so ruthlessly killed long ago in Dreadwood. Gavin had saved Cat from a similar fate. It appeared that she did not appreciate his efforts.
“Your bitch, Sadira, killed my Bella,” said Deathcat, voice low and full of menace. “I am going to return the favour by killing you, Lionfang. Then I'll get a match against Sadira and either kill her or die at her hand. Either way I'll see her suffer!”
Her words aroused the attention of the audience. Deathcat rarely spoke, and her history of silence added to weight to her voice.  
“But I saved your life,” protested Gavin.
“You saved me?” said Deathcat. Her voice crackled with intensity. “I am a Gladiatrix! I don't fear death in battle. You didn't save me, you humiliated me... You held me down and made me watch as my best friend, the woman I loved, got butchered by your whore. Every day of my life since then has been empty. I am going to slice your balls off before I kill you and send them to Sadira. Then she'll know how I feel.”
Gavin opened his mouth to retort; after all Bella had instigated the fight with Sadira. Then he thought of Omodo and his own desire for vengeance against Valaran. 
“I'm sorry,” said Gavin.
“I don't want your sympathy, I just want your steel or your blood,” said Deathcat. She launched herself at him. The trumpets sounded.
“A grudge match! Isn't this fun?” purred Madame Chloe as Deathcat's claws raked Gavin's shield. The hooked end of the weapons caught the razored rim and she pulled the shield aside just enough to swipe her other claw at his abdomen. Gavin stepped in, letting his armoured hip absorb the impact. Claws have many disadvantages, but they have very fine control, and so Deathcat was able to sink her blades into Gavin even after they bounced of the armour, leaving bloody gashes on his side. She leapt back as he slashed at her with the broad-bladed tip of his spear.
Gavin drew power and attacked Deathcat with a mental blast spell. She took it, grit her teeth and charged him. He hit her with another spell as she leapt. She wobbled and fell. Gavin took the bait, thrusting his spear at her leg. Deathcat arched over his thrust, springing up in a fluid motion and landing behind him. Gavin ducked, which was the only thing that kept him from losing his head. Instead she just cut off a chunk of his scalp, leaving him bloodied. She moved in mercilessly, raking him with two quick swipes before he pushed her back. He lashed out with another mental blast, feeling a sense of satisfaction as she grunted with pain.
They circled warily. Gavin was bleeding from several wounds. Deathcat was not a strong spell user, and she knew Gavin well enough to avoid offensive magic that he could unravel. Instead it seemed like she was focusing on powering several exotic weapon runes. Gavin was sure at least one of these was slowing his healing.
“Killing me won't bring Bella back,” said Gavin.
Deathcat's eyes widened and she sprang forward, shrieking her rage.
Gavin tossed his spear, an underhand throw, quickly weaving his mind=grip spell as he did. Deathcat dove under the spear, tumbling along the sand. Gavin kicked at her as she rolled, catching her shoulder. Deathcat twisted with the impact, grabbing Gavin's foot and throwing him off balance while she came to her feet. Kicking his captured leg to force her to let go before she could hamstring him with her claw, he cast a mental blast to foil her next move. Both fighters ended up reeling and off balance for a moment.
Deathcat recovered first. She charged, eyes burning. Her hands blurred, launching into a flurry of jabs and slashes. Gavin blocked most of them and yet he felt the claws slice into his leg and upper arm. She caught and brushed his sword aside, cutting him again. He pushed her back with his shield. While they struggled he mind blasted her again and called his flying spear around, getting ready to attack her blind spots.
Then Gavin thrust his sword at Deathcat's eyes, hoping to distract her while willing his spear towards her back. She caught his sword with a claw and ducked, sweeping his leg out from under him as the spear thrust into the air above her head. He cursed and rolled back over his shoulder and to his feet. She recovered from dodging the spear with incredible alacrity, knocking it aside, and then pouncing on Gavin before he could set himself. The two of them grappled for a moment, kicking, punching, grabbing, and slashing. Gavin was stronger, and Deathcat wisely opted to withdraw before he could take advantage of this, ducking a sweep of his shield and raking his ribs with her claws as she moved away. Gavin felt dizzy; he was losing too much blood.
Deathcat avoided direct magical attacks, knowing that she was no match for Gavin in spell combat. Instead she channelled her power into runes and small enchantments, enhancing her battle prowess and abilities to survive Gavin's mental assaults. Meanwhile she analyzed Gavin's footwork, shield placement, his reactions to her attacks, and all the vagaries of how he fought, looking for weaknesses she could exploit. She was constantly in motion, and always seeking flaws. Until she found what she was looking for she was content to land minor attacks, covering his arms and legs with claw marks, bleeding him.
Gavin, on the other hand, could not quite get a handle on Deathcat's technique. She had improved greatly since they were both second rankers, making liberal use of the sweeping dual attacks of the Sun and Moon school, the swift counters of the Thousand Steps, and the postures and bearing taught by the Seven Stances school. She avoided his flying spear with ease for the most part, although he was able to deal her a few glancing blows when he managed to corner her between his spear and sword after a close dodge. He had more success with mental blasts and his mind vice spell, and while he leaked from dozens of small cuts Deathcat bled from her nose and ears.
The fight stretched on. Deathcat was swift and ferocious, but Gavin's defence was very good. She made him bleed, but she did not bring him to his knees. It was not enough in Deathcat's mind.  She had imagined this fight so many times, but she had never considered failure before.
“You've improved greatly,” admitted Gavin. “Bella...”
Gavin's utterance of that sacred name angered Deathcat, her deep hatred of him overwhelming her otherwise perfect technique. She flew into a rage. She attacked in a relentless, wild frenzy, slashing with her claws and lashing out with kicks. Gavin was barely able to defend himself initially, taking several minor wounds, but her attacks lacked her previous measure of his weaknesses and he was able to assert himself defensively and counter-attack, landing a sword-thrust, hidden by a shield-feint, just above Deathcat's hip. 
The pain of the thrust brought Deathcat back to her senses. She backed off, raking her claws on his arm as he withdrew, whirling away from his flying spear as he tried to pin her leg with it.
It came to Gavin that her behaviour was the key to victory. Her reverence for Bella was a soft spot, the kind of weakness he could exploit, to get under her skin. A riled Gladiator made mistakes. In Gavin's mind it was a dishonourable strategy, but she might cut him to pieces otherwise. Sometimes principles had to bend in the arena. He put his theory to the test.
“Bella would be proud,” taunted Gavin. It sounded tawdry to him, but he could see that it worked. Her eyes grew wide.
Rage took hold of Deathcat. She leapt in, screaming, all vestiges of reason vanishing as Gavin violated that sacred name. This time though, he was ready: he met Deathcat's attack with a swift counter of his own instead of concentrating entirely on defence. Although her blows were quick and vicious but unfocused and inaccurate. His sword thrust was perfectly executed, a short stab towards her centre of mass. Claws bit into Gavin's side and raked across his left pauldron near his throat. He willed his flying spear towards her. As he felt his sword connect, Gavin he surged forward, powering into the thrust. He saw the horror in Deathcat's eyes as her mistake dawned on her, too late. The sword slid under her breastplate, punching through her body. She was no berserker but nonetheless grit her teeth and fought on with desperate resolve, raking a claw across his face, bringing blindness to one eye. And then they both felt the impact as his flying spear slammed into Deathcat from behind. Her eyes widened as her strength failed.
Gavin let go of his sword, leaving it buried to the hilt in her vitals, and stood back.
Deathcat fell to her knees. How it galled her to be beaten by this man. This is my fault, she thought. He played me and I lost control. I failed Bella, once again.
“Well,” said Mistress Chloe. “That was either a rather sub-par performance from one of our better killers or our soft-hearted defender is better than we'd like to admit. It looks like you will be facing Valaran next, Lionfang. Feel free to kill her.”
Gavin bowed politely, but most of his attention was on Deathcat. He looked deeply into her eyes. She faced him bravely, holding herself with as much dignity as her injuries would allow. He was thinking back to Scorpion's Oasis, and how Shield Splitter had beaten him.
“I had planned for this match for years,” said Deathcat. Her voice was quiet and sad. “I trained, I fought, and I became cold inside. I have killed a dozen Gladiators on these sands, just to get my chance for vengeance. But when I heard you say her name... It brought me back to that moment, back to when everything went wrong.”
“I understand, believe me,” said Gavin. “I had a good friend make sure I was ready to go after Valaran. It took me a long time to take control of my anger. I could introduce you to him if you wish.”
“Aren't you going to kill me?” Deathcat asked.
“No,” said Gavin. “And my choice has nothing to do with pity, or denying you an honourable death. I'm just tired of... needless bloodshed. Even Beastmen have families.”
Deathcat laughed; it hurt. She raised her claw to her throat, eyes on his. She wondered how much it would hurt him to take her life in front of him. Unexpectedly, Gavin smiled. 
“If you feel you have to die, do it,” said Gavin. He looked over to the Gladiator's entrance. “You're the one who has to decide if you want to leave the Killer's Circle alive, or not. I have won the reward that I desire and I care little for the pleasure of the audience in this venue. There has to be more to your life than vengeance, Deathcat. Would Bella really want you to die in Dregs?”
She posed the question to herself. In her weakened state, she could easily end her own life. With vengeance denied to her, did she have anything to live for? Would it be worth opening her throat in one last act of defiance, just to spite Gavin? Would Bella have wanted that?
Dreadwood was a long time ago.
She let her hand drop. Perhaps it was time to live for herself.
 



Chapter Fifty-Nine: Nemesis
1149/09/13 AR Dregs, Killer's Circle.
 
“Power is the only worthy goal of a true man.” Valaran diVolcanus
 
“Power is a burden for everyone but the short-sighted.” Gavin Orphanus
 
Eight days before Gavin's match with Valaran, he found Chosen Moltar's emissary waiting for him in his quarters. 
Thoughts of Valaran loomed large, overshadowing his excitement at Sadira coming to watch the fight. He tried to drown his anxiety in the fatigue caused by gruelling fourteen hour training sessions with Razorthorn and Green Sting. He was surprised when Lina met him in the corridor on the way to the apartment they shared. She seemed agitated as she rushed to meet him.
“He wants to meet you,” said Lina. She stepped close to him, holding up a sealed letter, her eyes wide.
“Valaran?” asked Gavin. His fists clenched.
“No... Chosen Moltar,” said Lina. “He has invited you to meet with him, I'm sure of it. That's the only time he sends a letter like this.”
Gavin paused. His hands relaxed. It wasn't Valaran. Chosen Moltar wanted to speak to him. He felt more curiosity than trepidation. One could not refuse an invitation from a Chosen. The letter was written on black paper with gold edging and script, complete with an archaic wax spell-seal bearing the Chosen's iconography, a watchful eye over an armoured fist. Gavin broke the seal and read the flowing script.
“You're right Lina,” said Gavin, handing her the letter after he finished. “He's invited me to attend him in his personal box at the Killer's Circle tomorrow. Alone.”
“Sadira won't be happy about that,” said Lina. She was glad that her presence was not required. She feared the Lord of the Domain in which she was born. 
“Neither will Cleothera,” said Gavin. “The Deliberative are never happy to leave a Gladiator alone with a Chosen.”
“Don't go, Gavin,” said Lina. She looked him in the eye, gaze intense. “The Chosen is... I have a bad feeling. I'll pretend I lost the invitation.”
“I appreciate that offer Lina,” said Gavin. A servant who lost an invitation in Volcanus could be punished by whipping. “But it is better I go to meet with the Chosen. Much as I dislike Chosen Moltar, and dislike him more every time I see the people on the streets of Dregs, I cannot afford to defy him. You and Cleothera can distract Sadira for me.”
“Distracting your grumpy Gladiatrix girlfriend while stuck in Dregs is sure to be a grand pleasure,” grumbled Lina, making a sour face, trying to hide her relief.
 
o-----
 
Gavin's heart skipped a beat as he settled into the cavernous passenger compartment of the huge carriage. His nose caught a familiar perfume, raw and primal like the distilled essence of particularly wild orgy mixed with a field of captive flowers. Flamina's amber eyes and golden skin flashed in the shadows as the soft velvet and silk interior of the carriage engulfed him. He was struck dumb with surprise.
Flamina smiled and leaned out the doorway, her eyes meeting those of the three women standing outside. Her teeth flashed as Sadira's dark eyes flashed violet with raw fury.
“Don't worry love,” said Flamina. “I'll take good care of him.”
Sadira held her tongue, trying to kill the dancer with a glare. Flamina's throaty laughter drifted out of the carriage as the door slid closed. She watched, fists clenched while the massive, gift-made horses pulled the vehicle away, until the fouls mists enveloped it.
“So...,” said Cleothera, watching Sadira out of the corner of her eye. “Shall we head straight to the alcohol? The less time we spend in the streets the better.”
Sadira turned, muttering about Flamina under her breath, leading them onto the dark, dirty streets of Dregs. She ignored the finely lit promenade, hoping that some of the locals were foolish enough to take them for easy prey. Cleothera and Lina followed her into the murk, exchanging looks.
In the carriage, Flamina moved to sit beside Gavin.
“I can sense your discomfort, you know,” said the lithe dancer. “I would never act this way around some of the Chosen's companions; dangerous men and women who are more prone to acting on their desires.”
“What makes you think I desire you Flamina?” asked Gavin.
“Your body language,” she said. “You wouldn't be so guiltily uncomfortable if you were uninterested. I've learned to read the signs of desire better than most, and I don't need magic to feel your blood stirring.”
“Then you also know that I won't give in to base desire,” said Gavin. He laughed, shaking his head. He doubted he could explain love to Flamina. It was something you needed to feel.
“I do,” she answered. “But I don't understand it. You cling to notions of monogamy that don't apply to your class. You deny me yourself and you deny me Sadira. And for what?”
“Sadira is free to do what she wants,” said Gavin.
“I don't think you understand her very well in that regard,” said Flamina. “She follows your lead, in love at least. Her people are known for the strength of their desires Gavin. Think of the three of us.”
“That culture died with The Reckoning, for better and for worse,” said Gavin. “Call it greed if you wish, but I have no desire to share my love...”
“Love?” interrupted Flamina. “That not what I'm after...”
The carriage ride was remarkably smooth despite the uneven cobbles and large stretches of muck that passed for roads in Dregs. Gavin decided to change the subject.
“Do you know why Chosen Moltar has sent for me?” said Gavin.
“The Chosen wants to make you an offer,” said Flamina. She pursed her lips. “If he wanted to scare you. he would likely meet with you at Irongrim instead of here; he certainly wouldn't send someone like me to escort you to him.”
“So you're the person who Chosen Moltar sends to put me at ease?” asked Gavin.
Flamina laughed a surprisingly rich sound from such an outwardly delicate frame. 
“Something like that,” she said.
 
o-----
 
The Killer's Circle was even more decadent from the member's side. The carriage stopped in a fortified courtyard, one of those stately pieces of architecture that seems all the more grand because it is somehow untouched by the squalor in which it resides. Gavin hopped down from the carriage, planting his feet on a rich red carpet that ran towards the building. The member's entrance was more intimate than that of a traditional arena, like a door to a well-appointed manor house. Ten armed footmen, wearing bright uniforms bearing the Chosen's heraldry, stood at attention outside. Gavin noted that the gleaming spike throwers they carried seemed perfectly functional.
As Flamina began to exit the carriage, Gavin turned to help her down.
“How courtly,” said the dancer. 
“Courtesy is its own reward,” said Gavin.
Flamina laughed.
“You should worry more about the Chosen's courtesy than mine, Gladiator,” said Flamina.
“You are the Chosen's courtesy, I believe,” said Gavin.
“An interesting observation,” replied Flamina, taking Gavin by the arm and leading him into the building. The guards opened the door at their approach. Gavin noted that they were wary despite their spotless dress uniforms. 
Inside, it was as if he had left Dregs for another realm entirely. Beauty, art, refinement, even the air was cleaner. 
The entrance foyer was a richly appointed lounge. Polished Obsidian floors, chairs made from rare leathers and rich woods, and works of art depicting graphic scenes of death and violence decorated the rooms. A few well-dressed men and women were scattered about, drinking and conversing. Servants wearing collars and scanty loincloths plied them with wine and delicacies. More than a few of them looked hungrily at Flamina, who greeted the most important of them by name, bestowing her attention like a seal of approval. Gavin was met by frowns, despite his company: he was not popular with the patrons of the Killer's Circle. The pair of them, Gladiator and dancer, moved through the room, leaving murmurs in their wake.
They climbed the wide staircase to the galleries that led to the member's boxes. They passed more guards at the top, Flamina's presence serving as a badge of admittance.
As they passed the guards, Gavin stopped short, his eyes meeting the familiar orbs of Shield-Splitter. His surprise turned to disgust as he realized that it was not his one-time foe, but rather the ogre's head, severed, preserved, and mounted on the wall. He stared at the head for some time. He had no love for the massive ogre, but no Gladiator deserved this kind of treatment. He had last seen Shield-Splitter at Balvuk's Triumph. A gold plaque underneath the head carried a list of the Ogre's victories in the Killer's Circle, including the names of the fighters he had killed, and the name of his killer, Valaran diVolcanus.
Gavin had always yearned to test himself against the Shield-Splitter again. His loss to the Ogre remained one of the low points of his career, but it had also started him on the path towards the Flawless Blade, meeting Sax, and learning self-control. He felt a surge of hatred towards Valaran and the Death-Leagues for robbing him of that opportunity, quickly followed by sadness.
Flamina watched Gavin with undisguised curiosity. She wanted to ask him about his relationship with the dead man, she wanted to delve into his feelings, to enjoy the voyeuristic thrill of another person's sadness. The Domains were too safe and civilized in Flamina's opinion, having lost the edge of the early feudal warrior's culture and settled into a comfortable, modern decadence. Gavin's expression stilled her voice. Sadness for the fallen was alien to this place, fearsomely foreign in fact. The Gladiator closed his eyes, bowing his head in respect, and drew in a deep breath. As he exhaled, the dancer felt an electric thrill pass through her, as if Gavin was channelling despite his restraints; she stepped back involuntarily. 
Gavin opened his eyes and looked past his fallen foe. The walls of the upper galleries were lined with heads. Hundreds that he could see, preserved in loving detail. He had thought the Killer's Circle has lost its ability to shock him. The heads proved him wrong. The members of this arena cared nothing for the sport, the honour, the contest, or the striving of the Gladiators in the arena. The Killer's Circle revelled in the trappings of violence like pious men in a holy place; they worshipped victory and brutality, hidden under a veil of tradition and luxury.
“Lead on,” he said coldly, turning to Flamina. “I've grown tired of this place already.”
A thousand barbed rejoinders died on the dancer's lips. Gavin's bright eyes shone with harsh judgement. She turned and led him to Moltar's private box, wanting to be rid of him quickly.
The door to Chosen Moltar's arena box bore the staring eye and armoured fist. To Gavin, the symbol looked more garish than intimidating in wood and gold. Flamina opened the door for Gavin; he noted, with some satisfaction, that she was unusually subdued now.
The Chosen rose as Gavin entered the box. The man was inhumanly large, but otherwise    flawlessly proportioned. Moltar reminded Gavin of the statues of old gods and heroes that he had seen in Balvuk's Triumph or the oldest districts of Krass, a sculptor’s idea of the perfect form. In addition to his physical presence Moltar's magical power overwhelmed Gavin's senses, like a hurricane waiting to be unleashed. He met the Chosen's eye briefly before dropping his gaze to perform a deep formal bow. It would be foolish to antagonize one of The Chosen simply for the sake of pride.
“Welcome, Gavin Valcoeur,” said the Chosen. Gavin found the man's voice to be rich and sonorous, but otherwise surprisingly normal coming from a being of such power. 
“Thank you, Chosen,” said Gavin. He did not betray any surprise that Moltar knew his father's name, choosing to ignore the implicit threat. 
“Come, have a seat beside me.” said the Chosen, his voice commanding and compelling. “I would like to watch this match while we speak.”
Gavin took his place next to the Chosen, noticing that his seat was raised so that he was somewhat closer to his host, a concession to hospitality over power. The sheer amount of power cycling through the Chosen, dozens of enchantments and hundreds of runes, weighed on Gavin. It made him feel as if he were trapped in a tiny room deep in the earth with the walls closing in, not a spacious, comfortable private enclosure. He looked out into the arena. His heart sank as he saw fifty men and women, the rabble of Dregs milling about the fighting grounds.
“Do not despair so frivolously, Lionfang,” said Chosen Moltar, his gaze drifting over the evening's victims. “You have no control over what is about to happen, and should not invest so much energy in events you cannot influence.”
Gavin squirmed but said nothing. He had no doubt that this was purposeful.
“I was tempted to have Valaran fight for our amusement, but I felt that might antagonize you.” said the Chosen. “Besides, my foremost pupil has been a little... recalcitrant of late.”
The trumpets rang. The creature that slid into the arena was a living nightmare, some barely comprehensible spawn of The Reckoning. Gavin was repulsed just looking at it. The monster sprang into the fighting grounds impaling a man on a scythe-like limb before ripping him in half. The man's screams grated on Gavin; they ended quickly, but were replaced by a chorus of pain, fear, and death as the creature found new victims.
“Valaran's mother was the sole survivor of one of these events,” said the Chosen. He watched the proceedings carefully, his eyes taking in every detail, but Gavin could detect no emotion from the man as lives ended just strides away. “He grew up here in Dregs, prospering in an environment that is inimical to weakness. His trials gave him strength, although it also left him lacking in refinement. He failed to learn to curb his excesses.”
“He's not your main gambit is he?” asked Gavin. He looked up at the Chosen, trying to shut out the pitiful cries of the doomed. “Not anymore at least.”
The Chosen turned his head. Making eye contact with any Chosen, let alone one of Moltar's reputation, was considered unwise. Only fools draw the attention of the powerful. Gavin met the man's gaze, unflinching, for just a moment, before purposefully looking down. In truth he was glad to look away, the Chosen's gaze was fearsome. 
“Perceptive,” said the Chosen. “Although you are childishly overeager to show it. You gain nothing but a moment's pleasure by showing me that you know. Valaran is powerful, but has never been subtle.”
“He makes a great distraction,” said Gavin. He watched a pair of muscled rabblemen, an Orc and a large human try to wrestle the creature down. He silently cheered their efforts, hoping that they would succeed.
“Just so,” said the Chosen. “But I still hoped that he would be more useful at this time. I may have other plans, but I invested a great deal in Valaran nonetheless. I am not fond of wasted effort.”
The two men held the creature for a moment while another struck at it with a crude spear. Gavin found himself cheering them, under his breath. His hope was short lived however. The spear glanced off a thick carapace and one of the men lost his grip on a scything limb. The other man made a valiant effort to hold on but the creature twisted, unnaturally flexible, and slashed. Gavin looked away as the men fell, screaming as they were dismembered. Bile rose in his throat. He noticed a hint of satisfaction on the Chosen's face.
“Valaran is a piece on the field, he has been shaped to fulfil a purpose,” said Valaran. “I do not deny this; yet he now rebels against the idea.”
“Shouldn't he?” said Gavin. “I don't wish to sound petulant Chosen, but he is as you made him.”
“That is true,” said the Chosen, turning to face Gavin. “But I appear to have erred. Now Valaran is a liability, but, even after his recent indiscretions, he remains too popular with my people for me to publicly cut loose.”
Gavin's eyes widened. Was the Chosen delivering Valaran to him?
“I won't cheat,” Gavin blurted. 
Moltar's eyes darkened. Gavin could hear the metal arm of the Chosen's seat bend. For a moment Gavin thought that Moltar might kill him, right then and there.
“Without my help, Valaran will kill you,” said the Chosen. “Even though others have prepared you to face him, he is still too strong for you to defeat. Your vengeance will be for nought. Can you imagine what he will be like as a Chosen?”
Gavin looked out at the carnage in the arena, watching the beast stalk the few remaining rabble on the gore choked fighting grounds. He made his decision.
 
o-----
 
Gavin thought his capacity for surprise had been exhausted by his meeting with the Chosen. Oddly, when he opened the door to his domicile he found Sadira holding court. She was chatting amiably with Deathcat, a woman who'd sworn to kill her, the pierced and imposing Razorthorn, Cleothera, and Sax. The lanky Ogre nodded to him as he walked in the door, but the others were too wrapped up in conversation.
 Lina sat on the floor with two thin girls, holding Sunrise, the peacock Phoenix for them to admire. Their faces lit up with awe as the bird scintillated and shimmered, showering them with sapphire hues.
“I would have killed you,” said Sadira, smiling pleasantly as she spoke to Deathcat. “Bella was my greatest rival, but that was wasted on my younger self. I'm somewhat disappointed that Gavin ran into you before I did. It would have been an epic battle...”
Deathcat laughed. Gavin was not sure what had passed between the two women, but he did not sense any animosity, now. Sadira was quick to forgive, but he was surprised that Deathcat could stand her. Then again, he had just chatted with Chosen Moltar.
“I had this grand plan to draw you out by killing your lover,” said Deathcat. “I resented Gavin for making me watch while Bella died. After he beat me a second time I was forced to confront the fact that he did not leave me alive to make me suffer; he's just weird when it comes to killing. I realized that it was time to live my life for myself. Bella wouldn't have wanted me to waste it.”
“Well, if you're done with the Death-Leagues,” said Sadira. “I could use a new sparring partner to train with. The desert would suit you, I think. The Chosen has some... exciting... friends and vassals. With your record here you could easily earn a place with one of the Factions there; you could even challenge me in the games.”
“And you could get a bit of revenge on Sadira in the training room,” said Gavin, easing down beside his beloved.
“I'm glad you make it back in one piece,” said Cleothera. “What did the Chosen want with you?”
“Nothing good, I'm sure,” said Sax.
“He apparently wanted to enjoy my company for a rabble match,” said Gavin. “Not exactly the best start to our courtship. I saw Shield-Splitter there; his head is mounted at the top of the entrance stairway.”
“I had hoped that detail was apocryphal,” said Razorthorn, shaking her head. “The trophies hanging above the arena are bad enough; the idea of the heads of some of my honoured foes adorning the walls is simply insulting.”
“The members of the Killer's Circle thrive on savagery,” said Gavin. His lip curled as he thought about his time there. He caught himself wondering how the members would feel if they were in the rabble's place. “The Chosen and I have a mutual problem it appears. He offered me his assistance.”
“Should I be plugging my ears?” said Cleothera.
“I refused to do anything against the rules,” said Gavin. “I would hate to give Chosen Moltar the ability to blackmail me. We settled on ensuring that Valaran won't be able to cheat. In return I promised to kill him if I can.”
“Good call,” said Sax. “Wouldn't be the first man to make a deal with that one and end up having your secret weapon fall flat.”
“My thoughts exactly,” said Gavin, “although the Chosen seemed sincere. I believe he has moved on. It is possible that Valaran was never his main piece in the game.”
“That doesn't sound too bad,” said Sadira. “Aside from the rabble match and the possibility of treachery I mean. You met with the fearsome Chosen Moltar and walked away a free man.”
“He also offered to teach me some spells,” said Gavin. “I'm sorely tempted, but I'd owe Chosen Moltar a favour. I wish I could figure out his angle.”
Sax chuckled. “That's easy. If you beat Valaran you might end up being selected for the Grand Championship. Golden Boy isn't popular with the Faction crowds after what he did to Omodo. Your friend has kept growing in popularity, even after his death. Moltar wants you in his debt, just in case.”
“But it’s not like I would become his ally,” protested Gavin. The very idea made him feel somewhat nauseous; Chosen Moltar stood for nearly everything he disliked about the Domains.
“True, but he knows you are a man of your word, Gavin,” said Cleothera.
“You are very trustworthy,” said Razorthorn. Deathcat nodded in agreement.
“Yes,” agreed Sadira. “I've seen Chosen Giselle do this. She gathers favours from other Chosen and Faction leaders and then calls upon them vote on some project that the debtor wouldn't normally support, but is not vehemently opposed to. When she gathers enough influence of that type that, and plays her cards right, she can shift whole areas of policy to her favour.”
“I'd rather owe Chosen Giselle than Chosen Moltar,” said Gavin. 
“You might not think so if Sadira weren't her favourite protégé,” said Cleothera.
“Agreed,” said Sax. “She has softened a bit lately, but Giselle is a sharp player.”
“I have been working my considerable charms upon her,” said Sadira. “I just treat her like one of my sisters.”
“She might not be easygoing when she hears about your late night saunter through the streets of Dregs,” said Sax.
“How would she know?” said Sadira.
“She likely has at least one of her Hearthbound shadowing you,” said Cleothera.
“Two,” said Sax. “I watched them disable a spring-claw crew before they could fire on you.”
“I did sense someone acting on the periphery of the brawl,” said Lina.
“Brawl?” said Gavin. “You were in a fight.”
“I thought it was Sax,” said Sadira.
“Wait... wait,” said Gavin. “I want to hear the whole story here.”
“Sadira beat up our pimp!” said Dolly, one of the girls sitting with Lina, with savage gusto. Gavin guessed that she was twelve.
“We're with her now,” said Candy, the other of the strange pair. 
Sadira began the story of how she had met two child prostitutes while wandering and ended up waging a small battle in the streets of Dregs with the vicious gang that the girls “worked” for. Even stoic Razorthorn and Sax smiled at Gavin's stunned expression as her tale unfolded.
 
o-----
 
“He's good with both hands,” said Sax.
“You mean ambidextrous?” asked Gavin.
“No, I mean he's good with both hands,” said Sax. “He's definitely right handed, but he's still a better swordsman than you with his left hand.”
“That's not very reassuring,” said Gavin.
Sax snorted.
“You're up against the wall here Gavin,” said Sax. “I would hesitate to try my luck against Valaran in a fair fight. He's a killer: fast, strong, skilled. Tough enough to take a hit from Omodo and get up again. He'll hammer you while looking for an opening and kill you the moment your guard falters.”
In Gavin's mind he pictured Valaran sweeping in, attacking ferociously and relentlessly. The speed of his attacks would make it hard to set a defence. If Gavin met any of these attacks without perfectly angled defence, Valaran's sheer power would reverberate through his weapon or shield, staggering him.
“Did you find anything out about his magic?” said Gavin. He has some idea of Valaran's skills from Cleothera and descriptions of his fights, but not enough.
“No,” said Sax, scowling and shaking his head. “The paperwork is missing. Baurtrum must have stolen it. No one I have access to knows anything about his casting. I'd expect something off-path, but not outright forbidden. You've fought heretics.”
“Do you think Baurtrum might have passed some of his knowledge on to Valaran?” asked Gavin.
“Possibly,” said Sax. “We've been watching him, but our agents in Volcanus have a rough time. I don't expect he will be able to use that kind of Domination spell during combat. It would be more efficient just to fry you with a fireball or whatever he uses.”
“I think I can handle him in that regard,” said Gavin. “I am getting pretty good with magic.”
“True,” said Sax. Gavin smiled at the grudging compliment. “I also happen to know that he hasn't fought a defender since early training. They don't get many of you guys in the Death-Leagues.”
“That should help, at least initially,” said Gavin.
“You should be able to wear him down though,” said Sax. “Time limits were instituted because of Defenders, not to lower fatality rates. They seem to have forgotten that around here. You'll be able to draw it out longer than a regular match.”
Gavin nodded. Valaran was big; moving that kind of bulk around at speed no doubt required a lot of energy; endurance was an advantage that he often used. But if things went poorly, Gavin would also have to last that much longer for the trumpets to save him.
“There is one thing though,” said Sax, his voice quiet. “If I was an enemy of Valaran, or his patrons, and I knew of a Gladiator who was set to collide with him... well, I would make damn sure that fighter learned what he needed to get the job done.”
Gavin nodded eyes wide. He knew what Sax was saying. The implications of his simple statement were deep, and set his mind to racing. 
“But all of that is just talk,” said Sax. “He has his advantages and you have yours; to win you will need to find a way to make yours count. At this level it really all comes down to will.”
 
o-----
 
Alone in his arming room, Gavin sat with his face in his hands. He was about to face Valaran diVolcanus, a man who had killed every person ever to faced him in the arena. He tried to centre himself, but failed. Valaran wanted Sadira. Valaran had killed Omodo. Ravius, his friend, who knew him better than most, had left Gavin's side because he feared that Valaran would kill Gavin. Few people knew Gavin better than Ravius. His hands shook. Fear twisted in his gut. 
Valaran as a Chosen would drown the Domains in blood. He understood that now. The Great Games were an integral part of the machinery of the Empire. It went deeper than just a cynical way of conditioning the people to accept their new leader. Dregs had taught him that. When a Chosen was elevated, their supporters would be elevated as well. That elation, that ephemeral energy, was the secret fuel that allowed the engines of the Domains to survive in a hostile world and even overcome its own decadence. The coming victory would set the tone until the next Grand Championship, and echo for decades afterwards.
He could feel it. The Domains were ripe for change. The promise of victory was in the air. The crowds were nastier. The frontiers were restless. Plots were hatching. He had even heard of pilgrimages to Omodo's grave. The smell of blood and heroes was as thick as the stinking mists of Dregs, outside the Killer's Circle. 
If a man like Valaran won, that release would be bloody and ugly. The Domains would become a little more like Dregs. Moltar knew this. The members of the Killer's Circle certainly did.  Gavin also knew it. He felt sick.
Maybe that's what people wanted, the chance to attain greater heights no matter what the cost to others or the chance of failure and ruin. A return to the mythic struggle of all against all, even if it destroyed everything in the end. Another, greater Reckoning perhaps.
Gavin felt like as if he was standing against a tsunami, putting himself in the way of a blood tide that he could never hope to stop. The people wanted the release that only blood and death and brutal victory would give them; who was Gavin to stand in the way of that?
He could give them Sadira though: she could be savage and cruel, but also lively and forgiving. She was skilled at finding allies in strange places. Somehow she had made amends with Deathcat and rescued two of the children of Dregs from a life of prostitution. She was like a wild predator, a hawk on the wing, while Valaran was like some Reckoning-tainted monstrosity, supernaturally powerful but impure and unbalanced. Nature versus corruption. Sadira would give the people of the Domains the release they craved, but it would be tempered by her wild will. Valaran was like the infection caused by lancing a blister with a dirty blade, promising absolution but delivering only temporary ease while spreading corruption with endless, periodic discharge.
Finding no peace in his thoughts, Gavin picked up his shield and spear and began to work his way through a series of katas. He found some solace in the rigorous repetition of the forms and was limber and sweating lightly by the time his ready call came.
 
o-----
 
Gavin entered the arena wearing his normal attire and two faction bands, one green and one red. He knew how much the members of the Killer's Circle hated the Factions. He hoped that his wearing of Faction colours in their sacred arena would convey just how much they disgusted him. He also wore Sadira's favour, a small badge showing a Lion and a Scorpion entwined.
As always the force of the member's disapproval, mostly in the form of glares and murmurs, hit Gavin immediately. It seemed worse than the rabid screaming in the Supplicant's Arena. He wondered if the wards contained enchantments that heightened his sense of the member's emotions.
“Welcome again, Lionfang,” said Mistress Chloe. “I see that a few of your friends have come to watch you today. I see the lovely Sadira Lacivia, better known as Red Scorpion, and your father it appears. Welcome to the Killer's Circle. It is an honour. I can't imagine what you all paid to get a seat for this match.”
Gavin felt a surge of joy. His father had come, despite being adamant about not wanting to watch another Deathmatch. Villuriel sat beside him. How odd to have his mother's killer rooting for him; odder still that he was grateful for it. As he struggled with his father's unexpected presence, cheers broke out from several boxes around the arena.
He looked around. Sadira was with her sisters, and his family. Lina and Cleothera stood in another box with a dozen green-clad fighters, Sax. And then, Gavin felt his heart leap as he saw Ravius sitting next to two wizened Armodons. His old friend looked miserable, but he had come nonetheless. Gavin smiled. Ravius raised his hand in salute. And they filled the deathly air of the Killer's Circle with sounds of encouragement that were foreign to the tongues of its usual patrons. Gavin felt his heart swell.
Mistress Chloe did not betray any surprise initially, but when Chosen Giselle, with a stunning entourage including Amoura Vogue and several other noted figures arrived, she was at a loss for words. The Chosen wore her old armour, looking ready to leap down into the arena herself. Amoura Vogue wore a gown of such simple elegance that it put many of the other contrivances that other women wore to shame. 
There was a collective hiss from the members of the Killer's Circle as Giselle appeared.
“Chosen Giselle,” said Mistress Chloe, smoothly recovering from her shock. “Welcome to the Killer's Circle. Your presence here is a pleasant surprise and the greatest of honours.”
The Chosen nodded her acknowledgement, but did not sit. The place of honour at her right side remained empty. A dark haired man who moved with a hunter's grace emerged from the shadows. Chosen Mordhawk, in his Gladiator's regalia took his place at her side. Then Giselle smiled.
Mistress Chloe made it her business to know who would be attending each match. After all, the members could sell their seats for a tremendous profit for exciting matches. When a Chosen arrived the Arena Mistress wanted to be able to greet them properly and personally, preferably before the entertainment began. She sensed that this was a momentous event, one of those plays that The Chosen made, coming to fruition. She looked around; if Mordhawk and Giselle had surprised her, there might be others in the audience.
Chosen Moltar drew back the screen on his own private box. He often watched, but rarely let his presence be seen. He wore his pre-Reckoning battle armour, black and gold; a suit of intricate full plate covered in runes. He threw a salute to Chosen Giselle and Chosen Mordhawk, who bowed deeply to him in turn: it was his Domain, after all. He had only known of their arrival hours before the match, but this did not surprise him. The final moves of long played gambits were falling into place. In truth, the hard-hearted lord of Volcanus took great pleasure in moments like these. The culmination and chaos of old plans unfolding always enthralled him.
Moltar was somewhat disappointed that his occasional ally, Mordhawk had turned against him in this, but he had to admit that the master of the Blackcloaks was likely correct in his assessment of Valaran. Perhaps he was also correct in his assessment of Gavin, though Moltar felt the boy was foolishly noble for refusing all but the smallest assistance against the Golden Beast. Perhaps his own reputation was working against him with the young Gladiator. 
On the other hand Moltar thought it was possible that Gavin had others helping him. There was always Marius, his old pupil and rival. He found himself searching the boxes and faces, looking for the man. Just as he was about to give up, some instinct drew his eyes to Suriam Regs, a wealthy far isles trader who'd been a member of the Killer's Circle for two years. Suriam. Marius. How crude. He raised two fingers to his forehead in salute. To his delight the trader met his eyes and returned the salute. Moltar could not help but smile as the last piece fell into place; another well-played game coming to an end. 
Gavin fidgeted while the drama unfolded, forgotten on the sands as The Chosen revealed themselves. He knew their presence would add significance to this event, and he was heartened by the show of support. He felt an outpouring of love for Sadira, who must have spent months gathering his friends, buying boxes from private members, and convincing his father and Ravius to come. A tear rolled down his cheek while a smile tugged on the corners of his mouth. 
Trumpets blared and Valaran marched onto the fighting grounds.
The Golden Giant did not elicit any cheers, but Gavin could sense the cultured approval of the members. They might not be Chosen, but they were all powerful and influential and they loved Valaran, or at least loved the ruthless power and victor's prestige that he represented. 
Valaran's ornate golden armour, his noble features and perfect physique, his grace and the two massive blades that he carried with ease drew the attention of most observers. Gavin's eyes were drawn to a piece of ivory, a bit of horn, dangling from a leather thong on one of the swords. Anger shot through him.
“Welcome Champion,” said Mistress Chloe. “The Killer's Circle has awaited your return to Great Game with trepidation.”
Valaran bowed deeply to Chosen Moltar, acknowledging his patron above all others, he then nodded his head to the lovely Arena Mistress. He could feel Sadira's eyes upon him. He pictured himself hacking Gavin's head from his shoulders and holding it up before her; she would regret spurning him as her lover's blood fed the sands. Bitch.
Gavin spat on the sand as Valaran halted five paces away. It was a crude gesture, one he usually felt was beneath a Gladiator, but in this case, he could not help it. He struggled with anger over the insult to his dead friend. Gavin wanted to kill Valaran then, to wallow in his blood. He took a long breath trying to regain his composure. Blind rage would not help him here.
The two Gladiators stared at each other, snarling and full of hate. To the audience it appeared that both were poised on the edge of action, eager for the fight. In truth, they were both almost paralysed by their hatred of the other. To Gavin, Valaran was a butcher who'd cheated his way to a brutal victory over Omodo and countless others, hiding behind an image of heroic populism that had thankfully been torn away. To Valaran, Gavin was a bitter enemy, a man who had despoiled the only woman worthy of him, tarnished his image, and then dared to challenge him in his own arena.
“Well, if it isn't the man of mercy,” said Valaran as the silence grew unbearable. He instantly regretted the words, wishing he had said something more intimidating or momentous.
“Not today,” said Gavin. “If I win, you won't be leaving this arena. I'm sure they have a place of honour reserved for your head Valaran. Champion's row or some other petty little Killer's Circle tradition. You pissed on my friend's dying body. You are an animal, a disgrace, a piece of shit from a Dregs gutter come to life. I will relish your last breath as if it were my own.”
Valaran was taken aback by Gavin's vehemence. His eyes widened and his hands tightened around the hilts of his blades until they hurt. He took a step forward before he caught himself. Then he shook his head, laughing.
“So quick to drop your pretences,” said Valaran. “You're not any better than the rest of us. There are no good men in the arena; only winners and losers.”
“I showed mercy to the others; it felt right,” said Gavin. “You are the one who hides behind his image, not me. I do what I think is right. I did not kill the fighters I beat here because I had no quarrel with any of them. I'm tired of killing just because other people wish it. My only concern here is with you, Valaran. I will put you down like the rabid monstrosity the monstrosity that everyone can now see that you have become, and I will take Omodo's horn back.”
“Look at him,” said Valaran, gesturing at Gavin, voice dripping with disdain. “Like an ant threatening a God. They won't suspend me for anything I do in this arena, dog. I am going to beat you worse than I beat your taintborn friend. I will feed you your own balls while you beg to die.”
“Let's see how well you do without Baurtrum in your corner,” said Gavin, smirking.
“I DO NOT CHEAT,” roared Valaran, exploding into action.
So swift was Valaran that his sword rang out against Gavin's shield even before the trumpet sounded. Gavin stepped back rather than try to parry the second weapon. The sword split the air in front of his face. He felt the wind of its passing like a sudden gust. Valaran reined himself in, realizing that he had nearly left himself open to a deadly counter-thrust. 
Both men began channelling.
Valaran stalked forward. His great golden blades carved glittering arcs. Gavin met him carefully, wary of the Golden Giant's strength and speed. Sparks flew as a blade scraped his shield, a hard blow despite his expert defence. He staggered back a step. Valaran moved smoothly into an underhanded thrust, using the little imbalance caused by the hit to perfect advantage. It was all Gavin could do to sidestep the darting blade, sucking in his belly and thrusting his hips back. Valaran followed up with a short forehand slash with his other sword. Gavin was left with few options and had to throw himself away from the attack, ducking down as he did so. Valaran moved in for the kill swinging both blades inward in a pincering motion.
Valaran's assault faltered as Gavin threw sand in his face and then rolled away. Temporarily blinded the Golden Giant's attack faltered. He backed off, sweeping his swords in front of him defensively, knowing Gavin would attack. Gavin's thrust was knocked to the side.
“Oldest trick in the arena,” said the stalwart defender.
“You won't feel so clever when you're drowning in your own blood,” growled Valaran. His face was red with anger and embarrassment. He should have seen that coming: was he rusty after so many months sidelined without a real match? Anger spurred him forward. He had to prove his dominance here.
Gavin wove a pattern, taking his sword up with his mind-grip spell. He would need every advantage he had against the golden beast.
Valaran drew upon the dark emotions of his supporters, their bloodlust, their hate, their fears, wrapping them about him like a cloak. Gavin sensed him weaving, a type of magic unknown to him. The strands were warped, almost like those of the Wirn. He felt out his opponent's magic carefully, looking for weaknesses in the weave that would be easy to disrupt, certain that he could gain an advantage over the Golden Giant in the realm of weave and pattern, once he identified Valaran's strange magic.
Gavin thrust low with his flying sword, stabbing at Valaran's feet as he moved in. Valaran kicked out, lightning fast, stomping the sword into the sand. Expecting this, Gavin stepped in and thrust his spear at Valaran's face. Stuck in an awkward position, unwilling to lift his boot from Gavin's flying blade, Valaran was forced to cross his blades to block Gavin's thrust. Anticipating this as well, Gavin whirled to the side, slicing Valaran's bare arm with his shield. He was rewarded with a grunt of pain and a spatter of blood. As Valaran instinctively moved to swing at Gavin, he stepped off the sword, which Gavin sent flying up between his legs. The sudden jab directly to his groin ruined Valaran's arcing dual-bladed slash, allowing Gavin to pivot and take the blows on his shield which even then, sent him sliding back a pace, such was Valaran's power.
Blood dripped from between Valaran's legs and from his arm. The pain was intense, but as Gavin moved in for the kill the Golden Beast employed his secret weapon. He channelled, drawing on the power of the watching audience and his own will, and twisted the enchantment that Gavin had laid upon his blade. As he did so, he stepped into Gavin's attack, ignoring the searing pain between his legs, ensuring that the smaller man's spear thrust met his armour before it could build to full power. A swipe of his blades drove Gavin back as Valaran twisted the pattern of his mind-grip spell.
Gavin's magical senses flared. He could feel, almost taste the strands of his weave being turned against themselves. He tried to resist, but Valaran's will was spurred by the vicious crowd and his desire for victory. His own enchantment was slowly but surely being turned against him. His trusty sword, made of a nigh-unbreakable alloy, cracked and warped. The runes, made to last for centuries, twisted and became lifeless as the blade dropped to the sands, smoking like a fallen star. All of this paled to the chaos in the magical realm, a nova of power released explosively, a feat that set even the watching Chosen on edge. Valaran was able to direct most of the backlash caused by the energy spilling forth from the broken runes toward Gavin. The Defender was struck dumb as force akin to powerful mind-blast spell slammed into him.
Both Gladiators were still. Gavin's magical senses failed him. He could not draw power, nor could he weave. Blood dripped from his ears and his nose, his vision was blurry.
Valaran was the first to move. Pain lancing up his leg, he took one step, then another toward Gavin, grinning as he watched his enemy shake his head in confusion. Then, he took a third step, his stride lengthening.
Gavin heard Valaran roar and saw his massive form moving towards him. He tried to channel power, but it slipped through his grasp, like a handful of water. He willed himself back into fighting stance, setting his spear and raising his shield, trying to focus.
Valaran, sensing weakness, leapt forward. He beat Gavin's war-spear aside with his left hand blade while angling a swift arcing slash at the smaller man's neck. Gavin's training took over, and he moved his shield to deflect the attack, but was still feeling the effects of the backlash and Valaran's twisted magic, and his defence was imperfect. The massive sword hammered straight into Gavin's shield, staggering him. Valaran flicked his other blade into a quick upwards slice that Gavin didn't even see coming. The point caught him just above the hip, slicing through the edge of his belt and leaving a deep, bloody cut on his side. He gave ground, desperate now.
But Valaran's grin faltered when his own runes failed to flare to life and poison the wound. He realized that he too, was bereft of magic. Banishing his fear of being sundered from his magic, he continued to attack, rage and bloodlust driving him.
Valaran rained blows on Gavin, pounding at his shield like a battering ram, while seeking to find ways around the smaller fighter's guard. Gavin could only give ground, barely standing up to Valaran's assault. He could sense Sadira's concern. His arm was numb, his ears rang, and his spear felt useless in his hands; blood flowed freely from the wound in his side. Slowly, methodically, his defence was compromised. 
 Valaran gained strength from his success, attacking with growing vigour. A blade kissed Gavin's upper arm, moistening his skin with blood. A thrust rang out against his armour, hitting hard enough to crack a rib underneath. A flap of flesh hung loose on his thigh after a quick slice. He was being taken apart.
“You are going to die,” said Valaran, already relishing his inevitable victory. “I am going to cut you to bits, just like I did with that taintborn Omodo.”
“Classy,” snarled Gavin. His voice sounded hoarse, and he gulped down air, but mention of Omodo spurred him to answer. “Nice to see that you've become more refined after your suspension!”
“A punishment set by Factions has no merit in my eyes,” said Valaran, haughty and smirking “I am a true Gladiator, Lord of blood and slaughter, not some petty sportsman.”
“So you say,” said Gavin. “But I wonder if a true lord of the arena would have associated himself with the likes of Baurtrum.”
“Filling the stands with my fans is hardly cheating,” said Valaran. His eyes drilled into Gavin's as the two circled. “Is it to be held against me that I am favoured by those with influence and money?”
“That's hardly the only service that Baurtrum provided,” said Gavin, taunting. “I wonder if you could have beaten Omodo without his help?”
Valaran roared, his noble features warping, his words reduced to bestial sounds by his own anger. Charging, he did not stop even as Gavin's spear point tore through the flesh under his ribs. With a brutal double overhand chop he drove Gavin to his knees in the sand. 
Gavin's momentary triumph turned to fear as he realized that his gambit had failed. Gavin twisted the barbed spear, but Valaran simply backed up, ripping free, and then came at Gavin again without pause, his rage driving him.
“I'll show you” shouted Valaran.
Normally Gavin preferred to have his opponents enraged and stupid, but his magic was still failing and his body too battered to face a berserking Valaran. Every blocked hit sent him reeling while the minor wounds that he dealt to Valaran in return did not slow the Golden giant in the least.
Gavin lost his spear hand index finger on a poorly timed parry. He quickly shifted his grip to one that favoured the lower digits, watching in horror as the bloody finger spun in the air and landed in the sand as he backed away from Valaran. The Giant did not let up, taking another swing which Gavin caught with his shield. The impact spun Gavin and he heard a guttural grunt of triumph from his nemesis just before he felt the point of a sword drive into his unarmoured back, just below the shoulder blade. He spun, lifted off his feet, and fell to the sand. 
Gavin tasted dirt and blood, and his eyes knew only blackness. He felt a spike of horror: Sadira's. His body did not respond to his commands. The only sound he could hear was Valaran's approaching boot-steps, like the last few grains of sand in the hourglass of Gavin's life landing echoing as they hit. Every muscle ached. Every pore dripped with sweat. His arms were bruised. He bled and he hurt. 
 With monumental effort, he rolled over. It seemed to take an eternity. His eyes focused on the sea of corpses above him, a sky of gore in which he might soon be a constellation. Death was upon him. Gavin thought of Omodo and Olek the Heretic. He thought of his father, who lost his mother in the arena, and was now watching his son die. His heart burned for Sadira, for he could feel her fear through their bond.
Gavin's life flashed before him as he struggled to rise, the necessary act of self-analysis all must face: our own final judgement of ourselves. And as he hovered there, struggling to his knees, drooling blood, caught between acceptance of the inevitability of death, and his boundless love of life, he finally gained his measure. He was a good man, better than he let himself acknowledge. There in the heart of darkness that was the Killer's Circle, as the flame of his life flickered, he finally, truly accepted that he was worthy. Yes he had failed; many times in fact and perhaps worst of all in facing Valaran. And yet Gavin could be proud because he had shown mercy, learned discipline, fought for a better world, loved and was loved. He had acted fairly and justly when offered an easier path, though the cost of the later might be his life in the case of Moltar's offer. He could not regret his life now. His mind expanded, taking in that last moment, gaining perfect clarity as Valaran's blade descended.
Then Gavin heard people shouting his name. He felt Sadira's fear through their bond. Heard Ravius and Omodo.
When the mind is willing but the flesh is spent, most men are done. But when the mind can act of its own accord, more is possible. This is magic.
Gavin realized that he could still sense Sadira's fear. That meant he must still have some magic. Now, with all his being, Gavin channelled. The lion-headed shield moved, guided not by his battered arm, but rather by will and by weave, angled perfectly to deflect Valaran's descending blade. His next block, intercepting Valaran's second blade, was a textbook shield beat counter, executed with a casual mastery. He wove the same spell into the pattern of his own being, and like a puppet taking up its own strings, he willed himself to move, to lift his body, and he did. 
Lionfang raised his head and met Valaran's incredulous stare. A powerful mind-blast rippled between them sending Valaran reeling back. The crowd was shocked to silence. 
Valaran eyes widened as he watched Gavin animate his own shattered body with a series of mind-grips, blood dripping from his nose and ears. Gavin had recovered his magic, stronger than before. Valaran's rage turned to cold fear. He fumbled for his power. If Gavin had recovered, he must be able to as well. He gave ground to Gavin, searching for power. After a moment Valaran realized that he could feel the members of the Killer's Circle, willing him to win. Like Gavin had, he used this realization to recover. He drew power from the crowd.
Valaran wove the twisted magic of the Wirn. If he could turn Gavin's enchantments against his own body he would rip him apart. Their wills clashed. Gavin felt a moment of tremendous pressure as Valaran turned his mind-grip spells back onto him, driving the breath from his lungs and squeezing him harder than a Kraken's tentacle, yet he felt no panic. Death had touched him, and he no longer feared. He analyzed the pattern, realizing that he had encountered this magic before. He put those lessons to use, cutting through Valaran's weave with a mighty effort of will. For those who could see pattern, strand, and weave, his efforts were spectacular, a storm of power that only The Chosen could surpass.
Gavin breathed deeply, tasting the air as if for the first time. He felt pain and weariness, but these were part of life, and not so bad. Others had survived worse. Despite the fact that only his own will and mastery of magic kept him upright, he felt more alive than he had since Omodo had fallen. He heard Sadira's shout of joy echo in the Killer's Circle and he answered it with a smile.
Gavin raised his bloody three-fingered hand, beckoning Valaran to attack. 
One wonders what this rivalry would have made out of both men, had it not been tainted by hatred. Would they have pushed each other towards new heights of greatness? or would destiny, via the machinations of others, always interfere to bring them to this kind of vicious climax?
In control of himself now, Valaran moved in. Gavin's magic was strong, but his body was held upwards by magic alone, he Valaran, the Champion, would end this with blade and muscle. The thrill of the fight coursed through him, and he experienced the joy of pure, untainted competition. He drew upon his power again, enhancing his strength and speed, coating his blades in venom, bellowing as he charged.
Gavin wove a spell, and his broad-bladed war-spear snapped into his ruined hand as Valaran ate the distance between them with long strides.
They danced. Gavin seemed to drift across the bloodied sand, moving himself with mind-grip when his broken bones and torn muscles faltered. Valaran's golden swords tested his defences, seeking a way past shield and spear. Metal rang out on metal, sparks flying like a blacksmith at work. Feet kicked up clouds of sand. Both combatants lost themselves in the fight. Their world was measured in slashes and parries, thrusts and blocks, sweat and blood, power and will. 
Fatigue clawed at both of them as they gave everything they had to the fight. Neither faltered.
Valaran broke Gavin's shoulder with a brutal blow to the pauldron. Gavin returned the favour a heartbeat later, taking Valaran's eye with a swift jab of his spear, and then slicing the giant's side with his shield while he reared back. Neither man fell.
Valaran's sword blurred as he drew on power to gift him with hand-speed that would put a Quickling to shame. Gavin applied the Bulwark technique to his shield, mind-gripping to overcome his broken shoulder. He blocked most of the attacks, but Valaran cut him twice. Poison burned those wounds. But as deadly as Valaran's blades were, Gavin did not fall. 
Valaran, as overwhelming as he was physically, was hard pressed to fend off Gavin's mental assault. The deadly Cogimancer threw spell after spell at him, deftly overcoming Valaran's Wirn-like twisting of his spells. Valaran's will was strong, but even the mightiest fortress wall will suffer from constant bombardment. Blood dripped from the Golden Giant's nose and ears. Nausea, dizziness, and an unendurable migraine was added to the pounding of the mind blasts. But as strong as Gavin's magic was, Valaran did not fall. 
It rained blood and sweat and sparks. The audience watched in grim fascination. Both men reached the point of exhaustion. Perceiving that Valaran was instinctively protecting his remaining eye, Gavin caught him with a series of three perfectly executed thrusts that seemed to blur together into a single attack. The Golden Giant just shrugged these off, roaring back to the attack, unwilling to accept that Gavin was a danger to him.
The Gladiator in them kept on fighting, bloody and broken, pausing more and more frequently.
The trumpets sang. The match was over. Neither fighter stopped, their minds bucked the conditioning like an unruly bull throwing a rider. Valaran drove his blades into Gavin's shield pummelling him to his knees. Gavin's spear sliced the edge of Valaran's neck, drawing blood and ripping the leather thong that held Omodo's horn, Valaran's mockery of a favour.
“HOLD,” shouted Chosen Moltar, his amplified voice was echoed by the spells of a dozen Grey-Robes. Both Gladiators froze, unable to move.
They stared at each other as the match was put to a vote. The members gave victory to Valaran, but Gavin left the fighting grounds with a smile on his face and Omodo's horn in his hand.
 
o----
 
They found Gavin unconscious in the arming room, an attendant already working to sustain his life. The hands of Chosen, Vassal, and Gladiatrix worked to heal him. Gavin woke up once and saw Sadira and Ravius standing over him. He smiled again and then fell back into blissful unconsciousness.
 



Chapter Sixty: Reforged
1150/02/13 AR Dun Mordhawk, Gavin's third test for Master rank
 
“He returned from the Death-Leagues with a broken body and a broken blade, 'tis true; but bones will heal and blades will be remade. You saw how he lifted his own broken body, It was almost as if that the ancestors themselves had carried him.” Sax
 
“I was robbed of satisfaction that day. Spat on by those who once supported me, I still emerged victorious over the man who they trained to kill me. I spit on him, as I once spat on his friend's corpse.” Valaran diVolcanus.
 
On the first day of the new year the final ballots for the Grand Championship were cast. Sadira's name topped the list. Karmal earned fourth place with an unbroken string of successes in the Trapholds, a strong tour with the Blues, and even a few pyrotechnic exhibition matches in the Death-Leagues. Azure Dream, and Razorthorn also placed and Gavin later saw Hummingblade, Bull Dangerous, and Warsong on the lists. Sadira was naturally familiar with even more of the competitors; she always sought to make alliances with her peers.
Valaran earned ninth place, his fearsome reputation diminished by his failure to kill Gavin and tarnished by his universally condemned desecration of Omodo's corpse in his only career loss. The Golden Giant's ranking was the subject of endless rumination and discussion between all fans of The Great Games, from the lowliest armchair Gladiator to veteran commentators and Faction power-brokers.
Gavin was pleasantly surprised when he heard that his name was actually on the initial ballots, a fact conveyed to him by his exuberant lover moments after she triumphantly proclaimed her own status. He was less surprised and not unduly sad when his name was dropped in the second round of choosing. He was not yet of master rank, after all. In truth Gavin was tired of fighting. Dregs had stripped him of any lingering notions of glory and shown him other paths in life. He was looking forward to gaining master status, and leaving the bloodlust behind. The only thing he still wanted from The Great Games was vengeance against Valaran, and he could gain that through Sadira. He taught her everything he could about Valaran's warped magic.
 
o-----
 
Gavin lifted the blade out of the furnace, the metal glowed orange-white. The scars where the blade was broken were finally no longer visible to him; his sword was whole again, though little more than a flattish rod of rare metals. He could see the blade taking shape though, and was pleased with the progress they were making.
“Better get on that before it cools, Gavin,” said Liam from behind him.
Although they rarely called each other father and son, Gavin was pleased by the rapport that had developed between them. Asking Valcoeur to help him reforge his blade was one of Sadira's better ideas. Both men quiet by nature and a shared activity was the best way for them to bond.
Gavin set the would-be sword down on a pounding anvil, taking up a heavy forge-hammer. He lifted the instrument and brought it down on the edge of the hot metal. He was careful to follow the process that his father had taught him. Small sparks flew as he struck again and again, and the edge imperceptibly took form. Gavin pounded with the hammer until Liam nudged him aside to take over. The Gladiator was a quick study, but he was not even close to his father's skill as a smith. Nonetheless it felt good to help; he would be more invested in this weapon.
In a shadowed corner of the smithy, close to a window and the crisp winter air, Sax ran a sharpening wheel down the blade of his sword. He worked in silence, but it was a companionable sort of quiet.
Gavin knew that Sax was one of the infamous Blackcloaks, agents and assassins who acted on behalf of The Deliberative in the same fashion that Hearthbound acted for The Chosen, or Warbound acted for the Legions. He surmised that his father crafted weapons for the 'cloaks and that Liam’s wife and Chosen Mordhawk were also involved with the organization. It was dangerous knowledge in some hands, but it seemed trivial to Gavin as he picked up his mug of mead, chilled despite the warmth of the forge, and watched the master smith shape his blade.
Drinking and listening to the ring of the hammer and the scrape of the sharpening wheel in the company of his father and an old “family friend”, Gavin felt his tensions melt away. The arena and the petty concerns of Domains politics seemed so distant and petty, for now.
 
o-----
 
He spent many days in the Forge and that little cottage, getting to know his father and himself. It was a slow and delicate process, a new experience for them both, but the bonds they forged were strong.
 
o-----
 
Gavin found himself alone with Villuriel very rarely. He suspected that she avoided him; it made sense given the complexity of their relationship. She was married to his father, and had killed his mother in the arena. He decided to take the initiative rather than let the silence fester. He waited until he found himself alone with her.
“I don't have any ill-will towards you Villuriel,” said Gavin. Although he surprised her, he made sure she had room to retreat if she was uncomfortable. “You make my father happy, and I have learned that The Great Games are complex, as well as harsh. I cannot hold my mother's fate against you.”
Villuriel has been a Gladiatrix once. She did not flinch from this confrontation once it was upon her. Her clear blue eyes met his, evenly. She looked at him for a moment before she spoke. He was so like his father, but she could see some of his mother in him.
“I am glad to hear this Gavin,” she said. “But there is more to the story of your mother than you know. It was no unlucky accident or the tragic hand of fate that brought her to an end at my feet. I sought revenge.”
“Go on,” said Gavin. “I understand the desire for revenge.”
Villuriel nodded. “She killed a friend, called her out and butchered her. Your father tells me she was a kind woman, but she was vicious in the arena. She took Moltar as a patron. Your spear is a replica of her weapon. It is beautiful, but cruel, like she was. I sought her out. I called for Ut Nex. It was a hard fight, but I had the edge, and I killed her. I cut off your mother's head and held it up for the whole world to see.”
Gavin let out a deep breath. He felt anger, the blind rage brought on by the killing of a loved one; but it was tempered by his knowledge. He could see that Villuriel was not bad person. The arena made fools of them all. Life wasn't as simple as they wanted it to be. He could live with this.
“I won't hold it against you,” said Gavin.
She smiled, nervously, relaxing. “Your father sought me out, seeking revenge in turn. We fought. I won't tell you who won, but mercy ended the cycle. I am glad beyond words that you have decided not to take it up again Gavin. You are a good man.”
Tentatively, they hugged.
 
o-----
 
Gavin felt little trepidation as he entered Chosen Mordhawk's glass ceiling maze arena once again. This time the landscape within was evergreens and snow. It was warmer than the outdoors, but he could still see his breath.
It was his third attempt at Master Rank, a required Death-Match. He had, however, faced the Killer's Circle and survived a match with Valaran, arguably the deadliest Gladiator in the Games. He had made peace with his father and the woman who'd killed his mother. He had fought countless beasts and faced death, real and temporary. He felt more than ready for the test. 
Besides, Gavin felt that he was no longer a pawn, at least not on the greater board. He had served his purpose in The Great Games by foiling Valaran, and also by passing the knowledge he had gained from their confrontation on to Sadira. That would likely be his greatest contribution, both to avenging Omodo and to the history of the Domains. 
Gavin's reforged shortsword, freshly runed thanks to his old friend, Runesmith Olga, felt reassuring at his side. It bore both Liam's maker's mark, and Gavin's own mark. He felt great satisfaction with his part in the creation of the blade, a contentment that mirrored his confidence in himself. The fires of the smithy made him think of his life as a Gladiator. He might not like the arena, but neither could he hate it, because it had forged him into the man he had become. He had to love fate, as they said. 
Gavin studied his surroundings as he waited for the match to begin. The theory behind the maze was simple. The crowd, in this case the Chosen and his entourage and Gavin's friends, watched the match through the glass ceiling. They could see all parts of the maze, but they were mostly hidden from view, a major difference from a traditional arena.
He did not have a large audience; but then again everyone in the Domains was preparing for the Grand Championship. Few people had much of an eye for “other Gladiators” this year. He did note that Mordhawk was entertaining guests for this match; some visitors to the Domains from beyond Marius's Wall.
The biggest difference between the Chosen's maze and a typical arena was the terrain. Part maze, part forest, it was a far cry from most fighting grounds. Distilled to its essence, this arena was less about crowd reaction and more about testing how the fighters would react to threats that they could not see and the possibility of ambush. Gavin had no idea what he would be facing, but he trusted that The Chosen would be fair. After all, Gavin suspected that Mordhawk was involved with the Blackcloaks, perhaps their liaison with the Council of The Chosen. If such a man wanted Gavin dead, he would very likely just go to sleep one night and never wake.
Judging from the spacing of the trees and the makeshift passages they formed Gavin could see that his foe or foes would not be exceptionally large. This sort of contest lent itself to careful hunters rather than berserkers. He doubted fighters like Karmal or Valaran would even see the point.
This time the wooded maze was a little more lively; he heard birdsong, even spotted a few whitewings moving about. Squirrels watched him warily from the trees. He paid them heed; perhaps their movements would give away the position of his foes.
Snow covered the ground and part of the trees, fresh as if it had fallen the night before. It would be easy to follow tracks. That could work against him.
The trumpet sounded. Gavin thought he heard a door open, distantly. He moved forward, keeping track of the various passages he took, building a mental map of the arena. He extended his senses, physical and mystical, searching for thought patterns, as well as listening for footfalls and looking for telltale signs of breath.
A bird suddenly took flight nearby. He cast his thoughts in that direction and strained his senses. He could not make out anything, but his ability to recognize thought patterns at a range could be fooled. Many tainted creatures could foil this form of detection as easily as a strong willed or well-trained person could resist it. Perhaps he had just frightened the bird.
Another bird took wing, this time to his right. He whirled to face that direction. A distraction! He got a sense of something huge erupting from the snow in the other direction. He threw himself forward. Massive, knife-tooth jaws snapped. Vicious talons plunged into the snow. 
Gavin rolled to his feet. He braced for impact, setting his spear. Something massive and sinuous slammed into him. He got an impression of white fur. Blood splashed as his spear jolted. A dreadful wail assaulted him. He stumbled backwards as his foe kept bulling forward. Its mass and strength were tremendous. His sword, now flying, slashed at it from behind.
Gavin calmed himself, getting a closer look at his assailant as he backed away.
Carnitaur! He had heard of these creatures: favoured familiars of the heretic Druids who lived beyond Marius's Wall. A magical fusion of predatory aspects, Carnitaurs could warp their forms to adapt while fighting.
The Carnitaur's flesh shifted, flowing away from his barbed spear. His weapon came free, covered in blood. He attacked with a mental blast, giving it pause. A scything limb whipped over his shield. He twisted and the long limb speared the air where his head had been. As he watched, the edge of the limb rippled, becoming bladed. The limb cleaved down, Gavin knelt, raising his shield to take the blow and sweeping the blade of his spear at the beast's feet. Blood splashed, red on the snow. Cat-like talons swept at him while a tail ending in a cruel stinger lanced at him from another direction. He chose the claws. Twisting away from the stinger he felt the beast rip into him. More blood fell on the snow. He shouted.
Gavin felt fear; he was a cautious man, after all. He drew what he needed from the emotion, and then set it aside. 
The stalwart Gladiator felt his flying sword skip off surprisingly tough armoured plates that suddenly formed on the creature's back. When he attacked with a mental blast, he found that the thing had grown a redundant brain-like structure to absorb his attack. Undaunted, he wove two spells and renewed his attack. The creature shrieked. Then it grew two extra sets of front limbs and came at him, a nightmare of claws, snapping teeth, and scything limbs.
Blows seemed to come at him from all directions. He judged each attack as he saw it, keeping calm and moving with the flow. Most attacks met his swift moving shield. Some blows he stepped away from, giving ground reluctantly. He moved into some attacks so that his armour absorbed the damage. A few got by. He felt toxins in some of the wounds.
Gavin realized that his flying sword was meeting with little success. It appeared that the Carnitaur could defend from multiple directions better than most Gladiators. He admired that. Deciding to use terrain to his advantage Gavin sent the sword to chop at a tree towards which the creature was driving him.
The Carnitaur spat venom at him. Gavin kept his eyes protected. He connected with a deep spear thrust and then followed up with a multi-pronged mental blast. He could adapt as well. The creature shook with rage and pain. Gavin noticed that its wounds were healing at a slower rate. He led it past the tree that his sword had been chopping at, weaving mind-grip around the tree, and pulling it down onto the Carnitaur. The creature reared back to avoid the tree. Gavin leapt forward, stepping onto the fallen tree and putting his weight behind a lunge. His spear reverberated with impact. The creature pulled away from him, a great wound on its chest, seeking a defensive position. Gavin remained where he was, watching it, sensing its magic.
The trumpets sounded. The beast backed away, eyeing him warily, leaving a trail of fluid. Gavin looked down, seeing his own wounds.
Gavin felt it then, the old joy of testing himself against a worthy foe without hatred and vengeance spoiling things. Perhaps he would miss the arena, in some small measure.
 
o-----
 
“I do not understand,” said Beastlord Agravuk. Gavin followed the man easily enough, despite his thick accent. Strange magics swirled around the ambassador. “Was our familiar not a worthy foe? Your legions greatly fear these beasts.”
The Beastlord was dressed in skins, decorated with horns and talismans and strange runes. His skin was weathered by constant exposure, and covered in swirling tattoos. His eyes were hard and predatory.
“No, Beastlord, your Carnitaur was certainly a worthy foe,” said Gavin.
“Then why leave it to fight another day?” said the Beastlord. In the tainted wilds beyond the wall, mercy was a foreign concept. Agravuk never left a foe behind alive or unbroken unless he had to. 
Gavin smiled. He had no idea what he was supposed to convey here.  Chosen Mordhawk had simply invited Gavin to dine with him after the match with little preparation beyond an introduction to the ambassador. The Carnitaur had been created by the Beastlord Agravuk. Gavin's test match served as a demonstration of sorts by the Chosen.
“I...” Gavin said, stalling.
His eyes darted around for help. Most of the lesser Druids were gathered around Sadira and the Chosen, but their leader seemed extremely interested in Gavin. Sax met his eyes and flicked back to the ambassador: Beastlord Agravuk was Gavin's problem.
“It seemed like a waste to kill such a worthy foe,” said Gavin. He answered honestly. “I have faced many mighty creatures in the arena. I only kill when I need to now.”
The Beastlord grunted, a dismissive sound. He would feel contempt for this soft-lander, but he had bested the most powerful familiar Agravuk had ever made, a triumph that few of his own people could claim. Were these people so mighty that they could afford to leave enemies alive? “You should have hunted it down and consumed its power, taken its strength for your own.”
“I'm not sure that form of magic is known to us Beastlord,” said Gavin.
“Then why do you spend all your time fighting beasts?” asked Agravuk. “What is the purpose of that? Are you trying to weed out the weak?”
“That is an element to be sure,” said Gavin. “Perhaps facing some of these creatures is meant to show us our enemies. But we also fight each other. This gives us an opportunity to challenge those who we feel would be unworthy to lead the Domains.”
“How many arenas do you have?” said the Beastlord.
“More than a thousand,” said Gavin, “though most of them are fairly small. Few compare to the Grand Arena in Krass.”
“How big is that?” asked the Beastlord
“It can seat half-a-million,” said Gavin, with pride.
“Madness!” said Agravuk. “You expect me to believe that you spend your life fighting in pits and don't know why?”
“I know why I do it,” said Gavin. “I wanted to earn my freedom. To show my worth.”
The ambassador continued to bombard him with questions, while Gavin tried to figure out what exactly the Chosen wanted from this encounter.
 
o-----
 
“Simple enough,” said Chosen Mordhawk after their guests retired. “I wanted you to confuse him.”
“I'm not sure I follow,” said Gavin.
“Agravuk has been sent here to gauge our strength,” said the Chosen. “He was elected to the position because he has a predator's sense of weakness. I paraded him through a few towns where people feared him as a wolf amidst the sheep. Then I brought him here to my stronghold and gave him all the resources he needed to create a strong familiar and pit it against you.”
“So I was supposed to intimidate him?” said Gavin.
“No, that would not have the desired effect.” said Chosen Mordhawk. “Fear is easy for such men to overcome, uncertainty is not. Agravuk gauged your strength easily enough, but he was confused by your desire to show mercy. He cannot be sure if it is because you are soft or foolish, or if you considered his most powerful beast unworthy of death by your hand. By showing him strength and mercy in one man, I have given him much pause.”
“Which should help buy you some peace with his people,” said Gavin, thoughtfully.
“It will give them pause,” said Mordhawk. 
 



Interlude Seven: Ashes and Dust
(1150/07/17 AR, The Grand Arena in Krass)
 
"The most impressive fight of this Grand Championship, a battle between two war-goddesses each worthy of joining our ranks, set off a chain of events in death, tragedy, and paved the way for a monstrous betrayal. It is an unacceptable waste of potential in a time when our enemies are testing us from all sides. Do we even know why?" Chosen Mazurin.
 
"I see no difference between this death and any other. The arena is a hard place. Nor do I see any proof that it was connected with what happened afterwards." Chosen Moltar
 
Sadira's eyes widened as it all fell into place. Karmal had worked with Meady Mox to kill her. She felt anger and betrayal, raw and brutal course through her. Karmal grinned, revealing her bloody teeth. 
"You actually believe I would let a loser like Mox take advantage of me?" she said, throwing her head back and laughing. "I'm not a victim. You're the victim here. I've played you the whole time. Only one of us can win Sadira."
Sadira felt betrayal's sting, grief flaying her soul. She broke her gaze with Karmal, vision blurring. Karmal smiled, hefting her blade. She saw pain as weakness, Sadira's sadness as an opportunity. After all, in the Arena, to acknowledge pain is to lose. She started forward, but Sadira's quiet voice stopped her. That she could hear those quiet words at all was a testament to the hush that had fallen over the crowd.
"I see now that the others were right about you," said Sadira. "I felt that there was some little good trapped deep inside. I defended our friendship, our rivalry. I suppose I am a fool."
Karmal faltered, for there was truth to Sadira's words. But she was too far gone. Admitting to any weakness whatsoever, even perpetrated upon her by someone like Mox, was beyond her. She reflexively destroyed the part of her that yearned to seek solace with her old friend. Sadira did not notice her hesitation.
 "You are a fool indeed," said Karmal. "I've never been your friend. I've always been your better. Now I'm going to kill you. Everyone will know my strength."
Power is all that matters to me now, thought Karmal; everyone can see the weakness in Sadira. Now is my time.
Sadira felt the weight of it all settle upon her shoulders. For a moment she considered defeat. It would be a dramatic way to die, but a stupid one. And so instead, she squared her shoulders and willed herself to stand tall.  She raised her hand, gesturing to Karmal, new resolve flashing behind the water in her eyes.
"Show me then," challenged Sadira, eyes hard, voice full of ice. "Come dance with me, old friend, one last time!"
Karmal heard weary resignation in Sadira's voice because it was what she wanted to hear. She lopped forward with predatory vigour, like a wolf moving in to finish a wounded deer. Power flowed through her, dark and terrible. Her sword smouldered with heat, runes pulsing. “Victory is mine,” she thought.
Sadira held Bellasdoom in a high stance, the hilt at chin level. The obsidian blade gleamed in the mid-day sun. Runes glowed as she willed them to life. She shifted her weight to her forward leg, ready to spring into one of several Scorpion's Gambit steps. She focused, taking in every detail as her mind, body, and weapon became one. As Karmal came within reach, swinging her cleaver in a gutting slash, Sadira swayed right and struck left with a downwards horizontal cut. Such was Sadira's speed that she struck Karmal's forearm in mid-swing, cutting deep into the flesh above her bracer. She then stepped smoothly, dancing, into an uppercut that left a deep cut on Karmal's scalp. She let the motion guide her, her blades becoming a storm of steel, drawing blood where her blows rained down.
A lesser warrior would have been daunted, but the pain and blood merely spurred Karmal. She bulled her way into the bladestorm, striking Sadira with her armoured elbow. The blow caught Sadira's chin as the Shadow-Elf danced away. She staggered. Karmal followed up by shouldering into her. She shoved Sadira back to optimal range and swung. Her massive war-cleaver thundered through the air.
Sadira recovered, dropping into the Scorpion Dance stance. She felt the wind of the cleaver as it cut the air above her. Her blade snaked out, cutting Karmal's leg. She rolled away before the flame- haired Gladiatrix could attack again.
Berserk rage filled Karmal. Pain and the smell of blood only fed her anger. Certainty of victory made her reckless. She did not notice that Sadira had re-opened the arterial cut on her leg. Blood pumped from the wound, but Karmal felt nothing. She attacked with unrelenting fury. The arena became a maelstrom filled with the heat of flame, the flash of lightning, and a thundering clamour as Karmal closed on Sadira, like a child of The Reckoning's wild magic. 
Few could have withstood such an assault. But Sadira was tough as well as cunning. She endured the shocks and burns that she could not avoid. She danced away from the rest, always a hair's breadth away from Karmal's blade, tempting the berserker. Her blades kissed Karmal twice, glancing blows that enraged the Berserk Bloodthirster further. Karmal's war-cleaver scored a line across Sadira's leg, drinking blood and turning flesh to ash. Sadira did not falter though, her will equal to any pain, and she danced around the back-swing and answered with a cut of her own.
Blood and scorch marks fouled the sand. Karmal's fury did not abate. By the time her cut sealed, she was half-dead from blood loss, although she failed to realize it. She could sense the loss of blood as a great hunger, and did not feel the sluggishness that came over her.  
After dodging a tremendous blast of molten stone, feeling her hair and skin sizzle at it flew past, Sadira saw her opponent charging towards her. Crimson mingled with the fiery hair and dripped into Karmal's rage filled eyes. Her skin seemed translucent from lack of blood. Her fangs gnashed. Sadira flowed into a ready stance, sword held at waist height with the tip pointed towards her opponent's throat. She waited. Her timing would have to be perfect. She wove the heart of the beast. Verdant strength filled her limbs. Karmal raised her sword. Sadira saw the opening she wanted and moved. Karmal, blind with rage and weakened by blood loss, did not realize her peril until Sadira's sword tipped her cleaver aside, while her second blade raked the emerald eyed Gladiatrix from crotch to collarbone, cleaving through armour, flesh, and bone.
Flame-haired Karmal felt no pain, only the rage of the berserker. She could not understand why she found herself on her knees. She felt no weakness, only the hunger of the Bloodthirster. She rose, screaming a gurgling scream, dragging her intestines, blood pouring forth. Karmal felt no caution, only the mad lust of the recklessly ambitious. Power, drawn from a wellspring of bottomless rage, flowed through her and she unleashed a column of fire that blossomed around her, a conflagration that consumed her and Sadira both.
Deadly Sadira surged forward into the flames, swinging her swords as the heat erupted all around them. Such was her mastery that she knew where to strike, even when fire-blind. The flames scourged her, but an adamantine will guided her hand.
The crowd gasped as the two Gladiatrices disappeared from view, consumed by a geyser of flame. Such was the heat of this conflagration that all could feel it.
The fire, however, dissipated abruptly. Sadira struck true, landing beside Karmal's headless body as it fell to the ground, crumbling to ash amidst the scorched and bloodied sands. Such was Karmal's rage that her own fire consumed her flesh as she died. Her last thoughts were choked with bitter anger.
Sadira remained motionless. Most of her hair was singed off. Her skin was blackened and blistered. She felt fresh blood drip from some of her cuts and cracked skin. Her mouth tasted like ashes, and her heart ached as she watched a woman she'd called friend crumble into ash and dust.
Her tears were lost in the heat.
After a moment of silence the crowd roared. Their cheers thundered as they all surged to their feet. The clamour of half-a-million people screaming her name shook Sadira from her reverie. She drew a sobbing, painful breath. Victory was hers.
Oh, the glory.
Karmal's body was gone. All that remained of her was broken armour, a tuft of fiery hair, and her massive war cleaver, still glowing red hot as if it possessed of the last of Karmal's fire. (which, in fact, it did)
Sadira bent to the ground. She grasped the massive war-cleaver, all that was left of her friend. Her flesh sizzled as she lifted the mighty weapon, but she hardly felt it. She owned the last of her broken friendship, the betrayal, the blindness, and the loss. The pain was good; it reminded her she was still alive. And as Sadira thrust the burning blade of her dead friend into the sky, she let loose a primal scream of anguish, triumph, and defiance.
And the crowd screamed with her.
 
o-----
 
Sadira left the fighting grounds, carrying Karmal's cleaver with a lock of fiery hair wrapped around the blade protecting her hand from the heat. The hair did not burn. It would make a good handle.
She collapsed onto the cool stone bench in her arming room. The war-cleaver was still smouldering, trying to burn her. Sadira smiled. How like Karmal. She stared at the blade, distracted. She did not notice the lack of attendants.
“Gavin will fight Valaran next,” she thought. “If I bathe quickly, I will be able to watch.”
 She pushed herself to her feet. Her body was healing, but moving still required a great effort. The baths would help. Gavin would destroy Valaran in his match and then the two of them would meet in the finals: an epic lover's duel. It would be a welcome balm after all of this.
Sadira stood and stretched her aching frame. She heard someone enter the arming room. There in the heart of the Empire, in a guarded location, she assumed it was an attendant come to heal her.  She sensed a burst of power and then... nothing.
 
o-----
 
Karmal lounged sullenly outside the baths in the Campus Martius. She hated waiting for Sadira when she was with this Gavin. She just wished things could go back to the old days. Surely her rival wasn't serious about this guy. She resented all the attention Sadira was lavishing on him. Wasn't she good enough anymore?
 



Chapter Sixty-One: Champions
1150/07/17 AR Dun Mordhawk, Semi-final of the Grand Championships
 
“Having a regular Grand Championships every fifty years not only satisfies the Gladiators, it also ensures that almost all the citizens of the Domains will see a new Chosen take the Oath in their lifetime.” children's textbook
 
“Even if I have to set myself against The Chosen, I will not lose.” Valaran diVolcanus
 
The Parade of Champions is the only day that business in Krass truly grinds to halt. The festival week between each year still sees a booming trade in hospitality, transportation, and the various black markets. The Parade of Champions shuts down everything but the most essential of services, although the frenzy of preparation prior to the parade, and the lucrative activities that follow more than makes up for the momentary pause.
Assassination attempts were not unheard of during the long history of the parade, but with the Capital Legions, the City Watch, and The Chosen themselves on hand, these were considered a rare possibility that no serious player of the Game would try. Behind the scenes the Blackcloaks and the Hearthbound cooperated with the city's underworld to ensure peace in the shadows. Riots were a far more common problem during the parade, but the routes had been redesigned to spread the crowds out throughout the city and minimize the chances of a stampede. 
During the parade each of the Grand Champions make their way through the streets in a winding procession that starts in the Campus Martius and ends in the immense parade square in front of the Grand Arena. Legionnaires, The Watch, Master Gladiators, Chosen, and Grey-Robes line the streets, along with nearly every Citizen in the city. The parade touches on every part of Krass, all but the very worst areas, allowing all citizens to see their Champions in full glory with a minimum of jostling for space. 
The parade is a complicated affair, a ritual that has evolved over centuries of The Great Games.  It is a meticulously planned and orchestrated event. Animals and steam carriages are kept off the streets during the parade, making the movement of freight all but impossible. Only select merchants are allowed to do business in each area, paid a fortune from the Imperial Coffers to distribute free food and drink to all who attend. 
Naturally the Factions, the Citizen's Assemblies, and even a few of The Chosen have great political interests in the mechanics of such an event. Favours are traded, bribes are made, and even a few throats are slit over who was awarded a contract or how much various groups needed to be bribed, or threatened, to stop them from disrupting the parade.
Despite all of the logistics and inconvenience and the usual behind-the-scenes power games, the Parade of Champions is the best loved holiday in the Capital. On the day of the Parade everyone gave up their daily routines to join with their neighbours, and with whatever visitors have been assigned to their section of the parade route, to get a chance to see the best and most popular Gladiators of the day.
The Champions relish the opportunity to connect with the people of the Capital. Few of them have fought more than a handful of matches in the Grand Arena, which only hosts the very best Faction teams from around the Domains, the Master's Invitational, and a handful of other fighters on a regular basis. The Parade gives these Gladiators a unique opportunity to cement their relationship with the people of Krass, many of whom would be in a position to show their thumbs during tournament appeals. All of the Champions look their best, resplendent in their fighting gear and their heraldic Champion's cloaks, capes, or banners which show their origins and allegiances. All of them employ custom glamours designed to convey their personality to the crowd, to titillate, impress, or even to intimidate. It is their last, best chance to make a good impression before the main event.
 
o-----
 
              As Gladiatrix Prima, the Grand Champion with the highest number of votes, Sadira was the very last to join the parade. 
Sadira looked regal. Her long black hair cascaded over her shoulders, woven with living roses and shadowbloom, a popular style for weddings. Her veil was the very same that she had once worn in her first match against Gavin. The sheer black lace emphasized her crimson lips and pale skin. Her obsidian swords were decorated with flowers and bright red ribbons. She presented herself as the bride of the people, daughter, lover, sister, Gladiatrix.
Rather than wear a cloak or cape, Sadira opted for a pair of small heraldic banners mounted on her pauldrons. They looked like stiff flags, and proclaimed her history as a Gladiatrix, the tournaments she had won, and her allegiances. They looked overly busy, she thought, but the banners were part of parade tradition.
Gavin was at her side. He wasn't supposed to be, but Sadira had overridden that rule. She didn't care, and she knew the people wouldn't care either.
They waited in the Gladiator's entrance of the largest arena in the pits, hand in hand. Cleothera and Captain diAuran waited nearby, reviewing the squad of Legionnaires that would accompany them. Sadira thought back to her first match with Gavin, years ago. She could not believe her younger self had been so myopically fearless that she had disrobed in front of a cheering crowd just to seal her seduction of him. It seemed so long ago. The thought made her smile. A part of her actually wanted to revisit that moment, foolish as it seemed. Gavin looked at her quizzically, their bond alerting him to some of her feelings. She felt a surge of pleasure, a little exhibitionism mixed with love for her man.
Gavin sensed her joy, a warming sensation creeping through their bond. He smiled. Her confidence and pleasure smothered his nervousness. That might be a weakness of their strange connection, he realized.
A thousand trumpets sounded.
"YOUR GLADIATRIX PRIMA, RED SCORPION, SADIRA LACIVIA!" 
They stepped forth. A host of young Gladiators erupted into loud applause as Sadira stepped into view with Gavin trailing behind her. The Gladiatrix smiled as she gauged that the applause for her was louder than that of any Grand Champion who had entered before her. She moved forward with languid grace, letting the whole stadium drink her in. She could feel the strength of their connection even though her own magic was leashed. It filled her with heady warmth. Soon she would be Chosen and could feast on their adulation.
Sadira's reaction to the crowd swept over Gavin. It was volcanic and rapturous, a little frightening as well. His heart hammered in his chest and he felt a strange arousal. He had always been separated from her by the wards when she fought, since they became one. The wards diluted their connection somewhat. He now understood that the crowd was like the sun to a fighter like Sadira. He had, in fact, tasted that power himself.
The Audience, a mass of Gladiators, Grey-Robes, and the vassals who spent their lives in service in the Campus began to chant her name. Adulation crashed down on them like ocean waves, gentle, yet powerful. 
Sadira turned to Gavin as the soldiers emerged and formed up behind them, black and gold uniforms of the Daeri Homeguard legion glistening in the sun. She threw herself into Gavin's arms, kissing him. The crowd roared. They broke contact at the last possible moment, just before desire threatened to overcome them.
Captain diAuran rolled her eyes; it was going to be a long walk.
They left the fighting grounds and began the procession through the Campus Martius. Young Gladiators lined the streets, unranked and eager to see their most exalted peers. Sadira moved through them like a beloved older sister, bestowing her favour here and there, praising artful armour, a lovely hairstyle, or a Gladiatrix with enough swagger to meet her eye defiantly. She seemed to know many in the crowd, and Gavin realized that her constant visits to the campus had ensured that she had a strong following here. She left nothing but smiles in her wake.
Several groups unfurled Red Scorpion banners as they passed, much to Sadira's delight. The bearers of these banners earned her kind words and praise directly.
As they neared the gates Sadira returned to Gavin's side.
"One of the Freshies just told me that Valaran is leading a man in chains wearing your armour and a noose around his neck through the streets," she reported.
"I wish I could say I was surprised," said Gavin. Although he regretted not having the strength to kill Valaran when they last met, he had certainly made the Golden Giant's life difficult. No doubt Valaran blamed him for all the troubles that had fallen on his shoulders recently, from his suspension to Chosen Moltar's waning support. The thought made Gavin smile.
"I am going to enjoy crushing the bastard," said Sadira. "It aggravates me that I don't even seem to register as a threat to him. He should be worried about me now; be trying to get under my skin, not yours. Maybe he'll treat me like a Gladiatrix when I'm bathing in his blood."
Gavin had nothing to say to this, but she could feel his unease.
Next the parade passed the Campus Gladius, where young Gladiators were trained. All of the young gifted, from Children to nearly full trained Gladiators and Vassals, had turned out to watch the parade. Gavin could see that the students were just happy to be part of such a grand event. The school was very strict and allowed little contact with the outside world. A phalanx of Grey-Robes watched them; The Deliberative were very careful of their charges. Still, even they seemed to be enjoying the parade.
Since she could not walk among the young Gifted, Sadira decided to stop and demonstrate her war-dances for them. She moved through the leaping steps of Panther's Hunt, a mobile dance that allowed her to shift distances, attacking and evading. Then she stepped into a series of whirling motions, her blades and footwork ever circular; the Razor-wing's Flight dance. After a few minutes of this she took up the Scorpion's Gambit, a dance of odd angles and rapid, scuttling sidesteps. The young fighters were impressed; they all knew war-dance was a rare and difficult discipline. As a finale Sadira demonstrated a mixed dance combining elements of all three forms into a single kata. The crowd cheered and clapped. The children smiled and talked excitedly among themselves.
Gavin caught site of Alrum Southlander, a favoured teacher, and waved. The man waved back, shouting something that was lost in the din.
They moved on, passing through crowded streets and squares. The roads in the new mercantile district were broad, made for carriage traffic and freight. Gavin was impressed at how little wear the cobbles showed. The tall buildings with their copper roof tiles were all closed down for the day, but many of the shops were still advertising their wares.
Sadira paused at a few shops, a Gunsmith and Bladesmith, asking to examine various weapons that caught her eye. This seemed to earn some approval from the merchants, normally a Blue Faction crowd, although it made Cleothera nervous.
The Grand Market of Krass is a multi-tiered bazaar and public forum. The crowd gathered here was immense and varied, a tapestry of the Domains and its allies. Painted human and Tauran tribals from the Brighthoof Plains, leather clad hunter-lords from the Trapholds, traders from Emerald Cove and the Far Isles wearing colourful silks, and so many others. All of these erupted into raucous cheers as Sadira came among them. A small army of City Watch and Legionnaires kept order. This was the largest crowd they would pass through until the end of the parade.
Gavin scanned the crowd, catching the patterns and evolutions among the dress and customs he saw. Despite sharing one language and one point of origin, the people of the Domains were tending to diversity. He could see the influence of The Chosen. The merchants of Volcanus, for example, tended to dress in black and gold and painted their faces white, a somber imitation of their lord. The people of the Trapholds wore furs and leather despite the heat. The Dunlanders dressed in sombre colours like Chosen Mordhawk, both men and women dressing in outfits that matched those of their mates.
Standing with forlorn dignity amidst the cheering crowds, was a cadre of green clad Armodons and Minotaurs, Gavin's eyes immediately picked out Ravius, smiling. He recognized Delph, Omodo's friend and helper, Green Sting, Silver Rose, and Thunder Blossom. The Greens stood straighter when they saw him and waved even more green clad figures forward. His eyes misted as he made out the faces of old friends and rivals, and the ranks of the Hammerhorns. They lifted banners. 
The green cloth of the banners unfurled. It was a replica of the banner they had used in Dun Loryn, the colours under which they had won, the colours for which Omodo had died. And just like that, Gavin was drawn in again, caught in the gravity of The Great Games.
Sadira felt a pang of sorrow from Gavin, raw and deep. Her hands involuntarily felt for her swords as she turned.
A ripple of alarm went through the crowd as Gavin freed his broad-blade war-spear from its peace-bond. Captain diAuran stepped towards him but Cleothera put a hand on the taller woman's shoulder.
Gavin snapped his spear in salute. He felt the weight of expectation wash over him. He knew what he had to say. 
"HAMMERHORN!" he shouted; the sound seemed to well up from a great depth within him. He could almost see Omodo, hale and proud, standing among the crowd.
"HAMMERHORN!" The Greens returned his salute, shouting with him.
Sadira joined her voice to theirs and soon the whole market resounded with shouts of "HAMMERHORN!" 
Delph stepped across the barrier, banner in hand. A Legionnaire made to stop him, raising his lightning wreathed truncheon, but hesitated when he saw the pride and anguish in the Tauran's face. It was a look he was too familiar with, and his ire died. Silence spread over the crowd, pregnant with expectation.
The Daeri Homeguard and Captain diAuran stood poised to strike, watchful and deadly.
Gavin walked forth to meet Delph, clasping his hand. They both smiled and Delph unfurled a smaller banner and handed to Gavin.
"For your spear," he said. His voice was barely a whisper and yet his words were picked up and carried by those who listened, conveyed through the vast crowd.
"Thank you, brother," Gavin, affixing the small banner with the heraldry of Dun Loryn and a stylized icon of an Armodon triumphant to his spear. It required an effort to keep his hand from trembling.  
"We tried, Lionfang" Delph choked, then squared his shoulders "We tried to get you in to the Championships. You came so close... we failed. I'm sorry."
Gavin shook his head. He saw where this would go. In the eyes of the people, who love the drama of The Great Games more than anything, he had become part of the narrative, an under-rated Gladiator who had somehow held his own against the Golden Giant, their best chance against the tyranny of Valaran. He could feel the story rippling through the crowd, spreading like a strange disease. It fit too well, and he wondered if he detected unseen hands behind it, perhaps the manipulations of The Chosen. He looked around hoping to see Ravius, but his old friend was lost in the crowd, a ghost like Omodo.
"The fault was mine, Delph." said Gavin. "I didn't finish the job last time Valaran and I met. Tell the others that I am honoured that you all worked to get my name so high on the Grand Champion's lists. Give them my thanks. Omodo would have been proud of you."
Delph nodded. He could sense the weight of Gavin's words. They clasped hands once more and Gavin turned to Sadira, lifting his banner-spear in salute to her before they began moving forward once again. For her part, Sadira beamed, enjoying the unfolding events greatly.
The procession passed along the docks of Krass, where Gavin used to watch the tall ships come and go from his window at the orphanage before he was taken away. It seemed dirtier to him now, a little less grand, but far more lively. Sadira flirted and bantered with dock-hands, sailors, and shipwrights, charming them all. 
More than a few of these noted Gavin's banner as he passed in her wake. He could have sworn he heard a few whispers of 'Hammerhorn', now and then.
On the water, past the harbour forts, a mighty ironclad fired its guns in salute as Sadira paused to greet the Marines assembled in front of the Naval yards.
From there they descended into East Shallows, a crowded section of the great city, where the streets were narrow and shaded by the towering tenements built therein. These huge buildings were a relic of the days when the great storms of The Reckoning battered Krass and space within the walls was at a premium. The city's engineers had been forced to raze the worst sections of the old city and drain unused sections of harbour, building tall warrens simply to house the growing population; expanding beyond the walls at that time was impossible. East Shallows housed a million and a half people; it was a marvel of ingenuity and adaptability, but it was not a pleasant place.
The narrow streets were thick with people, the working poor who laboured in warren farms and nearby manufactories. Many of them wore red, and they cheered Sadira with wild abandon. She returned their ardour with gusto, putting on a grand display of arms.
They crossed a bridge, ascending into Portside. Here the streets were broader and the buildings far newer. Portside was the manufacturing centre of modern Krass, specializing in fine goods for trade with outlying Domains. The nigh ceaseless flow of products was stopped for the day, and the great steam-stacks no longer belched, as worker and owner alike lined the street to watch the Champion's Parade.
The crowd varied here, but they still greeted Sadira with great enthusiasm. Several proud workmen and owners proudly displayed their wares to the Gladiatrix. She showed enthusiasm and patience, even though most of the goods were not of personal interest to her. 
They ascended a long winding street to High Park, a nature preserve in the centre of the city, which had once been a massive military complex, razed and re-purposed five hundred years after The Reckoning. The park was surrounded by huge, expansive houses with perfectly manicured grounds.
The crowds here consisted of the very wealthy and influential: merchants, high bureaucrats, Faction leaders, and the most successful Free Gifted as well as a small army of servants and private security. For the most part, they showed only polite enthusiasm for Sadira, who was considered crass and unrefined in such circles. A few children and women however, were unabashed fans, and the Gladiatrix noticed that her body certainly drew the heated gaze of the upper crust males if not their fan support.
Gavin exchanged a look with Cleothera. As orphans they had spent their early lives in state run orphanages, dreaming of adoption into one of the grand mansions by the park. The houses looked small to him now, despite their opulence. 
The broad avenues of High Park connected them to the Triumphal Way, the great road that bisected the city leading to the West Gate, becoming the Great Western Way, which cut across the Empire as it did the city.
The Triumphal Way was an ancient trade road, older than much of the city, some say dating back to the First Empire, a part of history bordering on the mythical. It was broad, wide enough to march a legion in formation, and flat, made of runed stones that exhibited no signs of wear. Grand statues of The Chosen and a host of noteworthy citizens lined the sides of the road, looking down on crowds of people from all over the city. Great arches straddled the road, celebrating the many military triumphs of the Domains. The arches had been repaired for the parade, and the scenes on them drew the eye with visions of war and victory. Gavin doubted if the real battles had been half as glorious.
The towering forms of the Grand Arena, the Assembly of the Covenant, and the Hall of The Chosen loomed out of Bastion Hill at the end of the Triumphal Way, surrounding their eventual destination. 
Sadira was frustrated by this part of the parade. She was but one woman, tiny in the middle of a street meant for hundreds, and she felt less connected to her fans here. She paused frequently to salute them, drawing grand cheers despite the distance.
The passed through an ancient inner wall and into Old Town, the seat of the aristocracy of Krass before The Reckoning. Stately palaces draped with ivy lined the way. They were not as bright or expansive as the great manses of High Park, but age lent them a certain decadent dignity. Many of the buildings were now used by the public, as lesser assemblies, museums, and schools. Some, however, were still occupied by noble-blooded families who had managed to keep their influences as the Empire changed, living lessons in will and foresight.
Nearer their destination they passed the Faction houses. Red and Blue stood on opposing sides of the way, forever confronting each other. Their colours were bright, and the crowds in front of each competed with each the other, and the huge roar coming from the parade square half a mile away.
The lesser assemblies and the Legion hall were next. The Legionnaires of two full legions raised their swords to Sadira and she returned their salute. 
By now the noise from the parade square ahead was deafening, monstrous and compelling. The crowd was a great beast made of uncounted thousands of individuals acting as one, a shifting sea of colour and noise, cheering the forty-nine Champions assembled before them. An empty place in the middle of the grand stage was reserved for Sadira.
The Hall of The Chosen was the tallest of the three buildings, a thick shaft of polished obsidian thrusting from the earth. It had been raised by magic, a living reminder of the mystic potency of The Chosen. A small but opulent building stood atop the black tower, the Hall where The Chosen met. There was a garden surrounding the Hall at the summit, with bright flowering trees that bloomed even in winter, their petals carried by the unfettered winds at such a height. Only the great lighthouse in the harbour competed with the Hall of The Chosen for height.
The Assembly of the Covenant was a bulky, imposing building. The centrepiece of this edifice was a tremendous dome, supported by columns, looming over the massive temple-like front facade. It had been built on the site of the old religious buildings, all of which had been over-run and built into the sprawling structure. The outside was made entirely of white marble. Gavin could just make out the Oathstone of the Covenant itself, set in a small dip in front of the massive assembly, symbolism clear to all. The power emanating from the stone was incredible, an ancient weave that defied his understanding.
The Parade Square was immense, capable of holding an entire army, including troops and war-machines. Gavin had heard that over a million people were gathered here for the parade, but the size of the crowd simply defied his understanding. The noise of the cheering as they marched towards the grand stage in front of the arena was something he felt in his bones more than heard. 
A few green banners caught Gavin's eye, and a premonitory shiver ran down his spine.
The Arena itself loomed behind the other seated Champions. A huge curved building, often called the People's Palace, it was made up of row upon row of arches, stacked seven stories high. Sadira's heart soared as she gazed upon the Grand Arena with a lover's eyes. She felt a small stab of regret from Gavin, who had never experienced the joy of fighting there, but she knew her feelings would carry his away this time, and she felt no guilt. 
Sadira could feel the eyes of the other Champions upon her as she walked towards the stage. She slowed her pace, her unhurried swagger becoming a demonstration of dominance. Azure Dream grinned while she watched, while Karmal sneered openly. Valaran looked on with a mixture of lust and hatred. 
Sadira did not move towards the stairs. Instead she walked directly towards her position on the stage, at the centre of her rivals. Gavin walked with her, and already this irregularity drew murmurs from the crowd. The people of Krass loved drama, and as the great Gladiatrix approached the stage, halting and turning towards the ocean of people, they held their breath.
Sadira bowed low to the people, drawing their attention while Gavin walked behind her and raised his shield, holding it high above his head with both hands. As she came out of her bow, Sadira planted her feet and sprang into the air, kicking her feet above her head and flipping onto Gavin's waiting shield. Her swords ripped free of the peace bonds as she landed, raising them in a glorious salute. Gavin held her steady, as always, a fact that warmed her nearly as much as the explosion of cheering that followed her stunt.
Gavin's raised shield happened to be conveniently placed and Sadira stepped off onto the stage, taking her place among the Champions.
"Grandstanding whore," muttered Karmal from beside her.
Sadira laughed, letting the people of Krass answer for her.
 
o-----
 
Chosen Giselle's private box was situated amidst the lowest level of seating close to the main Gladiator's entrance. She retracted the roof of the box, letting the sun shine down and the people see her. Gavin watched Sadira's matches as a guest of The Chosen.
Giselle wore her Gladiator's armour and carried her old weapons to each match. Gavin knew that The Chosen had more potent weapons and glorious armour at her disposal, but she still loved the arena and wore her old gear to feel closer to her past as a competitor in Great Games. 
Sadira's rambunctious clan was given special seats for each of her matches, as were the friends of the family for each Grand Champion. Gavin preferred to sit with The Chosen since the high pitched shouts of Sadira's sisters could nearly match her war-screams and quickly gave him a headache. Candy and Dolly, Sadira's rescues from Dregs joined the family, close to the action. Lina sat with Gavin and Giselle.
Gavin also suspected that The Chosen wanted to keep an eye on him. She too, could sense something astir in the mood of the citizens of Krass.
Sadira's first match came at dusk on the second day of the Championship. The roar of five hundred thousand spectators as she entered the arena was simply staggering, even louder than her reception on the parade ground. Gavin felt as if he was sitting an erupting volcano, which, combined with the pure joy he felt through their bond, swept him away. He found himself on his feet, shouting her name like a madman, Chosen Giselle's amplified voice joining his. As the trumpets sounded they both sank back into their seats breathless and elated. 
Sadira's opponent in this match was none other than Hummingblade, a Gladiatrix familiar to Gavin from several matches and a brief liaison with Ravius. Hummingblade's attacks were swift and disciplined, but she underestimated Sadira's willingness to take a hard blow, and lost in the second round when Sadira took a brutal thrust through her right breast and kept coming, dropping one sword to grab the smaller woman. Gavin felt a pulse of savage elation as his lover he had the Quickling swordswoman still and rammed the point of her own blade home. He left, on his way to the baths to meet her before the announcer called her victory.
 
o-----
 
Valaran invoked Ut Nex in both his first and second match, viciously butchering one of his opponents almost immediately, and then slaying the other after a long fight. Many of capital linksheets hailed the Golden Giant's return to true form, while others decried his behaviour. Gavin thought often of how he would like to face his enemy once again.
 
o-----
 
Sadira's second match of the Championship was a gruelling fight against Iron Ox, a hulking heavy-armoured Minotaur defender. Ox carried a tremendous tower shield with a spiked boss and a heavy, long hafted mace. Gavin joined Chosen Giselle once again to watch the match, joined by Nix and Gloria, two of Sadira's sisters.
Iron Ox proved to be a skilled elementalist, drawing blood from Sadira with several well cast Razorwind spells, but the Bloodthirsty Gladiatrix answered in kind, tripping up her massive foe with verdant tendrils, spraying him with thorns, and sneaking in some clever swordplay as she danced past Ox's near perfect shield-play.
"Practising with you has made her the bane of every shield-man out there," commented Chosen Giselle.
Gavin smiled. "Even in training Sadira has always sought out the toughest matches," he said. "That's why she's the best."
"Her newest training partner pushed her hard," said Giselle, referring to Deathcat. "I do approve of turning defeated enemies into friends, although that one surprised me."
Sadira did not bring Iron Ox down, but she scored two telling blows. One was a vicious thrust that left the Minotaur visibly limping for most of the match, and the second was a daring, flashy tumbling attack that left a great line of blood on his back. Gavin felt this second attack was not as damaging as it seemed. The crowd awarded Sadira with a victory by appeal and Iron Ox raised her aloft on his shield, showing magnanimity in defeat.
Sadira's third match was a brutal, bloody fight against Finn the Red-Handed, a monstrous muscular Berserker. She went toe to toe with the man clashing with him in a furious exchange of blows. The sands ran red, and Gavin's heart leapt into his throat when Finn lopped Sadira's left arm off at the elbow. The crowd gasped. Sadira, ignoring the pain, aimed the spray of blood into Finn's face, blinding him as she sidestepped his next attack and nearly removed his head with a vicious slash. Gavin fell back into his chair, dizzy with relief
 
o-----
 
"He shouted your name at the end of his match," said Cleothera. "Yelled out 'Bring me Lionfang' before he stomped off the field."
Gavin shook his head. The idea of Valaran holding up the dripping head of a foe, while calling out his name nauseated him. Part of him wanted to face Valaran again, despite Sadira's desire to fell the Golden Giant herself.
"He should be more worried about me," said Sadira, flexing her reformed hand. "He had his chance at Gavin."
"You know how men like Valaran are," said Cleothera. "He's fixated on the one that got away. People aren't happy with his behaviour. There have been quite a few riots and clashes. More than a few people are unhappy about the way he killed Black Wind: they say it is a repeat of Dun Loryn. Chosen Marius made a speech about a Gladiator's decorum in the Forum, but was reprimanded after it turned ugly. Chosen Mordhawk has been helping keep order, but he had to leave."
"What's this about the border?" said Gavin.
"The Wirn are pushing across the mountains, raiding cities in the Thousand Tongues and Sylvanwood," said Cleothera. "It appears they timed their attack to coincide with the Grand Championships."
"It does make sense," said Gavin. "Many of The Chosen are away from their Domains."
"They won't gain much ground before The Chosen return," said Sadira. "They can travel a lot faster than the Legions. Sax and Mordhawk got there yesterday according to Chosen Giselle."
"I wish Sax had stayed behind," said Cleothera. "The streets are dangerous this year. The Wirn attacks are just a large number of raids so far. It could be that they were expecting help from the western tribes but failed to get it; Chosen Mordhawk's negotiations may have paid off."
"Or perhaps the Wirn are playing at something else," said Gavin. "After all, we do know they have been working with agents in the Domains. That Heretic working with Baurtrum, Mondarvis, was one of theirs. Baurtrum and Valaran both use magic that is similar to that of the Wirn. What if that's not a coincidence?"
 
o-----
 
Sadira's fourth match had to be rescheduled while she regenerated. She used this time to practice and condition, working with Gavin, Deathcat, and Razorthorn to hone her technique.
Fifteen days into the Championship, she faced her old friend Azure Dream. Their match was a bloody ballet that left both fighters on the ground, seeking the strength to continue, several times. 
At the end of the fight, Sadira was the only one of the two able to stand, although Minerva managed to get to her knees. Without thinking Sadira moved forward and offered her hand to her opponent and friend, helping her to her feet before she could was counted out. After a moment bracing herself, and a bloody hug from Sadira, Minerva stood, swaying and trembling. The crowd roared. Gavin smirked at Giselle’s expression, caught between admiration and frustration at her pupil's noble action. After some deliberation the judges ruled the move did not violate arena rules. The crowd chanted Sadira's name and gave her victory, and the two Gladiatrices left the field, hurt but laughing.
 
o-----
 
Valaran's opponent for his semi-final match, Turquine the Bloodaxe, went missing a day before the contest. The streets erupted into loud protests at this news, with even more riots breaking out, ending in clashes with the Legions. The mood of the city grew decidedly ugly. People were incensed at the idea of interference with the Grand Championships. Unrest delayed Sadira's match against Karmal. The council of The Chosen and the Assembly of Krass met while The Deliberative searched for the missing Gladiator. 
Turquine's body was found Dockside, throat slashed, with his escorts dead around him. The Watch and the Legion descended on the lair of the Glassworks Gang, a notorious group of rowdies. But the idea that street thugs could overpower a massive Gladiator, two Grey-Robes, and a Hearthbound was suspicious. The East Shallows barred the Legions from their part of the city when it was revealed that none of the Glassworks Gang survived the raid. Rumours ran wild. Gold clad supporters of Valaran clashed with rioters. This time, even the presence of Chosen Moltar on the streets did not quell the people's anger quickly. Blood was shed. Chaos threatened.
In an interview with the Arena Post Valaran glibly commented that he could not have been the killer. After all, if he had wanted Turquine dead, he would have killed him on the fighting grounds.
The Chosen, reduced by half due to the border threats, called for a decision from the People's Assembly. The people would be allowed to vote for any master ranked Gladiator to face Valaran, excepting Sadira and Karmal. Many of the political players were livid, because this decision made it difficult for them to manipulate and deal, but no one dared publicly denounce such a democratic manoeuvre. Gavin knew who they would vote for. The people, most of them, were angry at Valaran and only one man had faced the Golden Giant and lived.
 
o-----
 
They took a horse drawn carriage, black with no heraldry, to Madame Chloe's Tea-House the day before Gavin was to fight Valaran and Sadira was to face Karmal. Gavin could sense waves of excitement radiating from his beloved as they moved through the streets. Sadira had shed tears of joy when the people had selected him as the replacement opponent for Valaran's semi-final match. He had accepted the honour in front of Hall of The Chosen with the Greens and Reds gathered, shouting his name. He was their chosen avenger, an arrow aimed straight at Valaran's heart. 
Gavin could not stop thinking about the machinations behind his inclusion in the semi-final. He was placed firmly in Valaran's path. It seemed like fate to some, but Gavin knew that somewhere behind the scenes this event had either been the result of careful orchestration or a convergence of several complex webs of influence. No one complained that he would take the field. Not even Valaran. Perhaps the Golden Giant had arranged the whole thing, killing Turquine the Bloodaxe so that he could have another chance to show his dominance over Gavin? And what about the Greens? Their shouts of Hammerhorn and Lionfang had carried Gavin to prominence. Perhaps Moltar or some other Chosen had manipulated events so that Gavin could face Valaran. There were many possibilities. He wished he could make sense of them.
For Sadira, the culmination of events seemed perfect. Although she dearly wanted to crush Valaran herself, the symmetry of facing Gavin, always her greatest challenge, in her moment of glory filled her with anticipation. She couldn't have planned a better finale herself. She did not doubt that Gavin would kill Valaran: she could sense an adamantine will underneath Gavin's thoughtful exterior now. The Death of Omodo, his trials in the Death-Leagues, and his time with his Father had reforged Gavin. He was more confident now. 
The streets were calmer now that the semi-finals were set; the people had been mollified by their chance to select a new champion to face Valaran. Nonetheless, City Watch and Legionnaires were still deployed in force.
The pair arrived at the Tea-House, using a private side entrance to avoid being seen. Sadira was wearing a formal gown, long and ornate; a cascade of silk that flowed with her graceful movements. Gavin had joked that he barely recognized her, dressed in such a fashion. 
 Imitating the manners of old, Gavin held out a chair for Sadira as they sat. The sun caught her through a high window as she sat, To Gavin she looked beautiful and ripe, pregnant with impending triumph. He stared at her a moment, framing her in his mind. She smiled, enjoying the silent companionship and the view of all the young Gladiators going about their business on the street below them.
"Your mind is strange today, beloved," Sadira said after their tea was served. She sipped without reservation, knowing that Chosen Giselle had sent a Hearthbound here hours ago, making sure the little Tea-house was secure.
"I'd just come to terms with the fact that I was done with arena," said Gavin. "I'm wondering who killed Turquine and who stands to gain from my fight against Valaran."
"You can add my name to that list," said Sadira. "Fighting you will be an enjoyable end to these Championships.”
"You seem pretty confident that I can beat him," said Gavin.
“I can sense what you are feeling beloved,” said Sadira. She took a sip of tea before continuing. “I sense no fear, no anger, and no resignation. What I do sense is resolve. You have changed, my love, and defeating Valaran is the last step in your metamorphosis, like a butterfly breaking out of its cocoon.”
Gavin laughed. “A butterfly?”
“A girl can like butterflies and scorpions, you know,” said Sadira. “I think the people sense this too. Your story compels them now; they want to see what you can become. The arena is not quite done with you yet, Gavin.”
“Well said,” said Gavin, raising his glass in salute. "You seem excited to face Karmal."
"I am," said Sadira. "Once I assert my dominance over that red headed fool, we can go back to being friends. She will stand among my Hearthbound if I win."
"Are you sure she had accept?" he said. He felt a surge of anger from her as she used their bond like an emotional battering ram. 
"You and Giselle just don't understand my relationship with Karmal," said Sadira. "We've always been rivals as well as friends. She simply needs to be reminded that I am not weak. I'll beat her and everything will be settled between us. You should be more worried about how you are going to beat me in the finals."
"I'll consider that after I face Valaran" said Gavin, shaking his head. 
"You can do it, my love." said Sadira. "You've been prepared for this. You know his tricks. He'll never get away with cheating at this stage."
"He's still a great fighter. And he's desperate."
"So are you."
"Good enough to face the mighty Red Scorpion?"
"Maybe the only one."
 
o-----
 
Gavin sat in his arming room. He could hear the thunder of the crowd as Sadira fought Karmal. Despite the rankings, his match against Valaran was considered the marquis event of the semi-finals; due to the death of Turquine and the Golden Giant's viciousness Valaran weighed heavily on the people's minds. Both matches filled him with worry. Sadira was too confident about her relationship with Karmal. The Flame-haired Gladiatrix was a monstrosity now, no longer the woman his beloved had befriended. He hoped he had gotten this point across to Sadira, planted the knowledge she needed. He could feel bursts of joy and sorrow, very faintly, from their bond, but would not be able to tell the outcome of her match. The wards did not sever their bond, but rather made it unreliable. Gavin had no way of knowing that Karmal had declared Ut Nex against Sadira, and that his beloved was fighting to the death.
Gavin felt his match against Valaran was worrisome for other reasons. Events had been manipulated to place him here, and he wondered how this match fit into the schemes of The Chosen and the other powers of the Empire. At least he knew the people wanted him here; the sea of people shouting 'Lionfang' and 'Hammerhorn' who greeted him outside the arena was proof enough of that. He hoped that he would make good use of the fame he borrowed.
Standing, he launched himself into a Kata. He breathed in, seeking calm. His movements became faster, more fluid. Sweat dripped from his brow. The Champion's back-banner, bearing the insignia that Delph had gifted to him, felt familiar now. The sword that he had reforged with his father felt reassuring. His little favour, a pendant with a lion and a scorpion was wrapped around the hilt; its twin was on Sadira greatsword. He thought of his friends and his accomplishments with pride. He exhaled, eyes focusing on the point of his spear as it came to rest. For a moment it seemed as if the whole world was poised on that broad barbed blade. 
His mind was at peace. He was ready.
 
o-----
 
As Gavin took to the fighting grounds Ravius and Delph led a cacophonous cheer. “HAMMERHORN AND LIONFANG” rang out. 
Gavin smiled, saluting the crowd. He ignored the jeering Golds easily, focusing on the sea of people that supported his cause. It had been a long time since he had thought seriously about the possibility of standing on these fighting grounds in the Grand Arena before the people of Krass. He felt insignificant before such a crowd. He wanted to laugh with glee as they shouted his name, but it would not be seemly. They had, after all, chosen him as an avenger. He was here to stop Valaran.
The last echoes of the thunderous cheers died down as the trumpet's call summoned Valaran to the fighting grounds. Nothing happened. Valaran did not issue forth. The crowd began to murmur. Gavin felt uneasy, but he guessed that this was deliberate tactic. It was considered bad form, but Valaran could hardly damage his own career at this juncture.
After several minutes a second, more urgent blast sounded. Valaran would have to appear before the third blast or he would be disqualified.
Gavin felt uneasy as a faint feeling of confusion and violation crept over him. He thought it might be coming from his bond with Sadira, but as he cast about, the feeling disappeared. He felt a sliver of dread. Something could be wrong and he was trapped, here on the fighting grounds.
Valaran stepped into view moments before the third sounding. The announcers shouted his name. He was cheered and booed. Valaran's Champion's attire was a long cloak, covered in heraldry, hiding his golden armour from Gavin's eyes. Valaran's smile was confidant as ever, but his eyes were red-rimmed and danced with menace and insanity. Currents of alien power drifted around him, more than Gavin would normally expect from a Gladiator not yet unleashed to fight. Had Valaran found a new way to cheat?
The Champion's cloak rippled, as if Valaran's muscles were restless underneath.
In the stands several of The Chosen exchanged glances. Valaran's power made them uneasy.
The two Gladiators faced one another. The fight had been declared a Deathmatch when it was announced. Ut Nex was not needed. There could be no peace between these two.
"I want you to know that you brought this upon yourself," said Valaran. His fevered eyes met Gavin's. His cloak shifted again, as if a serpent wound around him had just moved. Gavin felt more and more uneasy as he read the patterns and flows of power surrounding the Golden Giant.
"I'm sure those words will comfort you when you are in the land of the dead, Valaran," said Gavin.
"You cannot imagine what I have given up to destroy you and take back my rightful destiny, you bastard," added Valaran. Gavin could sense a terrible strain in his opponent; as if something had broken inside him and let the madness pour forth. He felt a wave of confusion and illness wash over him. “I have learned much since we last met. I have paid for that knowledge in ways that a man like you cannot understand.”
"Did you engineer this?" asked Gavin. "Are you the reason I am here?"
"I can see it now..." said Valaran, eyes distant. Maintaining the weave was difficult despite his new-found strength. "We were fated to fight, Lionfang. You are the last gnat buzzing around my head. Would that I could have killed you in Dregs and spared myself further sorrow. "
"Where you see fate I see the manipulations of others," said Gavin, shaking his head. "And even if you win here, you still have to face Sadira to achieve your ambition. She will kill you Valaran."
"I don't think that she will be a problem anymore," said Valaran quietly.  Despite his fractured mind, his heart ached at what he had done. The sadness in his eyes was plain for Gavin to see. "Sadira is mine now."
Stalwart Gavin felt a cold spike in his stomach even as anger shot through his veins.
"What have you done Valaran?" he snarled. 
In answer Valaran ripped away his heraldic cloak. 
Gavin's eyes went wide, his brain numbed, rebelling against comprehension.
Something glistened wetly over Valaran's armour, writhing and twisting. Someone in the crowd began to scream. Shock, chased by revulsion, rippled through the people.
There are some times when insanity is a refuge. When people witness an event so barbaric and ugly that their minds cannot comprehend it, then it is natural for their thoughts to rebel and tear away when their eyes cannot. Many in the crowd that day succumbed to this temporary madness, while others simply watched, faces etched in shock. 
The Chosen, the Grey-Robes, and a few Gladiators, inured to such horrors by long experience, leapt to their feet; but the wards had been turned against them. Valaran could not be subdued by the Grey-Robe's magic. Those who could valiantly rushed towards the innards of the arena hoping to intervene. But Valaran had been busy. With Sadira's strength added to his own, the Golden Giant had dominated the many beasts kept underneath the arena. The greatest menagerie of monsters in the Domains awaited those who tried to help. A desperate, wild melee began, in which even The Chosen were hard pressed. Stories would later be written about that terrible battle.
Somehow Gavin's mind recovered from the shock of seeing his lover being worn like a grotesque suit of living armour.  Now he knew why the bond between he and Sadira had been broken: Valaran was drawing power from Sadira's mutilated remains. Bile rose in Gavin's throat, and it took every measure of his self-control to act as Valaran roared and charged towards him.
Gavin's shield deflected the blow with uncanny perfection, but Valaran's already titanic strength was increased threefold by the power he had stolen from Sadira and Gavin was knocked backwards nonetheless. 
Valaran revelled in his power, channelling more from the horror of the crowd. He wanted to savour the moment, and so he stopped and looked at Gavin, thrusting his pelvis obscenely, the pale armour glistening.
"I am inside of her even now," said Valaran. "It is unfortunate that her senses have been shut down. Sadira has never been closer to anyone."
Gavin responded with a mind blast. Although his will was stronger than Valaran's, the spell did little more than annoy the Golden Giant. Valaran sung at him. Gavin ducked under and gave ground before the Golden Giant's relentless assault.
Valaran had called upon tainted magic, now, his power was combined with Sadira's, and he was channelling the fear of the crowd on top of that. The air rippled with tiny chaos storms. Gavin unwove as many of these as he could but there were far too many. Parts of him burned and parts of him froze. Valaran rushed forward. Gavin lunged, stabbing his spear into the Golden Giant's knee. The wound sealed instantly. A pseudopod, all flesh and spines, erupted from the Sadira-armour, slashing Gavin as he fell back. He had he must act quickly.
Power ripped through Gavin, more than he had ever drawn before, as he wove a brain-burster spell, drawing upon the outrage of the shocked audience and every ounce of his own will. Valaran roared in pain, his skull shifting. The fact that the Golden Giant did not use the twisting magic of the Wirn to counter his spell was not lost on Gavin. The side of Valaran's head exploded. Gavin stepped forward and rammed his spear into his throat, careful to avoid Sadira's flesh. He twisted the spear 
Valaran staggered, bleeding, half of his head blown away.
He did not fall.
Gavin triumph turned to despair as Valaran's head reformed, crudely. Valaran's throat closed up.
“You can't win,” rasped Valaran.
"Your right, Valaran, I cannot beat you." said Gavin, his spear drooping limply.
"I'm glad you've finally learned your place. Get on your knees and death will be quick for you. I will send Sadira to you once I have finished using her, she will not survive this I am sad to say. You should never have challenged me"
"You won't get away with this," said Gavin. He knew what he had to do.
"I already have,” snarled Valaran. “You have no idea the power I wield right now. Even The Chosen will be hard pressed to defeat me, especially after they run into the surprises we left for them. There will be a new Reckoning this day."
"It's not them The Chosen need to worry about," said Gavin. He took a deep breath, steeling himself for the end.
“Enough,” sneered Valaran. “I cannot afford to waste any more time with you.”
As Valaran swept forward and swung, Gavin leapt, weaving the twisting magic of the Wirn. The alien patterns came to him with ease, perhaps surprising, or maybe by design. After all his life had been shaped by The Deliberative, The Chosen, the People, and companions both living and dead. He was thought incarnate, a spear aimed straight at the heart of Valaran, or perhaps the very ideas that shaped the Golden Giant. Then he touched Sadira's skin, unleashing the spell a moment before Valaran's sword took him, cleaving through his armour and deep into his side. Gavin hit ground hard, tasting blood and inhaling sand. It took a tremendous effort for him to roll onto his back as Valaran stepped in to finish him.
Valaran raised his blades. He could taste victory. With Gavin dead he could escape or face The Chosen in the bowels of the arena alongside his thralls. He was so far gone into madness that he thought he could survive, even win, such a confrontation.
Gavin looked up at Valaran, and as their eyes met, he smiled. Valaran could see no fear in Gavin's eyes. He had seen that same confidence in Omodo. It gave Valaran pause. Sadira's flesh shifted around him, constricting his movements. Valaran's arms froze at the apex of his swing, and Gavin, his life leaking away, watched as Valaran came undone. 
Gavin knew it was beyond his power to defeat a Valaran empowered by his own twisted magic and Sadira's nigh-endless vitality. He has not attacked that spell with the warping of the Wirn. Instead, he had found where Valaran had subverted the bond that Gavin and Sadira shared. He had broken that. He felt the bond shift, and steeled his mind, supporting Sadira with the last of his will.
Sadira woke. She tried to scream. She could feel that her body had been flayed and warped beyond recognition. The pain was almost too much for her, but her fury overpowered it. The only thing she could sense that Gavin was injured, his life ebbing away. She needed to help him! But first she needed to heal herself. She concentrated on regenerating, drawing power from desperate rage. She could sense Gavin's iron resolve and it spurred her.
"Too late," said Gavin, weakly, as Valaran struggled against the flesh of Sadira. Gavin's vision blurred, but he kept his eyes on Valaran's. Blood poured from his wounds and the darkness closed in, but he could still sense the patterns and the shifting strands of magic. There was a terrible majesty to it, like watching the heavens collapse. He wanted to say 'I told you she would kill you', but he was too weak.
The Golden Giant opened his mouth. He choked on his own retort as Sadira's flesh flowed upwards, engulfing his face and then forcing its way viciously down his throat. As the last of the mass entered his body Valaran began to scream. He dropped his swords, clawing at his mouth and chest. He could feel Sadira inside him, consuming him from within. His roar of pain and desperation, faded to a gurgle. 
Sadira channelled power, rebuilding her shattered limbs. Her lungs ached for air. She struggled, feeling Gavin fade, desperate to get to him. Her life magic was powerful. She was an expert body sculptor. Now, she cast about for more power, and she found the audience. She drew upon their horror, she drew upon their hope. The power of half a million people coursed through her. Their rejection of Valaran's abominable deed was all the strength that she needed. 
Valaran screamed with two voices, as he fell to his knees. His last sensation came as Sadira burst out of him. His last thoughts were full of pain and horror, fading into darkness with no succour, his mind consumed by the terrible magics that he himself had invoked.
The crowd shook itself in disbelief, horror and wonder entwining, as a gore-clothed Sadira rose from Valaran's remains.
Sadira stumbled, blind and insensate, following her link to Gavin, falling to her knees and fumbling for him. Although he swam in blackness, passing the threshold between life and death, such was the power that Sadira drew from the spectators, from Valaran's death, and from her own desires that she could catch the last of his life essence and cast off death. Her power was great, and her will was equal to the task.
The crowd began to cheer.
Like a woodswoman nursing the last ember of an old fire, Sadira nurtured that last spark of Gavin's life while she healed his body. His heart began to beat again.
The first of The Chosen, Giselle and Moltar burst through the monster's entrance, bloody and glowing with power. They stopped short. A silence had fallen over the arena.
Sadira tended to Gavin, ignoring all else. In that moment she wielded the power of life as only a Chosen could, and any Gifted who glanced upon her was struck dumb with awe. Behind her, was a sapling, growing from the remains of Valaran, rapidly developing into a tree, both beautiful and terrible in the centre of the arena, nurtured by his blood, and sinking its roots into sand and stone.
The first thing Gavin saw as his eyes fluttered open was Sadira, bloody and beautiful, smiling down on him. He sensed magic flowing around her, vital and strong. The first thing he smelled was a mix of blood and offal, and the heady scent of now blooming tree. The first thing he heard was the exultation of half-a-million men and women, screaming, shouting, raving, yelling, and celebrating; giving witness to the wonder, and expunging the horror that they had just seen.
It was like waking from a nightmare.
Oh, how they cheered.
 



Chapter Sixty-Two: Apotheosis (Unfamiliar Ground)
Both were Chosen.
In the end, the people of Krass would not be denied. As discontent threatened to spread throughout the Domains, The Chosen, The Assembly of the Covenant, and The Deliberative each voted to allow Sadira to swear the Oath of the Covenant, and to allow Gavin to swear it with her.
Many restrictions were placed on the new Chosen; the demands of politics and the price of a smooth acceptance. They would only get one vote on the Council of The Chosen between them and their allocation of resources, military and financial, would likely be cut in half. However, Marius and The Chosen of the Western borders, returning after defeating the Wirn, forestalled any further intrigue. They felt that the Council and the Assembly had wasted too much time on trivialities when their attention was needed elsewhere.
With support from Marius and the border Chosen, Chosen Giselle was able to ensure that Gavin and Sadira both received the regular number of Hearthbound. Interestingly The Deliberative did not contest this, despite the fact that they usually vehemently opposed the idea of more Gifted who did not answer to them. This started a host of rumours, many centred around Cleothera and her relationship to the fated pair.
 
o-----
 
The tree that had grown from Valaran's corpse resisted all attempts to remove it from the Grand Arena. It was a thing of taint and old magic combined. Since they could not kill it, The Deliberative contained it with a second set of wards and placed special attendants to watch over it. The tree was ugly and twisted, but it occasionally bloomed brilliantly. The people of Krass came to believe that it flowered during particularly intense matches. They were partially correct.
 
o-----
 
Amoura's after-party was legendary, just as everyone expected. For once, Gavin was just as pleased to socialize as Sadira.
 
o-----
 
Past disasters led to the policy of every Chosen having a probationary period where they learned the intricacies of their office. Chosen Gorixus' ill-fated attempt to invade Sudra's Horn with little preparation, or Chosen Silvius spending his entire support allotment on creating a brothel were the most commonly cited reasons for this practice.
Each new Chosen was given a mentor, a sort of supervisor who could teach them to wield their new power effectively and help curb their initial excesses. Chosen Giselle naturally became Sadira's mentor, since she had acted as the Champion's matron. Gavin did not have an official patron. Chosen Mordhawk had unspecified duties which disqualified him, and many of The Chosen objected to allowing Giselle to supervise them both. This resulted in three days of debate and at least one challenge to a Chosen's duel, before Chosen Marius and the Border Chosen once again forced a resolution. In the end, Chosen Mazurin was agreed upon as Gavin's mentor.
Gavin had been hoping for Chosen Marius or Chosen Mordhawk, but he had read some of Mazurin's treatises on warfare, weaponry, and stewardship and found them agreeable. It was certainly a better choice than many of the other candidates put forth. He found the naked politicking of the Council of The Chosen repugnant, yet fascinating.
 
o-----
 
On the day of the Oath they marched down the Triumphal Way once again. The sides of the wide streets were lined with Legionnaires and crowded with citizen well-wishers. Sadira marched at the head of a full century of Daeri Homeguard. She had not yet settled on her final heraldry, so they wore the colours of her family and her Champion's banners. 
The Parade Square was packed with more than a million citizens, as before, but this time the crowd was facing the Assembly of the Covenant and the Oathstone. Their cheers shook the air like a constant thunder. 
Representatives of The Deliberative, the Assembly of the Covenant, stood arrayed around the rune covered rock. The Oathstone was not especially large, but it gave off a sense of expectant depth, like a moonlit lake just before a breach. Seen by a Gifted, the pattern of the stone was simple, yet powerful, almost elemental in nature.
The speeches were of the traditional sort. Gavin could feel Sadira's boredom through their bond. She wanted to catch the next ship to Emerald Cove, where they could wallow in their triumph and revel in their freedom.
They both scanned the crowd picking out familiar faces. Ravius, Cleothera, Master Ironwall, Delph, Sax, Chosen Marius and Amoura Vogue, Arena Master Druth and Camille Caesaria, A leaner looking Sulius ul-Cyrus, Azure Dream, Bull Dangerous, Green Sting, Silver Rose, Hummingblade, Razorthorn, Deathcat, and many others.
Both of them moved forward to take the Oath simultaneously. The Deliberative had decided that this was safest, since their bond might interact oddly with the ancient magic Oathstone.
The Oathkeeper, a white-haired Orc crone, bearing a runed staff, and dressed in a plain white robe, stepped forward to meet them. Her gaze was clear and her lined face was solemn. As she approached the pair, a hush fell over the crowd. The Oath was one of the most sacred rituals in the Domains; witnessing two at once was unheard of since the grim days of early empire.
“Hold out your hands, palms facing upwards,” said the Oathkeeper, drawing a tiny runed knife made of the same type of rock as the Oathstone.
Gavin and Sadira held their hands up as she asked. She drew the knife across their palms. There was a small bloom of magic, blood-potent. The cut did not heal quickly and their blood ran freely.
“Place your palm upon the Oathstone,” said the Oathkeeper. Her solemn voice was the only sound, save for the rustling of the vast forest of people around them. The weight of expectation bore down upon them.
“Clear your minds,” said the Oathkeeper. 
Gavin breathed in and exhaled, surprisingly relaxed. He had never expected to stand here, swearing the Oath, save perhaps in a child's fantasy. And yet he had challenged himself, walking in darkness, always seeking to better himself, and he had persevered. 
Sadira simply felt as if she had reached the end of a long race. In truth she cared more for the victory than the prize. Karmal's war-cleaver felt heavy on her back, smouldering.
“Bind to the stone,” said the Oathkeeper. 
The blood and the expectant power of all the people gathered made this a simple task. The stone, used to swear oaths before Krass was even a city, awakened to their presence. The conscience of an Empire welcomed them. 
Gavin felt the weight of the stone. It had begun as a simple stone, whose solemn appearance and position on the rise made it witness to meetings of people. It had endured, tasting brutal sacrifice and bright oath, gaining significance because of the people around it. That significance grew as the people flourished. Their belief changed the stone, the simple magic of countless thoughts, and now it was the secret heart of an Empire. The weight of the stone was the weight of history.
Sadira felt the eyes of the ancestors upon her. She felt their acceptance wash over her as she attuned her pattern to that of the stone, weaving a subtle connection between the both of them. 
Gavin's uncut hand found Sadira's. No one objected.
“They are bound Oathkeeper,” said Chosen Giselle, the representative of The Chosen, acting as a witness.
“I confirm that they are bound,” said Ordo Grevex, grim-faced representative of The Deliberative. “Let the oath proceed.”
“The words of the Oath of the Covenant are known to us all,” said the Oathkeeper, her voice carrying across the square. “They are the same words spoken by blessed Ezuis, and the same Oath sworn by the last of The Gifted when they took refuge in our city as The Reckoning descended upon us, becoming the first of our Chosen. Let us all speak them now.”
A million citizens gave voice to the Oath along with them.
“I give my oath to serve and protect the city of Krass,”...Power flowed
“I give my oath to defend the citizens of Krass,”...into Gavin and Sadira
“I give my oath to obey the laws of the people,”...and through them
“I give my oath to act to prevent The Reckoning,”... gentle but irresistible
“I give my blood to seal this oath, freely in good faith,”...like the tide
“My oath is my honour, and my honour my life,”... scouring them
“I am Chosen, I serve,”... and binding them.
All compulsion faded from the pair, save the oath. Gavin blinked. The world around him seemed to sharpen, becoming more distinct. He sensed patterns more clearly than he ever had. He could feel the city like a living thing beneath his feet, knew its strengths and its festering sores. He could feel the people, their hopes and desires, their needs and their secret lusts. He could feel the Empire itself, all of the Domains and the tainted lands pushing back against them, and that vast panoramic sense nearly swallowed him until he pulled back. After an endless moment he realized he was standing slack jawed staring at the stone.
Sadira felt the weight of the weapon on her back and saw the world beyond the borders of the Domains.
“You may let go,” said the Oathkeeper. They did.
The blood was gone.
“You are now Chosen: go forth and serve!”
The citizens cheered, filling the grand square with riotous sounds. Sadira pulled herself against Gavin, drawing him into a kiss.
 
o-----
 
Gavin and Sadira spent some time in Emerald Cove, shirking their responsibilities and enjoying each other to the fullest. But after many sunny days and sultry nights, Gavin's gaze turned west, and Sadira could sense his thoughts drift to old wounds.
They travelled west, out onto the Dragon's Green. They carried no banner to proclaim them and took no escort to protect them, but all marked their passing. They were Chosen now, and power rippled in their wake.
The pair came at least to a place sharply etched in Gavin's mind. A humble stone shrine sat there, built around a massive war-maul and a set of armour. The shrine marked where they had stood after scattering the ashes of his friend and brother, Omodo. He felt a deep sense of melancholy, knowing that he would never hear that laugh again. And yet, he felt a quiet strength, knowing that he carried the memory of Omodo with him. People came and went as Gavin knelt at the shrine, Sadira at his side. They would later speak of the new Chosen's piety, showing reverence for the dead. As the sun began to set, they stood, Gavin drew Sadira close, watching a herd of wild cattle in the distance.
“Ravius told me they are going to build a school here,” said Gavin.
“What will they teach?” asked Sadira
“Apparently Omodo was secretly working on a book,” said Gavin. “They found his notes. I had no idea. Ravius said he thought it was a journal before he read it.”
“Oh that reminds me,” said Sadira. “Vintia's first letter came. Lina's already read it.”
“Long time coming,” said Gavin. He knew that communication beyond the borders of the Domains was difficult. Link coverage was impossible without the infrastructure of Empire. “I was beginning to worry.”
“I envy her right now,” said Sadira. “I can't believe all the work we have to do when we get back to Krass.”
Gavin laughed. “With great power comes the realization of responsibility.”
Sadira rolled her eyes. Gavin leaned in to kiss her, but the sounds of cattle panicking drew their attention. A monstrous serpent was nearing the hapless beasts. They watched as it separated a protective mother and her calf from the herd. It circled them, ready to devour. It did not get the chance. A vast shadow passed over the plains. A dragon, Crimvidinn, plunged out of the air with a roar, snatching the serpent in its talons and bearing it off into the sky.
The pair looked after the Dragon in awe, hearts racing. They spoke no words after that, taking one last look before they left, hand in hand. Gavin could have sworn he heard Omodo's laughter as follow them as they went and perhaps he did: after all The Oath bound him to the memory of the Domains as well as to its people.
 
o----
 
“Will is what separates those who win from those who lose.” Valaran diVolcanus
 
“Will is putting yourself first, above all petty notions of charity and self-sacrifice, freeing yourself from those who hold you back.” Karmal Kolat
 
“Will is knowing that all men, even The Chosen, die, and to carry on despite that inevitable end, to do your best, to be exemplary in the hopes that those who follow after you will be able to add to what you have built and reach even greater heights.” Omodo diYava



Epilogue: Vintia's Letter
Honoured Gladiatrix Sadira Lacivia, and Honoured Gladiator Gavin Orphanus
I have written this letter a dozen times now. It is strange to think that this is the only way that we will be able to communicate now that the expedition has travelled beyond the link range. Every day I think of you both. By the time the courier ship returns to Krass and this letter reaches you the Grand Tournament will be underway.
Gavin, I am proud of you for facing Valaran. Omodo would have been proud too. You are a better man than most realize and I am glad to call you friend. You carry your shield well, as they say in the Legion.
Sadira, before we lost the link, news of your exploits reached us daily. Some people don't believe that I used to fight at your side. I tell them I was your shield even before you met Gavin. You likely don't want to read this, but you need to watch Karmal. She stopped talking to me. I'm not sure I'd trust her as a Hearthbound if I were you. I know you will kick ass in the Grand Championship.
 I wish I were there to cheer you on. I miss you both. Some days I miss the arena as well. As a junior Warbound I am always on “special assignment”. The other Warbound tend to keep to themselves. The Legionnaires are nice, but I get the feeling they don't respect me yet. Maybe once things settle down I will be able to make some friends.
One positive thing about “special assignment” is that I get to see Chosen Brightloch every day. He is so handsome, and so smart. Only he would have the vision to establish a Domain in Lost Ithal’duin. It took him years just to chart the routes and make contacts with the locals. I love listening to his stories.
The Ninth is still in chaos. Carobius, our Strategos, constantly complains about how the Legion is made up of units from all over the Empire with no sense of cohesion. He has a bad history with some of the other Warbound. He says that we should have seen duty on the wall to “blood” us before being sent on the expedition. Chosen Brightloch tells him not to fret.
The Ninth has an extra compliment of engineers to get things running once we get to Brightloch's Purchase. These are the best of the best I'm told. One of the artificers with them has a war-golem that the men are always talking about. When we were attacked by pirates, attacked he fitted the golem with some kind of cannon. It was spectacular. 
Oh, yeah. Pirates. Not as exciting as you might think. They tried to pick off some of our stragglers after a storm near Sudra. They lost their will to fight after Chosen Brightloch called lightning onto their biggest ship.
Ithal’duin is strange. I have seen mushroom jungles and a desert made of glass shards. I need to work on my prose before I am ready to describe it. Our guides say we haven't seen anything yet.
We'll I've reached the allotted limit of paper, a necessity imposed upon us by the quartermaster. I will write again as a soon as the next ship sails. I hope everything is well.
                                                                                                                              Junior Warbound Vintia Legarda
 
Vintia folded the letter, placing it carefully in a travelling envelope. It would be carried to Krass by ship. She felt a little tremor of apprehension, as she fretted that Sadira or Gavin might not survive to read her words. The Grand Championships were a tumultuous time to be a Gladiator. Still, she almost envied them.
Perhaps she hadn't quite left the arena behind. Maybe you never could.
She stared at the envelope for some time.  Her thoughts were of her friends, her childhood home on the farmlands of the Promise, and of her ailing parents. She would earn a full tour quickly on this expedition, which would make her eligible to inherit her parent's land when they were too old to carry on working it. She was their last child, and she needed to ensure they would be comfortable.
Of course, Vintia could not know that the expedition in which she was to play a major role would march straight into disaster. After all, although the peoples of Ithal'duin were strange, they seemed to respect the power of the Legion. Their cunning guides also made sure the Bright Company was welcomed everywhere. These factors had combined, over time, to create a false sense of security. 
But the machinations of The Chosen and their enemies reached far, even beyond the borders of the Domains, and those in the Bright Company who would survive the coming destruction would face far more pressing concerns than the lives they had left behind.
 



Glossary (with Author Comments)
 
Ancestors: Ancestor worship is the most common form of spirituality in the Domains. People will appeal to their ancestors for wisdom or strength, and common oaths are often sworn on the names of beloved ancestors or ancestors in general. Most houses have a small shrine where precious heirlooms and belongings of the ancestors are kept. Curses involving the ancestors are also common. 
 
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.
 
AR: [After Reckoning]. In the Domains time is measured from the end of The Reckoning.
 
Arena Post: A publication that deals in arena news and gossip. Think of it as a tabloid.
 
Armodon: Armodons are a race that has 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, and 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)
 
Ars Certamen: Some tournaments allow a Gladiator to change the match to a points based affair, similar to a simple Faction League match. Ars Certamen is often invoked in front of hostile crowds in order to avoid an appeal to the crowd.
I added this notion purely for dramatic purposes, on the spot, so the big guy could go out with a little bit of style.
 
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.
 
Barding: Technically barding is horse armour. In the Domains they will armour anything, and I use the term loosely to refer to armour for animals.
 
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.
 
Blackcloak: The secret enforcement arm of The Deliberative. Grey-Robes, as Vassals and Ungifted do not have access to the same range of magic that Gladiators do and cannot always rely on The Chosen or Warbound for support. The Blackcloaks were created to give The Deliberative the extra muscle they need in the Empire. They are hand-picked and specially trained master level Gladiators. They prefer to operate from the shadows or in small rapid strike teams.
While the Blackcloaks don't officially exist, most people believe in them. Like Ninjas.
 
Bloodlust, the Game: [Commentary, Wishful Thinking] 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.
 
Bloodthirster: [School] Some Gladiators become partial Vampires to enhance their combat skills. Bloodthirsters are stronger, faster, and can heal quicker by drinking blood (there are weapon runes that allow for blood-drinking blades), on the other hand few students of this school are noted for self-control.
 
Bocage: A thick hedge, almost impossible to push through. The name sticks in my mind because of accounts of the battles in France at the end of World War II that I have read. The ancient hedges were so knotted together that they provided a serious obstacle for tanks and made life really hard for the allies trying to push forward.
 
Boss, shield: A boss is a thicker, reinforced area in the centre of the shield. It adds strength to the middle part of the shield, mounts the grip, and protects the hand on simple shields. On more complex shields the boss serves a decorative function. Gavin's boss is a roaring lion. Vintia's shield is patterned after a legion shield and has a plain boss, albeit highly polished.
 
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 for 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 face 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.
 
Death-Leagues: The Death-Leagues are an alternative to the more popular Faction leagues. Every fight in the Death-Leagues is a sanctioned Deathmatch against a Gladiator, rabble, or monster. Blind draw opponents are common and the time limits have been extended to prevent Gladiators from trying to wait out the match.
Many fans see the Death-Leagues as purer, more traditional form of arena combat.
Success in the Death-Leagues virtually ensures as spot in the Grand Championships, with the obvious caveat that it is far more dangerous.
If a monster kills a Gladiator in the Death-Leagues the owner, trainer, and handler are richly rewarded. This is done to ensure that even monster fights are as vicious as possible. Critics note that this is a severe departure from tradition.
The most famous Death-Leagues are The Underground in Krass and the Volcanus Death-League.
 
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 oversees 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. 
 
Domina: The proper title for a Gladiatrix who attains the highest rank in the arena is Domina. Domina is the feminine equivalent of Master rank. This divergence occurred as part of a larger series of reforms.
 
Dragons: Dragons are huge, reptilian creatures with a propensity for magic and avarice. Most Dragons have wings and can breathe fire. Their scales are impervious to most weapons. What separates Dragons from similar creatures like Drakes and Wyverns is that they are intelligent. Dragons do not age, but they are driven to long periods of inactivity if they exert themselves too much. 
Most forms of Dragon have bodies the size of a large horse up to elephant size with wingspans of thirty to fifty feet, and long tails and necks. A few types are larger, with house sized bodies and wingspans over a hundred feet, these are called Great Dragons.
Several Dragons have petitioned for status in the Domains. Currently several hundred lesser Dragons and eleven Great Dragons live legally in the Domains. 
Dragons do not like being studied closely.
Great Dragons are able to grant a portion of their power to the ungifted, allowing the vessel to use magic. This is heavily restricted in the Domains. Most great Dragons use a “voice” to represent them in mortal affairs since few, other than The Chosen, are comfortable in their presence.
 Although large and predatory, Dragons are also rational beings capable of negotiation and binding oaths. The Chosen are wary of Dragons, and Dragons are wary of The Chosen. However, in the post Reckoning world, Dragons see the Domains as a bastion of order and a safe place to lair. Like the trolls they are resistant to the wild magic of The Reckoning, which makes them natural enemies of the Wirn and other tainted creatures.
Dragons often serve in the Legions and more than a few, including one great Dragon, now reside in The Promise. They have made themselves useful allies of the Domains in this regard, and the people view them as less fearsome than the Gifted, who caused The Reckoning,  
 
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.
 
Enduring Bulwark School: [Iron Bulwark, School] The Enduring Bulwark School teaches advanced shield use and defensive positioning. 
 
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, and 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. The Faultless blade is closely linked with the Empty Mind philosophy.
 
Free Leagues: The Free Leagues were founded by Gladiators and Arena Masters who desired an alternative to the more popular Faction Leagues. Free Leagues Gladiators roam and take matches as they wish. Lacking a full competitive season the Free Leagues have more special events, exhibitions, and tournaments.
A Gladiator can represent a Faction in the Free Leagues, but is not required to do so. 
 
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.
 
Gold Faction: Valaran has enough fans and resources to create his own mini-faction. The Gold Faction is a comment on how quickly quasi fascist organizations seem to spring up using already existing structures and bandwagon jumping in sports.
 
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.
 
Hearthbound: Hearthbound are veteran rank or higher Gladiators who are bound to a Chosen. They act as The Chosen's bodyguards, soldiers, companions, and assassins. The Deliberative has no Control over Hearthbound.
A Chosen is generally limited to four Hearthbound.
A Chosen is directly responsible for the actions of their Hearthbound.
In many older Domains the Hearthbound are treated as Nobility, and even sport titles.
 
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.
 
Ithal'duin: [Lost Ithal'duin] A continent that was thought to have been destroyed in The Reckoning. Recently rediscovered by explorers from the Domains. Ithal'duin is south-east of Krass and east of Sudra.
 
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.
 
Krassics: Krassics are the coinage of the Domains, minted out of pure metals in various denominations. The coins are stamped with the seal of Krass on one side and the picture of The Chosen whose Domain they were minted in on the other. Krassics are heavily standardized and regulated in size, shape, and composition. Worn coins are regularly replaced. Counterfeiting is easy, but not especially profitable due to the cost of materials and the ease of spotting impure coins. Tampering with coin is a serious crime.
 
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 that 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.
 
Meliorist: [Bettermen/Bittermen] The Meliorists are those who believe that the Gifted are superior and should rule over the Ungifted as freely as possible. Several Chosen are open Meliorists and often clash with The Deliberative and the Assembly of the Covenant.
 
Minotaur: [Tauran] Minotaurs are a race that has 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.
 
Oath, Chosen's: [Oath of the Covenant] The Oath sworn by all new Chosen, binding them to the great Oathstone in front the Assembly of the Covenant. The Oath is:
“I give my oath to serve and protect the city of Krass.”
“I give my oath to defend the citizens of Krass.” 
“I give my oath to obey the laws of the people.” 
“I give my oath to act to prevent The Reckoning.”
“I give my blood to seal this oath, freely in good faith.” 
“My oath is my honour, and my honour my life.”
“I am Chosen: I serve.”
The Oath was drawn up by Ezuis as part of the original covenant. It is nearly impossible for The Chosen to act against the Oath due to its binding nature. However, the Oath is based on The Chosen's interpretation of it and very much influenced by their worldview. Chosen Moltar might actually think that Krass is best protected and the citizen’s best served if he is emperor, for example.
Chosen's Oath is also a commonly used explicative.
 
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, muscle-bound brutes, but this is actually far from the truth. Ogres are also known for their tremendously loud voices
 
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.
 
Pale, the: The Pale are a collection of peoples who live beyond the southern borders of the Domains. They have resisted conquest, and even killed a few Chosen. They are engaged in a protracted war with the Domains in the area known as the Trials.
The Pale employ a form of magic that allows them to bind spirits to the patterns of living things. They can call upon the traits of the spirit, gaining great strength and the animal's senses. Some can even shift their physical form or allow the spirit to possess them.
The magic of the pale is viewed as heretical, but it not tainted, although they often bind tainted spirits.
The Pale apparently survived The Reckoning by binding any creatures that would have destroyed them. 
 
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.
 
Sandborn: The Pale refer to Gifted from the Domains as Sandborn, a reference to the Gladiatorial training that most of the Warbound they face have received.
 
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.
 
Sudra: A continent south of the Domains of The Chosen. Sudra has a harsh climate and has resisted settlement.
 
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. 
 
Tabyria: The Continent on which Krass and the Domains of The Chosen are situated. 
 
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.
 
Tap out: When a Gladiator is killed or incapacitated in a regular match it is called tapping out. 
 
Tauran: see minotaur
 
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.
 
Twisting: Most spell-casting involves weaving a spell-pattern. Some, like the magic of the Wirn involves twisting an existing pattern instead of weaving a new one. Unlike disruption, which simply breaks a weave and dispels the spell, twisting is able to twist spell to new purposes. It is not especially predictable and although it originates with tainted magic, several Gladiators in “Will to Power” figure out how to use it.
 
Ungifted: The Ungifted are those who do not have the ability to sense magic.
 
Ut Nex: When one Gladiator challenges another to a Deathmatch in the Arena it is called Ut Nex. Most Deathmatches are arranged and approved beforehand, but Ut Nex allows a Gladiator to change the match to a Deathmatch on the spot. This is often used to intimidate a lesser opponent into backing down and forfeiting.
Very few leagues allow Ut Nex in regular matches, but it is still common in tournaments.
Gladiators must unbind from The Keystone as part of invoking Ut Nex.
 
Vampire: [Bloodthirster School] 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. 
 
Warbound: Warbound are veteran level or higher Gladiators who leave the arena to serve in the Legions. Warbound are bound by oath to the command structure of the Legions. They provide the armies of the Domains with magical support than can handle itself in a fight.
Soldiers fight differently than Gladiators, and so new Warbound are extensively trained.
Defenders are the preferred Warbound type, since they lean towards teamwork already.
 
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.



Character list
 
The Band
Gavin Orphanus (Lionfang)
Sadira Lacivia (Red Scorpion)
Karmal Kolat (Crimson Dragon)
Omodo diYava (Hammerhorn) 
Ravius Vergerus (Ravishing Rude Ravius, triple R)
Vintia Legarda (Brightshield)
Cleothera Orphania, a friendly Grey-Robe
Lina diVolcanus, Sadira's assistant, a “gift” from Valaran
Master Sax, a Blademaster who takes an interest in Gavin
Delph, Omodo's assistant
 
The Chosen
Chosen Brightloch, the newest Chosen, leading an expedition to lost Ithal'duin
Chosen Giselle, Sadira's Patron
Chosen Eudora, an Elder Chosen
Chosen Marius, an Elder Chosen
Chosen Mordhawk, a border Chosen
Chosen Moltar, an Elder Chosen with a villainous reputation, Valaran's Patron
 
The Gladiators
Valaran diVolcanus, deadliest Gladiator of the day, desires Sadira, hates Gavin
Blue Calamity, a Gladiator who tried to assassinate Sadira
Cat and Bella, two Gladiatrices that fought Gavin and Sadira in a Dreadwood Death-Match
Hummingblade, a Gladiatrix who has an on and off relationship with Ravius
Minerva Dewasis (Azure Dream) a friend and rival of Sadira's
Shield-Splitter, a Gladiator who handed Gavin a humiliating defeat
 
The Arena Masters
Baron Bones, master of the Supplicant's Arena of the Volcanus Death-league
Druth, arena master at camp Valorous, famed trainer
Madame Chloe, mistress of the Killer's Circle of the Volcanus Death-league
Meady Mox, arena master at Dreadwood, killed by Karmal
Quintus diKrass, announcer at the Grand Arena in Krass
Regina diCouture, Former Faction Promoter at Scorpion's Oasis
Sulius ul-Cyrus, Faction Promoter at Scorpion's Oasis
 
The Deliberative
Baurtrum, a shady Grey-Robe first encountered by Gavin in Scorpion's Oasis
Erbly Norax, an unfortunate acquaintance of Baurtrum
Katryn diAuran, Captain of a Deliberative Strike Team
Ordo Grevex, inner council
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Links
My Blog, Domains of The Chosen. http://domainsofthechosen.wordpress.com/

 
My Facebook Fan Page. https://www.facebook.com/CPDHarrisWriter

 
My Amazon Author Page.
http://www.amazon.com/C.-P.-D.-Harris/e/B008MNRCDK/ref=ntt_dp_epwbk_0
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