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   The frigid winter winds blow lightly, creating a thin veil of floating snow that fills the air. Large, dark mountains loom oppressively over the desolate valley. Shadowy trees trace down these mountains, slowly growing in number until they become a dense forest at the base. The forest continues until it abruptly stops, as the landscape morphs into a flat valley. In the center of this valley stands, or rather stoops, a large, crumpled, wooden structure. Half buried in the snowdrifts, the dis-mal ruin lightly creaks in the wind.
 
    
 
   A lone traveler stands facing the dreary scene. His footprints show his progress in leaving the structure he is now facing. Even though he is tightly bundled, the wind still makes an effort to freeze the single tear that slowly travels down his cheek. He blinks, trying to keep his eyes from watering, then turns and plods on, never looking back.
 
    
 
   The wind picks up speed and the snow begins to fill the footprints until every trace of the traveler vanishes.
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   The Arena
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The suiting room was the second worst place to be in the arena. The worst was the stage. The suiting room stunk of sweat that had festered in there for years. Even the flies wisely fled this sulfurous pit. Yet Barst endured it. Sitting on a poorly constructed wooden bench, he rubbed a wet stone along the sword that lay across his lap and tried to forget the fetid air.
 
    
 
   His thin jerkin did little to hide his bulging muscles that seemed wasted on such a menial task. Yet Barst would never let another touch his sword, for it was by this sword that he lived or died. Over the years the leather on the handle had become worn, and the cross guard had become riddled with nicks. The sword even had a few scratches along the blade, but it still remained as sharp as the day he had first touched it.
 
    
 
   He tested the weapon's edge and, satisfied with the results, sheathed his sword and ran a hand through is hair. His short blond hair failed to cover the scars that snaked their way across his head, testimonies to his hard life. Looking up, Barst cast his gaze around the room.
 
    
 
   The rest of the team was busy working with their weapons. Josiah, a large dark man from the south, was crouched over his flail, oiling the chain that connected the handle with the deadly ball of steel. Beside him was Josh, a humorlessly minute man that must have been the same weight as Josiah's thigh. Barst smiled as he thought of all the times Josh had brought to shame those who mocked his diminutive size. The two remaining, Blake and Nathan, were twins with identical brown hair and crooked grins. They had grown up fighting together and were a formidable duo.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Their team had been together for months and had yet to lose to anyone. But there was always a first. Today was the summer festive. A day for squandering all for the sake of instant pleasure. Even human lives. The crowds would not allow mercy to be shown in the arena, and the fighter's knew it. It was a day for slaughter.
 
    
 
   Barst shook these thoughts from his head and swung his sword expertly, trying to get his blood flowing. It had become so natural: the lopping of heads, the slicing of bodies, the killing. He remembered when the sight of blood had made him throw up. Not anymore. Even that innocence had been ripped from him in this hell they called life.
 
    
 
   Barst. They had even stolen his name and replaced it with a pseudonym. Apparently Jonathan sounded too weak in a battle for life and death, and Barst just seemed to fit. It was fine with Barst. He was no longer Jonathan. Jonathan had died in the valley all those years ago, alone and destitute.
 
    
 
   He turned to his team who were also warming up. There was nothing worse than pulling a muscle in a deadly fight. Not that he had anything to lose.
 
    
 
   That had always been a popular conundrum for him. If he had nothing to lose, why not just let himself be killed and let another, who still enjoyed life, live? He thought of this daily. He had even convinced himself before that he would let another win, and had walked into the arena fully prepared for his own death. But a dreadful emotion always would always win over, forcing him to kill. The emotion he hated for keeping him in the land of the living. Hope.
 
    
 
   The world seemed to believe hope was a good emotion. But Barst knew its dark side. It could make men do terrible acts, or commit heinous crimes. Hope could even drive men to kill.
 
    
 
   And it was this hope that had so twisted and malformed “Jonathan” into “Barst.” He had gone from an innocent, and fearful young man to a First-Class-Warrior; also known as an Untouchable. Barst now carried the occupation of an entertainer specialized in killing.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Barst's dark thoughts were interrupted when a servant entered the room. Barst nodded at him and the servant left without a word. Sticking a knife into his belt, Barst nodded at the team, and they began to head to the door on the opposite side of the room, where a long tunnel greeted them. The sweat stench began to fade away and began to be overcome by an even worse odor. The smell of blood. The team silently walked toward the light on the other side—each fighter submerged in his own thoughts. Everyone knew his duty.
 
    
 
   The sun's glare temporarily blinded Barst when he entered the arena, and the crowd's roar almost deafened him. Barst glanced up briefly to take in the high circular wall, broken only by a small gate on the opposing side, which surrounded the arena. Bart's team refused to acknowledge the exuberant crowd and instead looked around at their surroundings. The workers had installed an artificial marsh in the center of the stage that was flanked by large boulders. The marsh water was already tinted red, and the boulders were slick with blood. Blood. Its pungent smell flooded the senses and yet the crowd roared for more.
 
    
 
   The team's opposition walked out. Cowering on the other side of the field were ten obviously Third-Class-Warrior, more commonly known as "Fodder.” And that is exactly what they were—slaves who had been bought by the arena to provide inexpensive slaughter for the crowds. These men were the feeding fish of the arena. This practice made sure that warriors like Barst, who were practically celebrities, would not be harmed.
 
    
 
   One of the Fodder bested his trepidation as he hefted his trident and spun around for the crowd. Barst shook his head slightly. Nothing about the arena was glorious, and therefore the warriors frowned upon truculent behavior. There was no pride in killing another for the entertainment of spectators. Barst looked around at his team who were also wearing masks of disapproval.
 
    
 
   The trumpet sounded from somewhere above, and Barst had no more time to contemplate. Josh scurried up the boulders where his speed would be to his advantage, while the rest of the team slowly began to plow through the marsh. The Fodder, without leadership or organization, just charged into the waist high water in a state of desperation mixed with fear. Barst, quickly realizing their rookie mistake, began to bark orders to his team. Over the months, he had begun to take a leadership role that was founded on respect and trust from his fellow teammates.
 
    
 
   His team sprinted out of the water and onto the shore while the Fodder floundered in water that was now up to their chest. With little ceremony, Barst picked up a fist-sized rock he had found on the shore and hurled it at the man with the trident. A bloody mist exploded around the man when Barst scored a direct hit. After a short delay, the Fodder realized their doom and began franticly swimming toward the shore. Bart gritted his teeth in disgust as he reached for another stone. The absolute slaughter that followed seemed to last a decade. 
 
   One by one, the Fodder were picked off by rocks, and blood began to turn the water into a dark maroon. Destroyed and mangled bodies floated in the marsh, their eyes looking lifelessly into the sky. The body of the first man Barst had killed slowly floated to the shore, the hand still grasping the trident.
 
    
 
   Barst tore his eyes away from the repugnant scene and became aware of the roar of the crowd that was now beginning to dim. The fight had been too fast and too easy. This wouldn’t be the team's last fight of the day. The crowd would want more. The crowd always wanted more. 
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   A Fine Hunter
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Unlike the suiting room, the mess hall actually had a good aroma to it. The food here was delicious and the gladiators provided much demand. It was lunchtime, and the arena was being renovated. The team had decided to stop in the mess hall for food. A large line had formed behind the serving counter as other fighters had gotten the same idea. Barst was done eating, and now he sat watching Josh slowly pick at his stew. Being First-Class-Warriors had given the team the privilege of a nice table away from the closely packed benches. Not only did their position give them space, but it also gave them a superior air that attracted many stares from the others in the mess hall. Barst ignored these looks and tried to pull his thoughts together.
 
    
 
   Just like he had thought, they had been assigned another fight. A trembling pageboy had given them the message not half-an-hour ago. They were to fight in two hours against unknown opponents. To make matters worse, it was the last fight of the celebration, which meant they would provide the finale. No fighter wanted to be the finale.
 
    
 
   Barst was yanked to the present when Josh got up to put away his bowl. Barst glanced around at the table and saw the rest were also getting up so he pushed himself away from the table as well. In silent agreement the assembly sauntered over to a large viewing window that looked directly into the arena. Built into the walls that surrounded the stage, these windows provided the fighters with something to watch in-between matches.
 
    
 
   "It's strange that one can grow bored while waiting for a fight that might mean his death"
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Josiah's revelation formed a small smile on Bart's lips.
 
    
 
   "Aye, but it is also strange that one can get bored with life at all."
 
    
 
   The team nodded at the comment, which had come from Josh who had just walked up, and leaned himself against the sill of the window.
 
    
 
   Barst followed his gaze to where a sandy stage had just been inserted. The renovations must have been completed, and the stage was once more swallowing up human lives. On the stage, a large, burly, and stout man had just impaled his third "Fodder" and was being grossly applauded. Lifting up his arms the big man accepted praise from the crowd and then began vigorously re-stabbing the corpse at his feet. The team simultaneously turned away from this grotesque scene and reclined with their backs resting on the wall. Behind them, Barst could hear the crowd repeatedly chanting "Throun," and he tucked the name away in his memory. After some silence Josh spoke up, "You know the scary thing is he will probably be a crowd favorite."
 
    
 
   "Probably?” Barst snorted, “Unless one of you wants to fight the next battle blindfolded, Throun, or whatever his name is, already has a crowd that wants to kiss his bum.”
 
    
 
   Some of the team lightly snickered.
 
    
 
   Barst continued, “I just don’t understand. What could twist a man to be like that?”
 
    
 
   “The Arena,” Josiah rumbled in his deep voice, “and, not to seem rude, but it has twisted all of us as well.”
 
    
 
   The team failed to laugh, and Barst pondered the thought.
 
    
 
   The only time he could ever remember being happy for taking away something's life was when he was young and lived in the village. His dad, a large, husky man, had just shown him how to use a bow and was teaching him the basics of hunting, when a large deer had stupidly entered the field. Jonathan remembered his dad's face as he motioned for silence, and then pointed at the animal. Jonathan’s hands had been so shaky from excitement that he was lucky he even hit the buck, not to mention piercing the skull. His face a picture of happiness, Jonathan had looked up to his father, who beamed right back. They had had it for dinner that night, and Jonathan had practically glowed due to the pride of his accomplishment. He could still recall the exact words his father had told his mother when he entered the house with the buck slung over his shoulders.
 
    
 
   "Elizabeth, I believe we have one of the finest hunters I have ever seen for a son."
 
    
 
   Aye, Barst thought darkly, and one of the best murderers.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   C H A P T E R 3
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Worse Bite than Bark
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The stage resembled a dessert. Hard, grainy sand composed the floor, which was dotted with the occasional shrub and rock. A lone, black whistle had been placed in the center of the arena for a reason Barst could not comprehend. He looked to the crowd for help, but they were too busy talking to have noticed. The crowd was definitely a large one, filled with people who had just come to see the finale.
 
    
 
   People began to sit and the announcer began to call each contestant's name with a voice that was barely audible over the ruckus. In the larger arenas, magic was often used to amplify the announcer's voice, but this was a small city arena that lacked sufficient funds for such an investment.
 
    
 
   No opponent had shown himself from the other gate so Barst decided that it must be a surprise—yet another thing a fighter never wanted to have at the arena. Unknown opponents were often the most dangerous. This was going to be one ugly fight.
 
    
 
   "RRRRRAAA"
 
    
 
   The noise silenced the crowd. The blood froze in Barst's veins. A Devil Hound.
 
    
 
   Just as the thought raced through his head the object of his fear bounded through the gate. Larger than its relative the Hell Hound, the Devil Hound had been magically enhanced in every way. It possessed huge paws with extended claws that were the size of knifes. The beast's legs rippled with muscles and were covered by a network of large, pulsing veins. The mouth held more teeth than seemed expedient, yet they were fearsome nonetheless. A large broken chain hung around its neck, probably just for looks.
 
    
 
   After being held captive a mere millisecond Barst and the others sprinted for the whistle that lay in the center of the arena. The hound was faster by far and collided with Josh before Barst took his fourth step. Forcing himself to not look back, Barst lowered his head and commanded his feet to move faster. He glanced up to see Blake stoop down for the whistle and then a thought hit him.
 
    
 
   "WAIT!!!!" He shouted.
 
    
 
   It was too easy. The scenario makers would never make a finale this simple; it had to be a trap. The same thoughts were donning on the others, and Blake threw the whistle down like it was on fire. The crowd roared with disapproval and the rich, stationed in the balconies, shook their heads, but their jeers didn't affect Barst. He wasn’t here to entertain. He was here to survive. He quickly spun around, just to see a bloody Josh get thrown by the Devil Hound's large paw. Small Josh seemed to have no chance against the beast, which was easily as tall as Josiah and three times as broad. Despite his size and his minute chances, Josh slowly began to push himself off the ground.
 
    
 
   With no organization or plan, the team sprinted toward the monster. It turned to face them and then lunged at Nathan, who was in front. Nathan tried to dodge, but was still clipped by the flailing chain tied to the monster's neck with enough force to knock him to the ground. Barst quickly backpedaled, trying to get out of paw range, and began circling the dog to the left. No one on his team had a spear so they would have to get close to inflict any damage. He glanced to his right and saw the others were also warily surrounding the monster. The devil hound stalled and twisted around in the circle, confused and unsure on whom to attack.
 
    
 
   The small break gave Josh the time to get out of his supine position and join the others, his face masked with resolve and blood. When the hound twisted towards Barst and Josiah, the twins charged forward at its open flank. With extreme speed, the monster spun and bowled the two back with one swipe of its giant paw. Seeing an opening, Josh darted forward and gave the devil hound a slash across the hackles. The beast roared, but as it turned to confront Josh, Barst stepped in and landed a slash on the monsters flank. As the beast turned, Barst feigned an-other slice, but then dove out of the way as a paw swiped not a foot over his head. Reacting on instincts, Barst drew a knife from his belt and then embedded it in the paw as he stood up.
 
    
 
   The devil hound, in an utter rage, howled and swung at Barst with its uninjured left paw. Caught off balance, Barst was thrown ten yards by the force of the impact. Barst tasted dirt and was temporarily stunned, but quickly recovered from his stupor and flipped onto his back, while pulling out another knife from his belt. The dog though, had been distracted, and it now had Blake on the ground in-between its monstrous paws. Barst didn't even have time to yell before the large mandible bent down and bit through Blake's throat.
 
    
 
   Shock took the whole team and they stood and stared as the killer shoved the limp body aside. Rage flushed through Barst and he charged at the Beast. He collided with the devil hound and began to recklessly slash and stab in a wild rhythm. His vision became cloudy, and all he was aware of was the pounding in his ears and the scent of blood that hung in the air. He took out all his hate, anger and fury upon the monster until the sword slipped from his sweat and blood slicked hands, and he collapsed upon his knees, chest heaving.
 
    
 
   His vision began to clear and he became aware of the roaring of the crowds. Before him lay a mound of mangled animal covered in blood. The whole team was standing around the beast, except for Nathan who was wailing over his dead brother. Barst felt a twinge of pity, but that was all. Sorrow was an emotion that had been stolen from him by the arena.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   C H A P T E R 4
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Blood Money
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   "All right, next time I am going to make sure the dog goes after one of you two." Josh joked with wry smile. His body was dotted with long scratches and dark bruises, but he seemed all right. "I mean, why does the dog go after the one who's five foot three. There is plenty more meat on fat Josiah over there."
 
    
 
   Josiah flashed him a look, but refused to bite. Besides Nathan, the death had affected him the most. Josh took the cue and remained silent.
 
    
 
   The three were in the suiting room removing all their gear. All the fighters’ sweat had given the room a thick, humid air. Barst couldn’t wait to get out of it. He finished dressing, changing into his clean clothes, and then threw his equipment into his bag. Barst ran a hand over his sweaty hair and sighed heavily. He got up and silently shook hands with Josiah and then crossed the room and offered Josh his hand.
 
    
 
   Josh looked at it quizzically and then asked, "Are we done?"
 
    
 
   "Yeah, you can bet Nathan is going to leave and I want to take a few months off as well. Farewell."
 
    
 
   Josh took his hand, shook it firmly then quietly went on packing. Barst took a last look at the two then turned and walked out of the room. He made a few turns and then entered a large room that was filled with guards who had placed themselves around a cage. In the cage a thin, pale man sat handing out the fighters pay as they walked up to him. Barst smiled at the thought of inexperienced guards protecting money from trained killers. They were more there for show. If a riot did happen, the accountant wouldn't stand a chance.
 
  
 
   
 
   
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Barst got in line and once again let his mind rove back to the ubiquitous past. He had joined the arena as a lone weak coward, accompanied only by sorrow and an utter devastation. Too afraid to take his own life, he had joined with the frail hope of being slain on the hard floor of the stage. Instead, he had become a killer and, when the last of the fear had been driven from him, it was replaced by the hope he had learned to hate.
 
    
 
   "Name please." Barst shook himself into the present and walked up to the cage.
 
    
 
   "Barst."
 
    
 
   "Two fights with a team of five…… that will come out to two gold pieces and three silver."
 
    
 
   Barst nodded his head, accepted his money, and left without failing to notice the other bystander’s awed expressions at his pay. The pay was one of the few good things about being an Untouchable.
 
    
 
   Barst went into the adjacent room, which was filled with cages like the last enclosure, and collected the bets that he had placed on the first fight. After collecting his money, he made his way up to the surface where the stadium seats were. He entered the sunlight and began trying to locate his owner in the myriad of seats.
 
    
 
   Almost every well-known fighter had an owner who was responsible for entering his fighter into fights and providing financial support. The owner would then take a small fraction of his fighter's winnings and also collect the profit from bets placed on his fighter. Some fighters were owned by large corporations, which excelled in developing their "investments" into top trained killers.
 
    
 
   Barst was lucky. His owner, Aaron, was a middle class businessman who de-pended on Barst for his income. Aaron was sane, and actually appreciated what Barst did for him, as well as shared his disgust for the arena. Aaron seemed to understand Bart's laconic ways and gave the fighter space when he needed it. Over the years they had worked together, Barst had become more of a family member than an associate. He slept in the same house and ate from the same table and played with Aaron's children; who to Barst, were one of the few lights in his dismal existence.
 
   Aaron had inherited the fighter owning business from his father and had relished in it in his youth. Then, after years of exposure to the bloodbath that frequented the stage, Aaron had dropped most of his fighters in an attempt to distance himself from the arena. Sadly, having no other skill sets or trades, Aaron was forced to remain with a single fighter to provide his family with income.
 
    
 
   A spectator bumped into him, and Barst pushed the man away, eyes searching for Aaron. Finally, after shoving some admirers away, he spotted his owner. The small, frail man was sitting in the wooden bleachers scratching away at a book that contained a profile of every gladiator Aaron had ever seen in the arena. Aaron referred to the book when making bets so he could accurately guess the winner. The book was worth more money than any possession Aaron had, and he treated it as such.
 
    
 
   Barst smiled at Aaron's face, which was crinkled in concentration as he scratched his quill pen across the parchment. Aaron looked up at Barst with a smile as Barst's large frame cast a shadow over his work.
 
    
 
   "Well done with the whistle." Aaron beamed excitedly, pushing his spectacles up his nose. "You should have seen the look on the scenario—maker’s face. He was furious. You made his bright idea seem simplistic and ruined a great fight."
 
    
 
   The scenario maker was responsible for designing the layout of the arena and combining the combatants to best please the crowed. Some had become practical legends and were paid handsomely for their service.
 
    
 
   "Right. Great for him. Terrible for me. We lost one without whatever else he was going to send. Oh, by the way, here is your share." Barst flipped his owner a silver coin.
 
    
 
   "Thanks." Aaron said while pocketing the coin. "Hmm, he said there were three other dogs waiting for the whistle."
 
    
 
   "THREE MORE! That’s not a fight, that’s a slaughter!"
 
    
 
   Barst could feel his blood warming as his anger began to build up.
 
    
 
   "Aye, but so was your first fight." Aaron said grimly.
 
    
 
    Barst visibly recoiled, then collected himself quickly, slightly stung.
 
    
 
   "It was, but I would think it would be better being killed by someone who sympathizes for you than some mindless beast." Barst didn’t really believe his own answer, but he needed to rationalize his killing.
 
    
 
   Aaron closed his book, tucked his pen away and let out a slow sigh.
 
    
 
   "I think, when the moment comes, one doesn’t care who killed him. Why would he? He’s dying."
 
    
 
   Barst rubbed a callused hand across his grubby face, "Your probably right. Let's go. I hate this place."
 
    
 
   Aaron nodded and stood up, gingerly clutching the book to his chest. Then together they began walking out of the arena.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   C H A P T E R 5
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Glancing Her
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Throngs of smelly people shoved against him. Barst repeatedly pushed them away, yet they continually pressed forward. Barst tried to look bored with their antics, and suppressed the desire to lay about him with his fists.
 
    
 
   They disgusted him. They treated murders like gods and provided the demand for Barst's terrible job. They admire me because I can kill and nothing more. To Barst, a more shallow relationship—if one could even call it that—had never existed.
 
    
 
   His anger rising up, Barst threw an elbow in the face of a man who had gotten too close. The man fell back into the throng, holding his broken nose and cursing. A twinge of satisfaction caused Barst to smile. Well that’s one less fan to bother me.
 
    
 
   Barst and Aaron finally cleared the mob and jumped into a waiting coach. Barst kept his gaze locked in front, so as not to reward the crowd with a single glance. As soon as they had cleared the throng though, Barst turned his eyes out the window. That’s when he saw Her.
 
    
 
   She was standing on the outskirts of the mob arguing with some carriage driver. She flipped back her black hair and Barst froze. It was Her. Scarring memories of her body lying in the bloody snow, as her dull eyes gazed lifelessly to the heavens, filled his mind. But there she was. The carriage rolled onward, but Barst's thoughts had all but stopped. He had seen Her. No he couldn’t have seen her. But he could have sworn that was Her.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The rest of the journey was a blur to Barst. She was alive. It was impossible. He was sure She was dead. He had seen it, hadn't he? Barst cursed himself for not jumping out of the carriage to get a better look.
 
    
 
   Night fell and, in a trance, he entered the room his owner had rented. Lying on a mat on the floor, Barst stared at the ceiling, mulling over the same implausible thoughts. When the sun rose the next morning it found Barst, still awake, baffled and yet suppressing a deep feeling of enthusiasm.
 
    
 
   She was alive.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
   C H A P T E R 6
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Stuck Mind and Wheel
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rain pattered gently on the top of the carriage and thunder rolled lightly in the distance. Through the open window, Barst could see the dark, menacing clouds gathering in number. They were preparing to bring their awesome power upon the small carriage. The horses knew what was coming and were now striving to reach home before the storm hit. Barst smiled slightly as the cool rain came in contact with his grimy face.
 
    
 
   Morning had brought what it always did—a hardened doubt and the near certainty of a misjudgment of the events the day before. A stonewallof disbelief now blocked his past hopes, and Barst now avoided all thoughts of Her, assuring himself that it was just his imagination.
 
    
 
   Aaron was on the opposite side of the carriage, his arms crossed and shivering. Barst looked over at him and his smile broke wide open, showing a range of slightly crooked, yet still handsome teeth.
 
    
 
   "I'll never understand why, in Thorton's great name, you like to be rained on. Even when you have a perfectly good roof to hide under! It’s stupid." Aaron said with a look of irritation. "The point of a roof is to keep you dry and warm, and you have to open the window." He continued looking away and shaking his head in slight bewilderment.
 
    
 
   "It's the air. Can't you feel it? It's cool and clean. You really learn to appreciate it after you’ve been to the suiting rooms." Barst said.
 
    
 
   Aaron cracked a wry smile and leaned his head back against the red cushions that lined the interior of the carriage. 
 
   "Aye, I heard that really reeks."
 
    
 
   "That is a huge understatement. Hell has to smell better."
 
    
 
   Aaron smiled fully then closed his eyes. Barst turned his gaze back outside to where the dark clouds were commencing their charge across the sky. He rubbed the blond stubble that had formed on his jaw line and thought, despite his recent resolve, about Her.
 
    
 
   Barst’s mind drifted back to memories that hadn’t been recalled for years. She was wading through a brook, her eyes filled with delight as small fish swarmed about Her toes. She was running across a field, chasing the shadows of birds that flew above in the bright and warm sky.
 
    
 
   His eyes flew open when the carriage hit a hole, causing a strong jolt that shoved him back into his seat. Aaron, who was facing the front of the carriage, was thrown forward, cursing, into the cushions on Barst's side. Barst jumped out of the carriage to see the driver, Ned, futilely striving to drive the horses forward. Ned, an old man of about sixty by Barst's guess, twisted around the opposite way from which Barst was standing, and shouted into the carriage.
 
    
 
   "We’re stuck!"
 
    
 
   "So I noticed." Barst replied sarcastically, causing Ned to jerk around the other way in surprise. "Here I'll try to push."
 
    
 
   Barst looked at the back right wheel, which was stuck in six inches of mud. With a sigh, he took off his boots and rolled up his trousers. Jumping behind the wheel, he shoved in a violent rhythm against the wooden wheel. When nothing happened, Barst looked to the front of the carriage where Ned was still staring back.
 
    
 
   "Well drive the horses, will you?"
 
    
 
   Ned snapped forward and lashed the horses and, after another violent shove, the carriage was again rolling. Barst, with his boots in one hand, jumped in the carriage and glanced at an exasperated Aaron.
 
    "Oh, and let's not forget, rain makes mud, which causes people to get in accidents. You see this?" Aaron pointed at a newly forming bruise on his face, "This is because of your stupid rain."
 
    
 
   Barst lightly smiled at Aaron's mock anger and once again leaned back into his seat and futilely tried to get some rest.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
   C H A P T E R 7
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Her Laugh
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jonathan was running. Not in fear or desperation or even with purpose, but really running. The grass meadow flew beneath his feet. The clean, mountain air filled his lungs and he pushed himself faster. His feet slapped the ground and his legs screamed for more.
 
    
 
   Small rodents and other creatures would sporadically hop out of the grass and bound away, scuttling to their hideaways.
 
    
 
   Jonathan let out a laugh. Not just a laugh, but a real laugh that the soul lets loose when it is utterly content. It flowed out his throat and seemed to satisfy every fiber in his being.
 
    
 
   Exhaustion began to pull at his chest, so he threw himself down onto the long grass. The sky was the picture of peaceful. The few white clouds that trailed across the sky were going nowhere fast. The soft grass blades lightly tickled his ear and he closed his eyes in contentment.
 
    
 
   Then he heard Her laugh.
 
    
 
   The wonderfully melodic noise wafted across the plain causing him to sit up and open his eyes, his heart in his throat. There she was, gamboling through the grass, Her dark hair flowed back, and Her stunning smile spread across Her face. Her delicate hands held the hem of Her snow-white dress that seemed to illuminate Her captivating dark purple eyes.
 
   Something was trying to surface in Jonathan mind, but he couldn't just remember it. He frowned in thought as she drew near, but he couldn’t quite recollect the thought. Then it came to him.
 
   He was Barst.
 
   A cold wind swept through the valley. He shivered and looked up at Her to see Her smile transform into a malicious scowl. Dark clouds now covered the sky, and rain was beginning to pelt down. She began to ominously raise Her arms and the wind picked up speed. Her hair flew in all directions and then a large bolt of lightning struck and the scene dissolved into a bright white light.
 
    
 
   Barst awoke to find his knuckles also white from grabbing the side of the bed. Outside, he could hear a thunderstorm unleashing its full rage upon Aaron's house. He was home. If this is home, he thought. Barst layback down and let his thoughts drift.
 
    
 
   Aaron and he had gotten back yesterday and Barst, unable to sleep on the carriage, had gone straight to bed. Barst looked out the window and judged by the amount of light coming through the dark clouds that it was probably around noon. Must have really been out for a while.
 
    
 
   He then thought of the dream, which was already becoming distorted. He had to ruin it, hadn't he? He rarely had a good dream, and now that he had one he couldn't just enjoy it? Why hadn't he just enjoyed the moment? 
 
   Even though he knew that it would be impossible, he lay back down and tried to make himself fall back to sleep. Why can't you continue your dreams?
 
    
 
   Creak.
 
    
 
   Barst’s eyes flew open and locked on the door as he sat up, a knife from his bedside held ready in his hand. Two small and startled eyes stared back at his through the small crack, and then quickly vanished. Barst groaned, tucked his knife beside his bed, and threw his legs over the side.
 
    
 
   After throwing on some clothes and washing his face, he opened the door and headed out to the dining room. Rich smells floated through the air making Barst aware of how hungry he was. He entered the dining room to see the family eating lunch.
 
    
 
   A pretty, middle-aged woman with red cheeks was smiling and listening to the children that crowded one side of the dining table. She was Marcie, Aaron's wife. All the children included: Jem, a shy pretty blond girl who was about nine, Rodger, a sly boy who always had a retort, Hannah, a melancholy and pensive child with jet black hair, and then Daniel, who was seven. 
 
   Daniel had cow-licked dirty-blond hair that shot off in every direction from his head. He was missing his two front teeth, which made his crooked smile all the more bright. But what really stood out was his enormous energy.
 
    
 
   The kid never stopped moving. Barst remembered when the household was eating at a friend's house; Daniel hadn't stopped fidgeting for a second. This energy made it possible for Daniel to play with Barst for an hour and then, after fully exhausting the large man's energy, beg his mom to let him run outside the city walls to pick berries.
 
    
 
   Right now he was sitting at the table, bouncing up and down, devouring a chicken leg, head swaying about. Marcie noticed Barst, and a huge smile spread across her face accompanied with deep dimples.
 
    
 
   "Good afternoon. I'm glad you can join us for lunch."
 
    
 
   Barst grunted, still not awake enough to come up with a reply, and sat down across from Daniel and next to Jem. Daniel beamed up at him excitedly while rocking side-to-side, and humming no particular tune.
 
    
 
   "You sure were a sleep for a long time,” Daniel said between both mouthfuls and hums, “You missed breakfast." Then, after glancing at his mother he leaned in conspicuously and whispered "You didn't miss much though, just oatmeal."
 
    
 
   He then stuck out his tongue and scrunched up his face, making Barst smile.
 
    
 
   "Well, actually, I was going to sleep more until somebody opened my door and woke me up." Barst said loudly.
 
    
 
   All the children looked at him questionably except for Daniel, who stopped moving and became very interested in his chicken.
 
    
 
   Barst continued to stare at Daniel as Jem asked, "Someone woke you 
 
   up?"
 
    
 
   "Aye," he replied, his gaze still fixed on Daniel "I was having a great dream too."
 
    
 
   "Well it wasn’t me," said Daniel as he got up and began cleaning off his plate, all the while avoiding eye contact with Barst.
 
    
 
   Barst grinned as Daniel scurried out of the kitchen, and then addressed Marcie. "So where's Aaron gone off to?"
 
    
 
   "Oh, He just went to get the mail. Wants to get you on another team soon."
 
    
 
   Barst nodded, "I was thinking of taking a vacation, but if you needed me to, I can get right back in it."
 
    
 
   Marcie’s face became a picture of horror and her hand covered her open mouth, "Oh, we don't need the money. Aaron just thought you’d want to get in the next fight possible. I forgot someone died."
 
    
 
   "Who died?" Daniel's head popped into the kitchen
 
    
 
   "No one you know, so shoo." His mother replied motioning to the adjacent room.
 
    
 
   "It's alright I just want a short break before I go back in. I'll tell Aaron that when he comes back." Barst said after Daniel's head had vanished from the doorway.
 
    
 
   "Good," Marcie said, and she began to collect the leftover dishes. "No need to fight soon if you don't want to. We have everything stable. Financially that is.”
 
    
 
   She carried the dishes to the nearby water basin. “So what do you plan to do the rest of the day?" she asked.
 
    
 
   Barst shrugged, "Today I think I'll take a break and just walk around the city. Probably go hunting. Besides, there isn't much day left to do anything with."
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   Krean
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Aaron's family lived in the middle of Krean, a small city that had suffered little change over the years. It was placed just inside the Shrawn mountain range that bordered the west side of the Valley. The mountains loomed over the city providing the population with a stunning view. The mountain's snowy sides rose up far into the clouds where their peaks were obscured from view. Newcomers were easily recognized since they could be seen gazing at mountains, which had become a commonplace feature for the townsfolk. Sometimes, Barst would pensively stare at these monstrosities, and watch as the sun vanished behind them, causing Krean to fall into an early night.
 
    
 
   After eating, Barst had changed into a loose and comfortable tunic and had headed out into the city on his own. The storm had cleared up and the streets were full of people who were enjoying a reprieve from all the rain. A clean and pure smell had filled the air, and puddles had gathered in the streets, bringing end-less amusement to the children.
 
    
 
   Barst dodged a stampede of these little ones as he made his way down the stone streets. Despite his best efforts, he continually found himself searching the streets for Her. Even though she hadn't been on the forefront of his mind of late, she had been hiding in his thoughts, only to jump out now, when he was alone and free to his own musing.
 
    
 
   A slight fringe of dark hair would make him excited only to disappoint when the suspect turned out to be someone else entirely. Occasionally, Barst found himself craning his neck to look over the crowed to catch sight of a face whose voice sounded slightly like Her’s. After realizing his own folly, Barst tried to force his mind on to something else, but to no avail. Nothing else seemed to be as important or as captivating as his vague yet enchanting recollections of Her.
 
    
 
   Finally, at the fringe of the city, the throngs died out and Barst had no face to search for Her likeness. His thoughts began to wander elsewhere, but were cut short when he came around a small hill, and was encountered by the line of trees that made up the edge of the forest at the base of the mountain range.
 
    
 
   The forest was composed mainly of huge, dark pine trees that seemed to guard the way to the mountain. Their wide trunks formed a virtual wall that was only broken by a small dirt trail that squeezed its way through these large behemoths. Silence was the only sound to be heard from the foreboding barrier, and, as always, it gave Barst goose bumps.
 
    
 
   Barst paused for a moment before entering into the forest. Then, shaking off his hesitation, he plunged into the woods. The shade cast by the trees kept the air cool for Barst, so he quickened his pace and soon rounded a turn that concealed his destination.
 
    
 
   Tucked into the forest, a little off the path, sat a log cabin of the more masculine style. No flowers or plants surrounded it, and the walls were made of a dark wood that probably originated from the equally shadowy trees around it. A sign hung above the doorway which bluntly stated LODGE.
 
    
 
   Barst arrived at the door and entered to encounter a deep, musty air. He walked across the empty room that was filled with dark, solid wood furniture to the counter made of the same substance.
 
    
 
   Behind the counter, mounted on the wall, was a rack filled with bows of every size and shape. Barst admired the collection for a second before scanning the room behind the counter for the owner. Looking back and forth and seeing no one, Barst coughed and rapped loudly on the counter. A cry resounded from somewhere in the rooms behind the counter, and then out stepped Horge.
 
    
 
   Horge was a short and broad man, who was also beginning to develop a belly. His forehead was creased and the glossy shine of sweat covered his skin. He wiped his hands off on his smudged apron as he greeted Barst with a polite smile.
 
    
 
   "Want your weapon?"
 
    
 
   "Aye, where are the others?"
 
    
 
   Horge turned around to a rack behind him that held the frightening show of bows.
 
    
 
   "They’re either hunting or on in their beds trying to heal."
 
    
 
   Barst raised his eyebrows, his curiosity piqued. "What happened?"
 
    
 
   "Oh you know. Hear a rustling. Cock a bow. Shoot a hunter. That sort of thing. Good thing I’m a healer or he might have died. The shot was right in the ribs."
 
    
 
   Barst nodded, remembering that Hodge was a magician. He also had heard that the man wasn’t too good at the craft.
 
    
 
   Barst, like everyone, had learned at a very young age that everyone had the potential to wield magic, but only a few could excel in it. Everyone had to take an aptitude test when they turned seven to see if they had any future potential in the art. Barst had promptly failed and been sent home. One of his classmates wasn’t so lucky. He had passed and had been whisked away to some academy in the capital, leaving behind his sobbing parents.
 
    
 
   Some people who failed didn’t take it so lightly. Barst remembered a few of his townsfolk who had left for the city to find a tutor to help them develop skill in the magical arts. These usually turned into out-of-shape, and useless men. Their conversations usually orbited around on how exhausting magic was, and how much pain they had to endure while pursuing their "dream."
 
    
 
   "Sounds like a bad one," Barst replied as he reached over the counter to take his bow.
 
    
 
   "Aye it was," replied Hodge, pocketing the coin Barst slid to him.
 
   Barst grabbed a sheath of arrows that was hanging on a rack on the wall and walked out the door. Outside, Barst looked up and, judging by the light he could see through the trees, he decided he had about three hours until the sun went behind the mountains. Lucky for him, the forest was packed with game. He decided that he would hunt by the creek, and began walking.
 
    
 
   The fallen pine needles provided a soft cushion that muffled his foot falls as he swiftly made his way to lower ground. He kept himself on high alert. Don’t want to be shot by a fellow hunter. Hodge would probably kill me before he even stopped the bleeding.
 
    
 
   Soon he could discern the trickling of water through the damp air and Barst began to look for a suitable tree to climb. A little further on, he found the ideal oak and clipped his bow onto his belt. After a few stretches, he grabbed onto the solid bark and began to work his way up using only his fingers. His hands soon burned and his muscles ached, but Barst enjoyed the challenge. It also helped his fitness, which was an imperative attribute for a fighter.
 
    
 
   By the time he finally reached a high but solid branch, his arms were tingling from the exertion, and he had begun panting. He sat on top of the wide branch and leaned against the tree trunk until he was able to regulate his breathing. When he felt his heart rate return to normal, Barst strung his bow and took in the small gully above which he was positioned. A small creek trickled through the gorge that was spotted with small shrubs, which provided cover for the small lizards that could occasionally be heard rustling within. A thick wall of bushes and small trees had formed a line on the other side of the tree, giving Barst only one field to face. He settled in and put an arrow to the string.
 
    
 
   Most hunters liked to "chase" the deer, as Barst put it. They would spend hours creeping along the forest floor hoping to run across the ideal buck. Barst, on the other hand, preferred his patient way for its relaxing qualities. His life was strenuous enough without having to go running after some four-legged creature.
 
    
 
   He heard a rustle behind him and immediately drew the string to his ear. The feather of the arrow brushed gently on his cheek, just as it had years ago.
 
    
 
   His mind flashed back to that moment with amazing clarity. Probably be-cause it was one of the few special memories he had left. The rays of sun had streamed down through the sparse trees and flickered across his dad's face, as he instructed Jonathan to be patient. It wasn't his first time hunting, yet Jonathan always asked for his dad to come with him. It was lonely by himself and some of his best times were with his father. The air was colder there, and the high altitude made Jonathan breath heavily. Stillness seemed to hang in the air, and time was suspended. Then noise shattered the peace, and Jonathan turned to spot a large buck.
 
    
 
   His father's face froze, and his words stopped. The frozen time seemed to become even slower as Jonathan drew the bowstring, quietly took a deep breath, and released the arrow on the exhale. It flew true, and his father's face beamed down on him with giddy joy.
 
    
 
   A twig snapped and Barst relaxed his arms as Edmond, a fellow hunter walked by. Barst briefly considered calling out, but decided he had no desire for a conversation. Edmond's scent would probably repel the deer. Oh well. He didn’t hunt for the meat anyways.
 
    
 
   Edmond's noise faded away and Barst found himself alone with his thoughts again. Thankfully he was full of them. His mind dwelt on Her, and he found him-self unable to draw his thoughts away from the possibility of her existence. Every time he told himself it is was impossible that he had actually seen Her, hope gnawed away at his skepticism.
 
    
 
   His eyelids began to feel heavy, and Barst let his head loll against the hard trunk. His breathing slowed, and Barst allowed himself to fall into the smothering embrace of sleep.
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   Barst woke from his doze to find the forest beginning to darken. He clambered down the tree and returned to the Lodge. After returning his bow and arrows, Barst began to make his way back home.
 
    
 
   The streets were beginning to empty and the children, who had been playing in puddles, were now complaining about having to go inside. Barst walked through the market square, where merchants were putting away their Haddix merchandise as the country neared that fateful holiday. Barst soon found himself at the entrance of Aaron's home, and breathed a few more gulps of the pure mountain air before entering.
 
    
 
   He knocked loudly, and the door was answered by a smiling Jem who quickly skipped down the hall. Aaron and Marcie were sitting at the table in the far corner of the room, and both were watching Barst. Barst nodded in their direction, and took a seat on the couch nearest him. He let out a deep sigh, and began to take off his boots.
 
    
 
   Aaron coughed lightly and Barst glanced up while still focusing on his boot.
 
    
 
   "What?"
 
    
 
   Aaron let out a long breath, "Your vacation is going to have to end sooner than planned."
 
   Barst stopped, one shoe off, and completely focused on Aaron. 
 
    
 
   Aaron rubbed his eyes tiredly and said, "An order was sent out by Lord Barkley. He is ordering every Class-one professional fighter in his district to come and fight at his arena for Haddix."
 
    
 
   Barst's heartbeat quickened. Lord Barkley was in control of the district in which they lived. He answered only to the King and his decrees were final. He lived in a huge fortress city tucked in the mountains and was known for his secrecy, seclusion and austerity.
 
    
 
   Closely associated with Lord Barkley was The Legion. The Legion was Lord Barkley's feared right hand. The members of this "cult" were taken at a young age from orphanages, and instructed in how to enforce his laws by fear.
 
    
 
   Public displays of punishment weren't uncommon, and each was brutal and creative. Barst had heard of one such event, where the Legion had whipped the prosecutor with glass and then proceeded to poor alcohol in his open wounds. If that wasn’t enough, they had finished the man off by drowning. Needless to say, the Legion was just and their punishments well deserved, yet their brutality had given Lord Barkley a frightening air.
 
    
 
   Haddix was the celebration of the defeat of the goblins. The Battle Haddix had happened hundreds of years ago, but it was still known as a magnificent battle, where the goblins were defeated by King Thortan and his troops. The battle was of such a large scale that it turned the very field into a barren wasteland. This stitch of desert was still visible in the Prayeron Valley, not far from Barst's original home.
 
    
 
   On that day, which was a week from now, it was customary for everyone to dress up as warriors, and many storytellers earned their wages by telling the tale of the valiant struggle that had taken place. The rich would hold mock battles and try to impress their friends with their wealth. Obviously, Lord Barkley wanted to best them all.
 
    
 
   "What are the rules?"
 
    
 
   "Not good, I'm afraid," Aaron said exasperated. He exhaled loudly, then continued, "It's to the death. Two huge battles, each with two opposing teams, then winners face off. It seems that he is planning to kill more than three-fourths of the Untouchables off in a single day."
 
    
 
   Barst hated those odds. He knew he could win one-on-one, but he despised depending on others for his survival. One can only fight a few warriors before he becomes overwhelmed or exhausted. He made up his mind quickly.
 
    
 
   "I'm leaving." Barst quickly said, hurriedly putting his boot back on.
 
    
 
   "'Fraid not."
 
    
 
   The foreign voice from the kitchen area froze Barst. Aaron winced, and out stepped a man wearing the Legion uniform from behind the wall that hid the kitchen. He was well built and stocky with muscles popping out everywhere along his arms. His face was covered by his huge, bushy, black mustache and beard. His uniform was composed of a dark, thick material with a large purple "L" covering the front. The left side of his barreled chest had two golden bars positioned vertically. While Barst was still taking him in, the soldier gave a wry grin and then spoke.
 
    
 
   "Name's Force. I'm here to make sure you don’t escape." He smiled with a smile that never reached his frosty blue eyes, "Don’t even think about killing me. I am well trained in magic and would have no remorse in blowing you off the face of the earth." To emphasize his point Force pointed at the door, which dissolved in a shatter of splitters. Marcie and Aaron jumped with obvious looks of fear on their faces.
 
    
 
   "So, Barst,” Force continued, tucking his thumbs into his belt loop and rocking on his heels, “now that we have been introduced, I would like you to pack your stuff. We will be leaving shortly. If you don’t want to... well lets just say you would be a lot more messy than the door, and you wouldn’t want this lovely couple cleaning up two messes."
 
    
 
   Force began walking to the door, but then stopped as another thought came to him. "Oh, by the way, I never sleep. Never. So you can throw that escape idea out the window." He gave a smug look, showing his pride in his statement, then left the room with a jaunty swagger.
 
    Barst could count on one hand the number of times he had been stunned. He hated the feeling. It showed weakness. Barst collected himself and then went to his room to collect his gear.
 
    
 
   He quickly threw his gear into a leather bag. Hate to keep him waiting. He thought wryly.
 
    
 
   Fondling his sword in his hands, Barst paused and briefly entertained the idea of fleeing. It would be stupid. He was very doubtful Force would give him the opportunity to escape. As bad as Legion punishments were to civilians, their punishments to their own were even more frightening. The result was a highly organized and effective fighting force.
 
    
 
   Force. Why did they have to make up their own silly names? Barst hated the idea of calling that man Force for the duration of the trip.
 
    
 
   He walked into the main room and found Aaron holding his crying wife. Aaron acknowledged Barst with a nod, and then motioned to the now visible street with his head. Barst nodded, took a few steps, then looked back at Aaron and mouthed his apology for the door. Aaron nodded again and then slightly waved to-ward the door with the hand that was on his wife's back. Barst turned and left through the open doorway.
 
    
 
   Outside, a medium-sized, gray carriage was parked against the curb with a cocky Force leaning against it. A small, stiff coachman sat on top with his eyes trained ahead. The four dark horses attached to the coach seemed equally solemn, standing motionless on the curb.
 
    
 
   Standing upright Force said in a mocking voice, "'Alf expected you to make a break for it. Good thing you didn’t, or you would’ve been a goner."
 
    
 
   Barst ignored the jibe and threw his bag in the carriage before hopping in to it. Force smirked, then slid in the seat across from Barst, whom he fixed with a patronizing stare. Barst sighed and leaned his head against the open sill.
 
    
 
   Guess I'll have to get some sleep again. Better than making conversation with this insolent dope. With that last thought, Barst closed his eyes and tried to ignore the bumping of the carriage beneath him. Across from him, Force snorted, and readjusted himself in his seat.
 
    
 
   It was going to be a long trip.
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   A Day with Force
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Barst woke up to find Force's gloating eyes still locked onto him. Guess he doesn't sleep. Barst grunted a greeting and glanced out the window to try to get his bearings.
 
    
 
   "We're passing through the Shallom Pass," Force stated unprompted. Barst threw an irritated glance his way, and then drew his full attention out the window.
 
    
 
   Huge walls of speckled granite towered alongside the small carriage as it trundled along the bumpy road. The early morning light cast a glare on the large, mountainous face. An occasional bush could be seen clinging onto the gray wall; but other than that, no other life could be distinguished. Barst craned his head upward, but no end could be seen to the ominous rock that reached towards the heavens.
 
    
 
   He brought his head back into the carriage to be met with Force's never-changing smile, "Only way in, only way out as we say. I doubt anyone’s ever escaped, and no army could ever hope to conquer Lord Barkley's impenetrable fortress," Force said, still smiling.
 
    
 
   "You have a pretty high regard for the one who stole you out of the cradle," Barst said, trying to knock the tiresome smile from Force's face. He succeeded, and Force's face morphed into an expression of extreme anger.
 
    
 
   "Lord Barkley saved me and gave me future—a longer future than you have coming anyway!" He laughed at his own joke, but his face soon returned to the purple shade it had taken. "He made me powerful." Force pointed his finger at Barst and Barst found himself unable to move. He struggled briefly, and then gave up when he realized it would be hopeless. "A lot more powerful than some ring fighter," Force said vehemently. He raked Barst with his eyes in disgust, and then spit on his face. Barst tried to stay calm, not wanting to give Force any satisfaction.
 
    
 
   Force slowly clenched his fist and Barst could feel a crushing force closing in on him. "Do you know how easy it would be to kill you? You're nothing but entertainment—a jester who kills. People pay money to see you die." Globs of spit were beginning to stick in Force's beard and his eyes had a crazed expression. He paused, as if thinking for words, his labored breathing the only sound in the carriage. Then his face transformed back into the same mocking smile he had earlier exhibited. "Good thing they won't have to wait long."
 
    
 
   Force relaxed his hand and Barst felt the pressure release. Not wanting to give Force the pleasure, Barst tried not to gasp for air or wipe the spit off his face. He decided to remain silent for his own safety. He didn’t know if Force was allowed to kill him, but he didn’t want to find out.
 
    
 
   When he looked up at Force, he found the smug smile still plastered on his face, and his hand was running through his beard, combing out the spit. The rate that Force changed moods was amazingly infuriating to Barst, though not much of Force wasn't. Force's smile widened at Barst's gaze, and the soldier decided to continue his one sided conversation.
 
    
 
   "As you can see, the Legion doesn’t only develop physical abilities, but magical as well. What I just did would make an ordinary man feint with exhaustion." He broke Barst's gaze and focused on his own hand, which began to faintly glow. Seemingly in deep thought, he continued in a quiet voice, while slowly rotating his glowing hand. "We have powers that put us above men. We have exceeded what you think of as reality and have entered a realm where anything is possible." He snapped back and fixed Barst with a cold smile, "You have no idea how weak you are."
 
    
 
   With that last sentence, Forces hand flashed with light once, and then re-turned to normal. Barst shivered and tried to resist the urge to sending his fist right through Force's face. Accompanied with a good statement, blackening Force's face would make his day. Though I probably wouldn’t have very many good days afterwards.
 
    
 
   Though he tried to ignore it, Barst was afraid. Being on the same carriage as a powerful psychopath made him nervous. Trying to get a hold of himself, he began to dissect his feelings. Why am I afraid of death?
 
    
 
   He had been face-to-face with death dozens of times in the arena, but he couldn’t remember the last time he had been afraid of it. Though death had been a door he was not scared to enter, it had not been a door he was going to enter until he had no other option. Now though, he found that he was terrified of death. He, who had just two days ago fought a Devil Hound, had been legitimately scared when Force had begun to crush him. The change in his attitude perplexed him.
 
    
 
   Eventually, his mind began to wander, and his gaze was mesmerized by the never-ending wall of shimmering granite that flew by the window. His curiosity got the better of him, and he reluctantly asked Force, "How long does this continue?"
 
    
 
   "For about three miles. Then, you get to the Fiorh Gate, from there you have about only one mile to the next gate with two checkpoints in-between. Thus the saying only one…"
 
    
 
   "Way in, only one way out. Yes, I know," Barst said irritated. Force didn’t seem to mind, and just fixed Barst with his galling smile. "What happens if some-one tries to escape by climbing the mountain half-way, then just walking past all the checkpoints?"
 
    
 
   "Serves them right." Forced laughed at his own words as if they were hilarious. “Well first, walking for three miles on a seventy degree surface is extremely difficult. Second, the walls of the checkpoints go higher than half way up the mountain, so you would have to hike up really far. And third, you need to have equipment to do any of that. And finally, there's the Watchers." 
 
    
 
   Force paused as if for effect. "Let's say Lord Barkley gave you all the equipment, which is ludicrous, you have to escape the Watchers’ eyes, which can't be done. The Watchers, caus' of course you don't know, are magically enhanced ravens that never sleep and are always patrolling the pass. When they find someone, the whole five hundred on them flock down of their victim and peck him to death." Force's face took on a maleficent shade and his smile widened. "Sometimes Lord Barkley holds demonstrations. And let's not forget the facts; of the hundreds of people who have foolishly tried to escape, not one has reached the entrance of the pass. And besides, you wouldn’t want to risk being captured would you?" Force asked, mockingly pouting his lower lip. “You know the terrible things that happen to a person caught defying Lord Barkley’s commands. The last thing an entertainer like you would want, is to be buried in salt, until every last morsel of water is sucked out of your pathetic body.”
 
    
 
   "Well I'll guess I will have to win the tournament," Barst said half to himself, ignoring Force’s juvenile jibe.
 
    
 
   Force's smile widened even more "Well, I hate to break it to you, (though Barst thought he couldn't wait to divulge the news) but you have no hope of winning." Barst's eyebrows drew close in confusion as Force continued, "The whole thing is rigged so one group wins, and you're not in it."
 
    
 
   "How?" Barst asked, still not completely believing. He could imagine Force lying to him out of pure spite.
 
    
 
   Force clasped his hands in front of himself, as if he were explaining a very difficult concept to a child. "At the tournament, there will be lots of betting. Lord Barkley wanted to make sure the team he bet on would win, so he rigged it—and I mean really rigged it. He put almost all the skill on one team so the others will have no chance. So I guess you can't even win the tournament. But think of the bright side, maybe you'll die painlessly." With that, Force’s smile climaxed.
 
    
 
   The cart shuddered to a stop, and Force pulled himself out the door. Barst sat there in thought. At first he had been disinclined to believe Force, but what the soldier had said made sense. No Lord ever wanted to be a loser. 
 
    
 
   So for once I am the Fodder. It seemed fitting, yet he didn’t want to go out yet. Not without finding out if it was Her.
 
    
 
   That was is it! Barst sat up to his full height in his seat. That was why he was afraid of death. His hope now had a foundation.
 
    
 
   It had become such a foreign feeling he could hardly recognize it. So long had he lived with a meaningless and undefined hope. Now though, he couldn't help but picture the future with Her.
 
    
 
   A bitter thought came to Barst, Why does death come when I don’t want it, but doesn’t come when I don’t care. It seemed to be a very cruel world to take his family and then wait for true hope to spring up again before snuffing out his life. He would have to beat fate this time. So resolute were his thoughts, he barely realized Force had entered and the cart had jerked back into motion.
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   Only Street
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jonathan was walking with his family along the village's only street. The smell of roasted meat filled the air and made his stomach grumble. Familiar faces were smiling and laughing and the dull roar of conversation gave the village a festive air. Snow had begun to layer the ground the night before, and a chilly breeze was inconsistently wafting across the village. Jonathan looked up at his mom whose pale cheeks were red in the cold. She was breathing fast from the walk, and the cloud of her breath hung in the air. She looked down at him, and her face split with a mesmerizing smile that was naturally contagious. Jonathan's little sister, Amy, skipped ahead and entered a crowd of girls, who were trying to catch a cat behind the butcher's house.
 
    
 
   Someone called his name, and Jonathan turned to see Her smiling at him. He froze in the moment—heart stopped at her grin. She waved and began to walk over to him, Her eyes dancing in the light of the snow.
 
    
 
   Then the horn rang out. Jonathan gasped, and the villagers froze in fear. They had been trained for this, but none of them had ever believed it would happen. The silence was broken by the first shout, and then the world dissolved into a blur. Barst was dimly aware of his mother holding his shoulders yelling in his face to get home. His feet felt foreign as they flew across the snow as he shot down the path. He dumbly glanced back to see his mother running for his sister.
 
    
 
   He stopped for a moment and searched the terrified faces. He saw Her, eyes now full of panic, looking up at him. He took a step towards Her and then stopped as a whizzing sound filled the air. A cry sounded as the first arrows stuck, and he saw the village smith go down, a black shaft protruding from his back.
 
   Jonathan turned and sprinted for safety, as screams sounded behind him. 
 
   Barst jerked awake in cold sweat. His heart was thumping against his rib cage and he could feel the blood pumping in his ears. He glanced around to make sure he was still in the carriage. Across from him, Force was fixing him with an even bigger cocky smile, "Bad dream right?"
 
   Barst just glared at him and took a peak out the window. He must have dozed off again. The sun was beginning to dim and the horses' panting could be heard from outside. Guess they aren't magical enough to not need sleep. They had been going for almost a day and Barst was beginning to wonder how much more the horses could take.
 
   "How far away are we?" Barst’s legs were cramping up, and he felt the urge to stretch them.
 
   "We’re almost there. Cleared the last checkpoint a minute back. You can see the castle now."
 
   Barst's curiosity got the better of his pride, and he craned his neck out the window.
 
   “Castle” seemed to be an understatement. A dark wall rose up to at least a hundred feet from the muddy ground. The bulwark seemed to run on forever until it collided with the mountains on either side of the surrounding valley basin. The only thing that peaked out behind this huge barrier was the gigantic tower that was lined with battlements of its own. An equally large moat, filled with some murky liquid, stretched out in front of the wall. A few purple banners hung across the wall, but they did little to suppress the foreboding air that rolled off the castle. Barst studied the walls, looking for an entrance, but retreated inside the carriage unsuccessful.
 
    
 
   "Where's the gate?" He asked in spite of himself.
 
    
 
   "Ah," Force responded with his usual smugness, "the gate is continually hidden by magic. It is supposed to be for protection, but I suspect it may be for the imposing look."
 
    
 
   "So how does the driver know where to go?"
 
    
 
    "He doesn’t."
 
    
 
   Barst felt himself getting angry. "Then how do we get in?”
 
    
 
   "You'll see."
 
    
 
   Barst sighed exasperatedly and threw his head back on the wood behind him. Force just continued smirking.
 
    
 
   Barst's body was jerked forward when the carriage stopped abruptly. He put his head out the window to see the ground rapidly retreating from underneath the carriage. He stared, stunned, before the horse's shrieks brought him into action. He flung the door open and was about to jump out when a strong hand fastened onto his shoulder. Barst reflexively spun, catching Force in the face with his elbow, before letting himself fall from the levitating carriage. He hit the soft ground on all fours and quickly forced himself onto his feet. Barst heard Force's cursing inside the carriage, but Barst just stood, unsure of what to do next.
 
    
 
   A loud, deep laugh came from the direction of the castle causing Barst to spin around. Not two feet from him stood a tall, lean man who was folded up with laughter. One of the man's arms was pointed at the floating carriage while the other was holding his side. The man was garbed like Force with the exception of sandals instead of boots. Force stuck his head out the open door of the carriage—one hand holding a bloody nose—glared down at the laughing man.
 
    
 
   The man stopped his chortling long enough to say, "You should have seen," but collapsed into laughter before he could finish that thought. Barst smirked with amusement. Well, at least they aren't all as bad as Force.
 
    
 
   The man finally got the better of himself, stood up, and formally addressed Barst. "Sorry about that. Terribly rude. My name is Kyle."
 
    
 
   And they don't all have stupid names, Barst thought.
 
    
 
   "You are probably wondering why your carriage is floating," Kyle continued in the same calm and debonair manner. "Well this is our method of getting things over the wall. We used to use the gate, before it was decided to hide it, but now we just lift things over. A lot more complicated, but it’s a fun job to have, especially when people throw elbows in each other's faces. Great shot by the way."
 
    
 
   He offered his non-pointing hand to Barst and looked at him expectantly. Barst took it and said, "I'm Barst and I'm going to fight for Haddix."
 
    
 
   "Oh really. What team are you on?" Kyle asked with interest.
 
    
 
   A puzzled expression came over Bart's face, but Force shouted down vehemently "Horst's team. He's a weakling."
 
    
 
   "Your nose can attest to that," Kyle yelled back earning him a glare from Force, who quickly retreated into the carriage muttering profanities.
 
    
 
   Kyle turned his attention back to Barst and gave him a look of pity. "Tough luck. Good luck anyways though." And with that he vanished. Barst started with surprise, and then looked around wondering what he was supposed to do. Above, Force was still swearing inside the carriage, and the horses were in a state of panic.
 
    
 
   All of a sudden, his vision was bleached white, and the ground left his feet. The air froze in his lungs and he struggled to breath, but to no avail. Then, not a second latter, his vision cleared and he found himself in a stone room face to face with Kyle.
 
    
 
   Kyle smiled apologetically and said, "Sorry about that. I should have given you warning, but I didn’t think of it until now. Well anyway, welcome to the castle." He waved his hand in a circling motion.
 
    
 
   "Is that where I am?" Barst asked in between huge gulps of air.
 
    
 
   "Yes, in fact we're in the wall. This is my office where I transport all the goods into the castle."
 
    
 
   "Why don’t you just do what you did to me instead of lifting them in?"
 
    
 
   Kyle pursed his lips, "Energy. It takes a lot more effort to teleport you than it does to lift you. If I had to do that with objects as large as that carriage, I would pass out. I feel a little worn from just moving you. Maybe you should lay off the beef for a few meals." Kyle said the last part with a smile.
 
   "Why did you teleport me then?" Barst asked. He had, by now, caught his breath.
 
    
 
   Kyle grinned mischievously and rubbed his hands together. "So I can leave Force hanging out there. It takes some energy, but it worth the reaction."
 
    
 
   Barst smiled, "Glad you all aren't like him."
 
    
 
   Kyle nodded before turning around to the door. "Don't worry, you just got the bad apple. He didn’t spend all his time bragging about how amazing he is, did he?"
 
    
 
   "Not after I made a comment about Lord Barkley."
 
    
 
   Kyle spun around and had a hand over Barst's mouth before the fighter knew it. His hand still clamped over Barst's mouth, Kyle looked into his eyes and menacingly murmured, "Don't ever speak like that in the castle. Or anywhere, for that matter. You never know who is listening."
 
    
 
   Kyle waited a second to let his words sink in before releasing Barst. A solemn air ended the conversation, and Barst followed Kyle though the door. After exiting, Barst couldn’t resist looking back, half expecting to see a man crouched outside the door listening. His fears eased, Barst turned forward to encounter a hallway, or rather a tunnel, which was lined with torches that lit the passage with a flickering dark orange light.
 
    
 
   "We're walking through the wall to the gate house," Kyle stated, confirming Barst's suspicion "It's about half-a-mile. This whole tunnel goes a total of eight miles though."
 
    
 
   The question that had been festering in Barst's head leapt out, causing him to change the topic suddenly "Force said I'm on Horst's team. Is it really as bad as he said it is?"
 
    
 
   Even from behind, Barst could see Kyle wince, "Well I don’t know how bad Force said it is, but it's pretty bad. Were not even allowed to mention it since Lord Barkley doesn’t want the guests to know he’s cheating. Would give him a bad rap, you know? The stacked team is Eronde's team."
 
   "Who's Eronde and Horst?'
 
    
 
   "They're Barkley's sons. He has four, and each will be in charge of training a team for the tournament. Eronde is the second oldest, but Barkley's favorite. Horst is the third oldest. You're supposed to have a training session in two days."
 
    
 
   Barst nodded, "So when do we fight Eronde's team—first or second round?"
 
    
 
   "Well, first we don’t fight them—that would be your team. Second, you will have to make it to the second round to fight them. I'm sorry, but if I had any encouragement I would give it. But as it stands, if I were you I would get ready for death."
 
    
 
   "Anything can happen in the arena," Barst replied with false optimism. Kyle kept walking and didn't even spoil the comment with a response.
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   The Cell
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Cell, or so the other occupants called it, was fashioned in a way that made Barst feel like a convict. Three stone walls were lined with cheaply made bunks which were stacked four high, while the fourth wall was composed of iron bars. The bars allowed no privacy and gave Barst the feeling of being on display when various guest of Lord Barkley would walk by.
 
    
 
   Gamblers would sometimes stop by to examine the fighters and decide on which team to place their bet. Sometimes little children would gaze through, awed by the size of the men. Barst found himself having to check his anger at these blatant spectators. More than once he had the strong desire to rush the bars, grab the protruding hands, and to pull the insolent person into a crushing embrace.
 
    
 
   If their stares weren't enough, sometimes they felt the need to say brutal comments that were more commonly used in a stable. Comments like, "Who do you think is going to die first?" or "Let's get out of here. I can't stand the smell much longer," weren't uncommon, and Barst had to check himself to avoid a violent retaliation.
 
    
 
   The place definitely smelled. Forty grown men, who were in top physical condition for their age, truly reeked. The temperature didn’t help. The heat kept most of them sweating at all times. They tried to keep cool by fanning themselves, but it only resulted in circulating the stench.
 
    
 
   Kyle had led Barst to Horst's team "barracks," as it was officially called, yesterday. He was one of the last ones to arrive and the team had already picked a leader. His name was Rudy—a medium built, deeply tanned fighter, who had an intelligent head as fighters went. Barst was content with their pick and tried, for he wasn't accustom to it in any way, to mingle with as many teammates as possible to ascertain their talent. So far, he had discovered that only fifteen of the men were professionals in their prime. The rest were either rookies or well-seasoned veterans. Even so, a couple of the men had made a good impression upon him.
 
    
 
   One of these was Brian. Largely built and extremely strong, from his home near the mines, he wielded a quick wit, and was ever the optimist. He had already attracted a small crowd of admirers, who flocked him wherever he went. He had been a fighter for six years, but was still in his prime at twenty-five years old.
 
    
 
   The other, Frank, was the polar opposite. True to his name, he only spoke with a minimal number of words and never left his bunk. Brain had tried to entertain him only to be met with an icy stare. Barst had heard from the others that Frank was supposed to be one of the quickest fighters. One man said he had seen Frank go into an arena alone against four confident Class-two warriors and leave the victor. When questioned why he wasn’t on Eronde's team, they had proposed that Frank must have been added to keep things interesting.
 
    
 
   Barst's thoughts were interrupted when Rudy sat down on the edge of Barst's bottom bunk, where Barst had been lying. Barst sat up, almost hitting his head on the overhead bunk, and gave Rudy a questioning look.
 
    
 
   "How you doing?" Rudy asked in a gruff voice.
 
    
 
   Barst just nodded in reply, and Rudy let out a long sigh.
 
    
 
   "Okay, to get to the point, I've decided that we need to divide the team into smaller units, each with their own leader—kind of establishing a chain of command."
 
    
 
   "And you want me to be one. Why not? Who else were you going to pick?"
 
    
 
   "Brian was an obvious choice. He agreed. I chose Thern second, but he is a little dim witted." Rudy glanced around to make sure they weren't being overheard "Then you, but, no offense, you don’t seem to be a people person." He cringed a little, eyeing Barst to make sure he didn’t lash out. When Barst didn’t react, Rudy continued, "But I heard from some of the men that you've led teams before, so I figured you'd be good. Then I picked Harst." Picking up on Barst's quizzical expression, Rudy expounded, "The red head over there. I don’t really like him, but he's supposed to be the son of some scholar, so he must be smart." Rudy sighed and studied his hands that were clutched together. "Then there's the problem with Frank and me. Frank has immense skill. I've seen it myself, but he can in no way lead. Way to laconic for any type of leadership position. I figured that I would put him in your group, since you’re both cut from the same cloth it seems. I will go in Thern's group, and make him a sort of second in command. He has no amazing intelligence, so maybe he will pick up some strategy from me. You're okay with having Frank in your group, right?" 
 
    
 
   Barst shrugged his shoulders, "Sure. I'll have to get to know him a little better though. What does he fight with?"
 
    
 
   Rudy put on a pensive look. "He fights in a very unusual fashion. He has two small rapiers that he uses—one in each hand. He's so quick that he practically dances around his opponent's blade. I have seen him fight four times, and not once has he even gotten dirty or even shown the slightest emotion.”
 
    
 
   Rudy clapped his hands on his knees, and began to push himself off the bunk. “I have to tell Thern about his job. I'll call a meeting for all the captains in an hour or so. We'll assign groups just after."
 
    
 
   Rudy stood up and abruptly walked away. Well he's all business. There are worse possible leaders, Barst thought.
 
    
 
   Barst lay in his bed for a little longer and let his thoughts wonder. Soon Rudy called for all the leaders to meet over by his bunk. Barst entered the small group gathered beside the bunk, and Rudy nodded to him and then began.
 
    
 
   "Alright. There will be four groups of ten that each of you will be in charge of. You can get to know your men, and will be able to trade your men with other leaders if it benefits the team."
 
   "Why would we do that?" a man, who must have been Thern, stupidly asked. Barst cringed at the man’s ignorance and felt an inward pang of wonder that this idiot had been chosen for a leader before himself. Rudy threw an annoyed glance at Thern and continued as if the interruption hadn't happened.
 
   "You may want to do this if some of your members don’t get along or if they all use the same weapon. You must also discuss strategy with your squad and tell them what role you want them to play. On the battlefield, I want Barst's and Brian’s squads trying to flank on the sides, and the other two squads holding the middle" Rudy paused and glanced around to make sure everyone had understood him. Reassured by the fact that even Thern looked confident in what to do, he turned around and yelled for everyone to line up along the bars.
 
   Choosing squads was done in the simplest fashion. Each leader was assigned a number and the fighters were counted off from one to four. Barst led his team to his bunk and the whole group sat down in a circle except for Frank, who just pulled himself onto the bunk above Barst's and stared at the ceiling.
 
   Being unprepared to speak, Barst glanced around, gathered his thoughts and extemporized. "Okay. I'm Barst. I've been a fighter for six years, and have led squads many times, though none in a battle of this scale. First, I want to know how long you have been a fighter and what weapon you use. I use a one-and-a-half sword and I know Frank uses two rapiers." Barst paused for confirmation and when none came he motioned for someone to start.
 
    
 
   In total, his group had two men who used two-handed swords, three who used flails or maces and three who used pikes or some sort of spears. The whole team was pretty green in experience, most of them being Class-one fighters for their size only. Barst excused himself and went to Brain's group where he traded one of his spearmen for a sword-man. Coming back he sent off the biggest spearman and began talking strategy.
 
    
 
   "This is my idea of how this squad is going to work. We're going to take the flank probably, and nine of us will fight as a group including the two spearmen behind. Frank, I want you lingering behind us all and picking off any of the other team's loners. I think that will make you the most effective. Sound good?" 
 
    Frank grunted a confirmation and Barst resumed, "We will be moving fast. Flails and swords hit first and once a line is established then the spears will begin supporting us. Try not to be separated. Uhh, that's about all I can think of. Oh, our squads called squad Two."
 
    
 
   One of the swordsmen scrunched up his face "That's no name. Can we name it something different?"
 
    
 
   "Yea." A spearman joined in, "How about after a girl?"
 
    
 
   "Ships are named after girls, not squads dummy," the swordsman retorted.
 
    
 
   "Well they can be. How about it Barst? Why don't we name it after your girl?" a flail man asked. Barst remembered his name being either Carter or Sutter, but he was leaning toward Sutter.
 
    
 
   "Well, first because we don’t want to be screaming a girl's name when we rush into combat, and second because I don't have one."
 
    
 
   "Oh sure," Sutter said, winking. "So you’re a shy one, hu? Never of guessed. So what is she? Friend, admirer, Lady?"
 
    
 
   A few of the other men laughed stupidly and Sutter smiled, obviously proud of himself. Barst stood up and leaned, directly over the man's face, and said darkly,
 
    
 
   "She's dead."
 
    
 
   Sutter froze, and tried to sputter off an apology, but Barst was already walking away, his emotions in a free-fall as his thoughts came tumbling back to Her.
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   Barst parried the coming blow and returned with a low strike. His squad member, Trony, cursed as he tried to leap over the wooden blade, but tripped over it instead. He collapsed onto the dust and lay there, starring at the sky.
 
    
 
   Barst looked down on him and shook his head in disappointment.
 
    
 
   "I hope you don't give up that easy in the arena."
 
    
 
   "Cours' not. But this is practice with wooden swords. Besides, I don't want to get hurt." Trony said, wincing, as he slowly picked himself out of the dirt.
 
    
 
   "You’d better improve your practicing speed then, or you're gonna be hurt. This is training; it's supposed to make you better. And trust me, you need it most of all."
 
    
 
   The man growled before launching himself at Barst.
 
    
 
   Training had been going on for an hour and so far, Barst had been majorly disappointed. Horst hadn't even shown up, and the fighters were left to train on their own. If that wasn't frustrating enough, his men seemed to know nothing about the art of fighting. They gave up too easily, and never pushed themselves beyond their limits. They fought fair, and never went for cheap shots—a habit Barst was trying to break.
 
    
 
   Trony knocked Barst's sword away with a wild slash, but at the same time ex-posed his unprotected front. Barst saw his opportunity and crashed his fist into the man's chin. Trony spun once, then collapsed once again to the floor in a daze.
 
   Barst turned to where his squad was watching. All of them were looking at him with disapproval. Shrugging, Barst offered Trony his hand and picked the moment to make his point.
 
    
 
   "It's a battle, not a contest. You want to live, and any move necessary to assure that is accepted. So, who wants to fight next?"
 
    
 
   Four hours later, Barst was content with the improvement he'd made. His men were brawling, and seemed to understand the concept of fighting for survival. A couple of them had collected minor injuries, but it only seemed to make them even more furious, much to Barst's delight.
 
    
 
   Barst noticed Rudy rounding up his group and called for his group to do the same. As they gathered around him, Barst noted their silence and was grateful for their respect. It would be imperative for the fight that his group took orders without question.
 
    
 
   After congratulating the men on their success, Barst led them out the exit where they were escorted by guards to their quarters. Barst didn't realize how tired he was until he sat down on his bunk. Exhaustion soon overcame him, and he quickly found himself slipping out of the conscious world.
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   Frankly...
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The small page seemed to shrink in the midst of the huge warriors. His eyes darted back and forth and his trembling voice betrayed his nervousness.
 
    
 
   "Your team will be provided weapons in the north suiting room. The rest of your gear will also be there. A mage will be present so if anyone of you tries to end his suffering or that of another team member, the mage will inflict a slow and excruciating death upon the perpetrator and any other accomplices. Upon entering the arena, your team must remain docile and not move past the red line until the trumpets sound. This allows for last-minute bets to be placed. Failure to meet these deadlines will be reprimanded using the same punishment mentioned above. The winning team will advance to the next round, which is to be fought later that day. Any losses in the first round will not be replaced in the second round. Good Luck. Lord Barkley."
 
    
 
   The room was quiet as the men digested the rules and the page scurried out through the heavily guarded door. Someone muttered, "Well that puts a hole in my plan," and a light ripple of laughter went through the group.
 
    
 
   Barst turned and went back to his bed. The rules didn't really bother him. He just hoped that Force wasn’t their mage. The Legion member might just give him a slow and painful death for the enjoyment. Barst figured his main goal should be to try to get some sleep before Haddix tomorrow.
 
    
 
   When he arrived at his bunk, he found Frank sitting on the side of his be, seeming to study his hand. Unsure of what to do, Barst decided it was best not to talk and he took an awkward seat next to Frank. The silence began to stretch on, and Barst wondered if he should say something. Right before he opened his mouth, Frank spoke.
 
    
 
   "You lost someone too?" Barst was knocked off guard by Frank's voice, which was slightly higher than he had expected. He recovered enough to digest Frank's question, but not enough to formulate a response.
 
    
 
   "I lived in Lokueq," Frank continued, not waiting for a reply. "It was a small, helpless country outside your kingdom." Frank lifted his gaze and stared straight ahead. "A plague swept through and killed my parents. I was their only child, so I was taken in by my aunt who lived in a village nearby. It didn't seem so bad at the time, since all the other families were going through similar troubles, and I was very young. After I got over my loss, I began to get along with my aunt and we lived as happily as possible for many years." He exhaled loudly. "Meanwhile, the plague continued to ravish our country and because of it, the king thought he had an excuse to annex Lokueq and take the people under his "protection.” Our government agreed—they were already in shambles—but other "Nationalists" had different ideas. They attacked an army the king claimed was bringing supplies for us. A huge debate began, but it made no difference. The king's armies swept in and, before we knew it, Lokueq was formally occupied."
 
    
 
   Barst was beginning to wonder if Frank really wanted him to talk or if he was just supposed to remain silent. No one else was around; the rest of the team was still over where the page had proclaimed the rules. Frank suddenly stood up and walked to the bunk across from Barst's. He put his hands along the sideboard of the top bed and hung his head low. Barst couldn’t help, but wonder if Frank was crying.
 
    
 
   "I was only seventeen, yet the Nationalists came to me and tried to recruit me for their cause. When I refused, they began mocking me and I became a social outcast. My aunt was the only one in my village who would talk to me. I stayed at home most of the time, so I don’t really know the events that led up to what happened next. All I know is that more soldiers came in and Nationalists tried to drive them out of my village. I was in my house, but I could still hear the screams that were coming from outside. Some Nationalist kicked down our door and demanded to use it as a stronghold. I was paralyzed with fear, and just hid in the corner. My aunt was complacent until they began throwing around furniture in an attempt to barricade the house. She stepped forward to protest, and one of the men lashed out, killing her instantly. This whole time I was shivering in fear, trying not to draw notice to myself. I didn’t even go to my dead aunt. I was an utter coward." Frank's voice was rising and he began to accent his words by slamming a fist against the sideboards. "I didn’t do anything. I didn’t even comment when they killed the woman who had taken care of me for nine years!"
 
    
 
   He accented his last words with one final hit against the sideboards, then hung limp, his voice becoming more of a sob. Barst scanned the room, but no one seemed to take notice.
 
    
 
   "After they took the city, some soldiers took me away out of pity. I tried to find any work I could, but my shame haunted me. I eventually decided that if I were to die in one last act of bravery, I would no longer be a coward. So I joined the Arena with no intention of actually living. But here I stand, not a coward, but a killer. I have become like the very men who killed my aunt."
 
    
 
   Frank straightened himself, glanced at Barst, betraying the tears that stained his eyes and walked away. Barst watched him leave and, after realizing he had been holding his breath, fully exhaled.
 
    
 
   The similarities between Frank’s past and Barst’s own were obvious. In fact, the more Barst thought about it, the more similar they seemed. A terrible mixture of fear and hope had kept them both alive, and now only one real difference remained. Barst had true hope. He had hope that not only would he get out of this tournament alive, but that he would meet Her on the other side, and eventually, he would become Jonathan. A hope that Frank was sadly missing.
 
    
 
   Barst lay down on top of his covers. So much for a good sleep. His thoughts were going to keep him up for hours.
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   Extravagance for the Dead
 
    
 
    
 
   Unlike all the others Barst had been to, Lord Barkley's suiting room had a pleasant aroma. Marble floors and granite benches gave the room a luxurious and relaxing feel. There was even a huge tapestry, depicting two overly muscular warriors in mid-battle. The mage, who wasn’t Force much to Barst's relief, had guided them there, and told them that many guests toured the arena, and Lord Barkley loved to show off his wealth.
 
    
 
   Barst swung his sword expertly, and began shifting his feet in an effort to warm-up. All around him his fellow team members were doing the same. All conversation had stopped as the team became mentally prepared for a fight that may take all their lives. Some men were kneeling, saying silent prayers to the heavens, while others were fingering luck charms. All were solemn and determined. Barst noticed Frank sitting on the bench, pensively staring off at a wall. Barst hoped he hadn't lost his will to fight after last night's one-sided conversation. Frank stood up and Barst looked away, concentrating on a cramped thigh.
 
    
 
   Barst was in the process of stretching his thigh out when Frank's voice surprised him from behind. "Barst, can I talk to you?"
 
    
 
   Barst nodded and headed off to a corner of the room. A bad feeling rose into Barst’s gut, and he suspected Frank had given up. Frank looked into Barst’s eyes and began, "I was thinking last night. You know, Lord Barkley has controlled every part of our lives since he made that decree. We have either two choices, obey or be punished. We can't even take our own lives. There's only one time when we can say no. That’s in the arena."
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   He glanced over Barst’s shoulder, checking to see if the mage was coming their way. "What if we just refused to fight? What could they do? We’re all dead anyway. We would make a statement—show them were not mindless killers, but people. We would make a statement and meet the same fate. And,” Frank accentuated these last words by driving his finger into Bart’s chest, “we would die with honor."
 
    
 
   Barst sighed heavily. "Okay, let’s say that we somehow get everyone to cooperate, even the other team. Lord Barkley isn't just going to have our heads chopped off. He's still going to give the crowd entertainment and make our deaths a lot more painful than if we died in the arena."
 
    
 
   "But isn't it better to die with honor rather than in shame? Why not let our last act be our best?" Frank said, his eyes filling up with passion.
 
    
 
   "But we don’t want to die. We still hold onto hope. I hold onto hope. If you want to die, fine. But please just consider this: I want to live, and your dying may kill all of us."
 
    
 
   Frank looked at Barst quizzically, "Why do you want to live?"
 
    
 
   Barst looked away and scanned the room. "'Cause She may be alive," he muttered, a hand scratching the back of his neck.
 
    
 
   "But you said she was dead."
 
    
 
   "I know. I know she's dead. I saw it, so it must be true. But I believe she may be alive. My mind and heart are contradicting each other."
 
    
 
   Frank locked his eyes on Bart's. "Are you willing to kill for a feeling?"
 
    
 
   "No," Barst stated, his voice filling with confidence. "But I will. Just as I have for the past years."
 
    
 
   Frank’s voice grew louder and began to crack. "And don't you want to break free? Prove to yourself that you can change. Show the world that you're better than they think."
 
    
 
   Barst looked at Frank, a small smile playing on his lips. "No. The world doesn't deserve that."
 
    Barst briskly turned and left a dumbfounded Frank staring at his back, thoughts running deep.
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   The Rage
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Barst walked at the front of the team. Brian, Rudy and Horst walked beside him, shoulder-to-shoulder. Behind them strode thirty-six of some of the best warriors ever to exist, and they were about to meet their match. Barst's mind was clearly focused on the fight ahead. Take it one step at a time. I'm gonna leave alive.
 
    
 
   Barst drew his sword from the sheath that hung on his back and gave it an expert twirl. The tunnel's exit was coming up and he would get his first glimpse at the arena. Or it was going to get their first real glimpse of him. He was going to give it his all. Something he hadn't done for years. He could feel the heat welling up inside him, coursing through every vein of his body, and collecting in his chest.
 
    
 
   When he stepped into the arena the crowd seemed silent. His focus was locked on the team emerging from the other exit. He moved to the right side of the arena, not even checking to see if the team was following him. This was his show.
 
    
 
   When the trumpet finally went off, it seemed as if time snapped forward, but no sound could be heard. He felt his feet slap the ground and felt a roar come out of his mouth, but heard nothing. He picked his target—a spearman with a large shield who was cautiously jogging toward him. Barst reacted rather than moved.
 
    
 
   Grabbing the spear shaft, he twisted, causing the man to release his grip with a brief yell of pain. Barst's sword went straight into the man’s face, but Barst didn't even see the result. He was ducking under a two-handed sword, and swinging his sword along the ground. It caught the swordsman in the legs and sliced straight through. As the man tumbled backwards, Barst drove the spear through him, while simultaneously slicing his sword into another man's neck. A dagger of pain sliced down his leg, and Barst released a silent bellow as he turned to smash the offender’s face with the butt of his sword. A mist of blood surrounded Barst, as he continued in a blur of destruction.
 
    
 
   Occasionally he felt—like when a sword slapped against his bracer, or when a pike sliced his forearm. But for the most part, he was numb. The world around him felt like a dream. It seemed as if he was living in a mirage. Time began to move slowly, and all thoughts left his mind. Soon, he wasn’t aware of anything, just death.
 
    
 
   Finely, feeling entered his limbs, and exhaustion weighed him down. His vision became clear and he found himself alone, surrounded by the dead. Silence filled the arena and Barst realized he could hear. He turned around to see his team staring at him with expressions ranging from fear to awe.
 
    
 
   The spell broke, and a roar arose from the audience, yet his team still gaped at him as if he was a stranger. Barst, panting, wiped his sword off on a nearby body, and threw his weapon back into the sheath. He walked to his team, and they parted to let him pass. It wasn’t until half way through the tunnel that Brian caught up to him and grabbed his shoulder, only to retract his hand, now slimy with blood.
 
    
 
   "What was that?" Brian asked incredulously, wiping his bloody hand off on the wall of the tunnel.
 
    
 
   "I was about to ask you that myself."
 
    
 
   Brian quickened his steps until he came up alongside Barst. "Well, you took care of almost half their team. The rest of us did practically nothing. Why didn’t you tell us you were so good? We could have put you on a squad all by yourself."
 
    
 
   Barst faintly smiled, "I wanted to live, that’s all."
 
    
 
   Brian scoffed. "Well, I wished that happened to me when I wanted to live. Gee, I would be famous. Did you see how the whole crowd shut up? That was the best part. I'm pretty sure I saw Lord Barkley start sweating. You could upset the whole tournament."
 
    They were now in the suiting room and Barst was pulling off his chain mail. He winced when the chains dragged against the cut on his arm. "Well I hope I do. Though Lord Barkley might want revenge."
 
    
 
   "But he won't be able to touch you. You'll have become legend. People will be demanding your presence in every tournament all over the kingdom."
 
    
 
   " And they won't get it." Barst said, wiping the blood from the wound on his leg "I'm done after this."
 
    
 
   Brian nodded, and began to remove his bracers. The rest of the team was coming in, and they couldn’t resist throwing Barst some glances. "Do well, then get out. That’s a good idea. You have enough money saved up?"
 
    
 
   Barst shook his head, "No, but I'll find a way to make more. I would rather die on the streets free, than live and be a prisoner in this arena.”
 
    
 
   Brian nodded, and was about to reply, when Rudy's voice rang out over the din that had developed in the suiting room.
 
    
 
   "Well done! We won, and now just have one fight between us and freedom. Leaders, collect your groups and count the losses."
 
    
 
   Barst raised his hand and his group collected around him. Barst tried to ignore them, but he could feel Frank's eyes locked on him. They hadn't lost a man.
 
    
 
   "So," said one of his spearmen, "wanna do that again?"
 
    
 
   Barst couldn’t hold back a smile, yet it retreated off his face as quickly as it came. Slaughtering people was not a feat to take lightly. Yet he had trouble suppressing the giddy joy of being alive that was bubbling up inside of him. "No, that was a one-time deal. You're gonna have to actually do something next time."
 
    
 
   "Hey I did something." The man replied with mock defensiveness. "I watched you."
 
    
 
   Some of the men laughed, but they turned to Rudy as he began talking again. "Only four losses," he said, looking as if he barely believed it himself. "Well Barst, keep it up and the rest of you, way to spectate." Laughter filled the room and some people cheered. "All right we don't have to fight again until evening so if you’re hurt, go to a healer. Rest up, and the next battle will be in an hour. I know you will all watch it. Our survival may depend on it. We’ll get new uniforms on the way to the mess hall. They don't want us looking like slobs for the final battle."
 
    
 
   Barst finished taking off his gear and, after being instructed to by the mage, Barst put the equipment into one of the lockers against the wall. As he went to stand in line for the mage to heal him, all the fighters moved to the side to let him go first. He nodded his thanks and began showing the Legion his wounds.
 
    
 
   Thanks to his career, he had been healed many times in the past and the feeling wasn't a new one. Ice seemed to shift through his veins, congregating around the area of his wounds. The chill became more intense, until it vanished along with Bart's wounds
 
    
 
   After being healed and receiving a new uniform, Barst walked to the mess hall where the rest of the team was sitting around tables talking. They all looked up when he entered, wondering where he would choose to sit. Ignoring their gazes, Barst scanned the room until he found Frank sitting alone in the corner. He felt the eyes of all the men follow him as he walked through the table and sat across from Frank.
 
    
 
   "I didn’t know hope was such a strong feeling." Frank murmured, focused on picking at the edge of the table with his fingernail.
 
    
 
   Barst smiled "Neither did I, but it does feel good."
 
    
 
   "Don't you feel terrible for killing all those men? Every time I kill I usually have to throw up. I hate myself every time."
 
    
 
   Barst focused himself on Frank "I do feel bad, but this time it's different. I saved dozens of lives and that helps me manage what I did."
 
    
 
   "Not even the faintest tinge of guilt?" Frank was now looking in Barst’s eyes, searching for truth.
 
    
 
   Barst focused inward and weighed his answer, "I didn't like killing, but for once I felt that I did it for a purpose."
 
    
 
   Frank looked back down, "I don’t have one of those.”
 
    
 
   "What?"
 
    
 
   "A purpose."
 
    
 
   Barst nodded "Then maybe its time to find one."
 
    
 
   While Frank thought about that, Barst scanned the room. A few workers were putting up some sort of plank against the wall, and delicious smells were beginning to spread from the kitchen. Some of the team was beginning to congregate to the window that looked over the arena. It was almost time to see how good the Eronde's team really was.
 
    
 
   Barst pushed his chair away from the table and went to an empty window. A few glances were thrown his way, but for the most part the men were focused on the arena. The two teams weren't out yet so Barst used the time to take his first look at the crowd.
 
    
 
   Unlike normal arena seats, there were no bleachers for the casual spectator. Instead, there were rows of plush chairs that provided the viewers with optimum comfort. The whole crowd barely exceeded four hundred people, but that was probably because all the spectators were here by Lord Barkley's personal invitation.
 
    
 
   The lord himself wasn't hard to find. A small balcony extended over the arena. In the middle of this balcony sat a robed man reclining in an immensely cushioned chair. Barst couldn't discern the man's details from where he stood, but he looked fairly muscled and well built. To the man's left sat what Barst believed to be his wife who had a shade over her chair. The man, who could be no other than Lord Barkley, kept leaning to his right, where another man sat, and talking into that man's ear. The man would either nod or laugh at Lord Barkley's comments, which gave Barst the impression he was either the Lord's advisor or friend.
 
    
 
   Two lines of servants stood behind the Lord attending to his and his wife's whims. Barst studied this scene for a while, observing the stark contrast between the lord's and his own lifestyle, until the crowd began to applaud at the entrance of the two teams.
 
   Barst's eyes sifted through Moren's team first, trying to get an overall impression. They all seemed rather competent, but, like his team, they all seemed to have either to little experience or too much. Barst then moved on to Eronde's team, who all seemed to be in their prime. He recognized the insolent big man, Throun if he recalled correctly, who he had seen fight in the arena not one week ago. Just like last time, the man was already pointing at the audience and twirling his spear impudently.
 
    
 
   Another man donned in red caught Bart's eye. He wielded a long staff that had two curved blades on either side. The staff itself seemed to be made of some sturdy material and was inlaid with strange runes and designs. Barst had never seen a weapon like it, and the owner also seemed to be an oddity. The man had shoulder length brown hair and an unusual skinny build for a fighter. His skin was a glowing pale, and his stance seemed to betray an attitude of confidence that bordered on mockery.
 
    
 
   "That's Orane," a man a window across shouted, pointing toward Eronde's team.
 
    
 
   "The one with the long hair?" Barst asked.
 
    
 
   The man shot Barst a surprised glance and nodded his assent "Aye, his blood is supposed to be a quarter elf. I saw him fight before. He made twenty Class-two warriors look like an insult."
 
    
 
   "A quarter elf?" Barst murmured to himself. The elves had become an extinct race about a hundred years ago. According to fable, elves had always been aloof so no one really knew much about them except rumors. It was said that the strongest human could not lift more than the weakest elf and that the elf's speed could only be matched with members of their own race. They were a race said to be born into magic, which gave them an aura of power. Their lifelines were rumored to last for human generations.
 
    
 
   Yet for all their advantages, the elves had one weakness. Their longevity made them unwilling to act. Slowly their race had died out as disasters and enemies took their land and lives while they refused to respond. No one really knew if the elves had actually died out, but none had been seen for decades so it had been the leading theory for their absence.
 
    
 
   There were supposed to be men who were part elf, but Barst had never seen one, and he had doubted their existence. If Orane was a quarter elf, he should have no problem dispatching all his opponents.
 
    
 
   The trumpets blared and the two teams charged at each other yelling war cries. Barst focused on Orane who sprinted ahead of his team with speed that had to be inhuman. His right arm, which carried his strange weapon, was stretched out behind him so that the end of the bottom blade scratched the dirt's surface. Right before colliding with the other team, he gracefully leapt into the air over the first ranks of the green tide and landed in front of the startled second row. The men started, which was their undoing as Orane sliced through them with his weapon at incredible speeds. The crowd roared their approval as they shot to their feet.
 
    
 
   As soon as Orane had dispatched everyone within his staff ’s range, he moved quickly to another group that he eliminated with equal swiftness. Orane's movement seemed rather feline, and Barst got the impression he glided rather than walked.
 
    
 
   Barst turned his attention to Throun. He was being attacked by three fighters, and had isolated himself from the rest of his team. His desperation could be seen even from the window, as he tried to hold his foes at bay with his spear. One of his antagonists slipped, and the big man lunged forward, skewering him with his spear. The other two men struck simultaneously and slashed at Throun’s chest. The man fell with a yell, and would have surely been finished if not for Orane, who seemed to come from nowhere. Orane swooped in and slashed the two men both in the back, and then took off before Throun had time to get up. Barst hit his hand against the windowsill in frustration; his team needed Eronde's team to die.
 
    
 
   Now the fight was almost over. A few of Moren's team banded together into what would become a last stand. Orane stood to the side and let the rest of his team rush in and overwhelm the small group with sheer numbers. Before any of Eronde's team started gloating, Barst turned away and went back the table where Frank was sitting.
 
    
 
   "Fight over that quickly?"
 
    
 
   Barst nodded, "Orane is going to be trouble."
 
    
 
   "Aye, I've seen him fight before." Frank ran a hand through his hair, obviously not focused on the conversation. "He has more talent than any fighter I've ever seen. In fact, now that I think of it, I believe he is owned by Lord Barkley."
 
    
 
   Barst nodded again, and then leaned his head forward on the table. It was going to be harder than he had previously thought. Orane would make sure of that. I wonder what he fights for. The thought kept him distracted for a few minutes.
 
    
 
   A low grumble in his stomach awakened Barst from his contemplations, and he pushed his chair away from the table. Frank was staring at his feet in thought, so Barst began to walk to the food counter alone.
 
    
 
   When he passed the board the workers had nailed up earlier, Barst stopped with surprise to see his name mounted at the top. Below it were other names of people from his team. After a moment he realized what it was. It was a scoreboard. Barst eyes flew to his name and, half cringing in fear at what he might see, he looked at the column marked “kills.”
 
    
 
   Fifteen.
 
    
 
   Barst felt like he had taken a blow. He stepped back and tried to get air into his lungs. His mind was reeling. He had slaughtered fifteen men. Men who may have had families. Men who may have been forced into the arena. Men who had hope and a purpose.
 
    
 
   He felt filthy with guilt. All he had said to Frank now left him. He had stolen fifteen men's right to live. He had never killed anywhere close to that number in the past. How much more of this could he take? Surely he would die of guilt and pain. What he had done would always be ingrained into his conscious.
 
    
 
   Barst forced himself into the lunch line, but it all seemed a haze. The thought of fifteen dead bodies haunted his thoughts. Food was handed to him, yet he didn’t even notice. He moved back to the table and started eating when the realization came to him. He was going to cry. He stood up and briskly walked to the lavatory, head hung low.
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   Meeting Her at Last
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Despite the well-done interior, the suiting room had begun to develop a stench. The fighters’ armor had lain in there for the day and had begun to release terrible fumes that filled the whole team's nostrils. Barst, ignoring the fetid stench, tightened his belt and began to tuck a few knifes in various places.
 
    
 
   He had regained his calm after losing it earlier. He had pounded on the walls of the small lavatory and wailed with pain and guilt. His tears had made a river down his cheek, taking shortcuts across his scars. His body throbbed from being thrown against the walls in shame.
 
    
 
   Barst had only wept once like that before, and that was after his parents’ death. He could still see the blood from his self-inflicted wounds seep through the snow. His body had ached for days.
 
    
 
   Barst shook those memories out of his mind and focused on the task ahead. He remembered his purpose and fixed it in his mind. He could feel determination fill him from the far corners of his body, and he began to steel himself for the last fight. His focus seemed to narrow his vision, and he ignored all others around him.
 
    
 
   A bugle went off, and Barst headed out toward the arena, a good five paces ahead of Rudy. When they stepped out into the arena, Barst resisted the urge to shield his eyes from the sudden sun, and instead searched for Orane.
 
    
 
   He was easy to spot. Standing away from the rest of the team, his weapon lodged in the dirt, he smiled smugly at Barst with an air of superiority. Barst's already boiling blood came to a steam, and he positioned himself directly facing Orane. The crowd roared their approval, but Barst flushed it out, focusing only on his enemy.
 
    
 
   Stealthily as he could, Barst unfastened the knife around his belt and held it concealed against his arm. With his other hand, Barst adjusted his sword on his back and readied for a sprint. He had already planned out the coming fight and knew exactly what had to be done.
 
    
 
   The trumpet went off, and Barst sprinted with all his might. Across from him, Orane had dislodged his weapon from the ground and was running at him with amazing speed and grace; the smug smile still on his lips. The similarity between Orane and Force struck Barst's thoughts suddenly, and served to steel his resolve all the more.
 
    
 
   Right before impact, Barst flipped his wrist and sent the deadly knife right towards Orane's chest. Time seemed to stop as the shimmering weapon flew through the air. Orane's expression transformed from brimming with confidence, to terror and surprise. He tried to dodge to the side but his momentum was driving him toward the knife. In a last act of desperation, Orane shoved his weapon at the knife, as his body fell to the ground. The knife ricocheted off the staff and logged itself in Orane's unguarded shoulder.
 
    
 
   A scream of pain escaped Orane’s lips, but Barst was already on top of him. Barst kicked at Orane's weapon while driving his now unstrapped sword toward the man's chest. Orane managed to deflect his deathblow only to have it drive into his uninjured shoulder. He screamed louder and Barst yanked his weapon out and prepared a finishing blow. It never came though. Right before Barst drove the sword down, a body smashed into him, sending him reeling to the ground.
 
    
 
   The world spun around him, and Barst tried to gain his feet. The yells of the victors and the screams of the dying were mingled with the clashing of steel and bodies. Barst finally shook out the cobwebs in his head, to see a bloody Orane racing toward him with none of his former grace. Barst pulled out his last two knives and prepared to throw them. As he raised his arms to release the deadly barrage, a body flew in and Barst saw a glint of steel as Orane's legs were cut out from under him.
 
    Barst stood stunned as Frank, stood over the elven man, and, after a brief pause, thrust both his rapiers into Orane's twitching body. Frank turned towards the frozen Barst, gave him a solid nod of the head, and then sprinted to find another opponent.
 
    
 
   Barst awoke from his stupor and scanned the ground for his weapon. He spot-ted it a few feet away, laying in the dust next to a body clad in blue. Barst stumbled at the unexpected resilience from his muscles as he began to force his battered body toward the sword.
 
    
 
   After retrieving the sword, Barst took in the battlefield. Bodies were everywhere. Only a small number of fighters were still alive, and they were hacking at each other at the center of the arena. Barst spotted Throun in the midst of them, and began to head his way as fast as his bruised legs would allow. Thourn was fighting a sword man who had managed to get in close, and was hacking away at the bigger man. Throun was stepping back, when he quickly extended his leg, tripping the sword man as he stepped forward. Stabbing his spear into the man's chest, Throun quickly ended the man's life and scanned the battle field, his face flushed with a perverse pride.
 
    
 
   Barst saw Throun's eyes lock onto his own, and Barst added another limp to his step. A malicious smile spread across Throun's face as he saw easy prey, and he began to swagger up to Barst, taking occasional glances to the sides. Barst tried to suppress his smile as Throun drew closer, and he tightened his grip on his sword.
 
    
 
   "AAAAAA!"
 
    
 
   A blur collided with Throun and knocked him to the ground. It took Barst a little time to register that it was Frank again, kneeling on top of the big man, and Barst tried to quicken his pace, the fake limp now gone. Throun growled, and his over-sized hand locked around Frank's throat. Frank slashed into Throun's chest with his sword, but it only seemed to anger the monster. Throun threw a punch into Frank's stomach, and Frank yelled in pain.
 
    
 
   Barst watched helplessly as Frank crumpled, and Throun stood up and threw the smaller man into the dirt. Frank tried to roll to the side, but even he wasn't fast enough to avoid the spear that pinned his chest to the ground. Barst roared with anger and his vision began to fog as Throun twisted his spear around in Frank's dying body, fury turning the giant's complexion to purple. Thourn glanced up at Barst and proceeded to place his foot on Frank's chest to yank out the spear.
 
    
 
   Throun twisted the spear out of the corpse, and turned toward Barst, causing gore to fling off his spear. He gave a cocky smile, and then powerfully threw the spear at Barst. Barst tried to dodge, but his legs failed him and his body was seared with pain as the spear penetrated his midsection.
 
    
 
   Pain lanced through his body, yet Barst refused to fall. Blood poured out of his open wound and turned the dirt beneath him into mud. Through his blurred vision, he saw a confident Throun swaggering towards him. With a last effort, Barst removed a hand from the spear sticking out of him and gripped a knife in his belt. His body screamed as he stood up to his fullest, drew his knife, and flung it into Throun's throat. He had the satisfaction of seeing his foe collapse before the pain drew him to the ground as well.
 
    
 
   His eyes fastened to the sky, Barst realized for the first time that day, how beau`tiful the heavens were. A few white clouds slowly drifted through a light blue sea that didn't seemed bothered by the events below. A cool tranquility overtook Barst, and he heard nothing but silence. He felt his breathing slow, and the pain leave him. He closed his eyes and thought of Her.
 
    
 
   She was laughing, and not any laugh, but the laugh that filled her eyes and seemed to warm the very air. He whispered her name.
 
    
 
   “Serene.”
 
    
 
   Her beautiful name rolled of his tongue like the sweetest of wines, and caused his heart to leap. A smile formed on Barst's face, and he reached out to touch her. She grinned back at him and reached out with her delicate hand. Right before their hands met, blackness overtook his vision and his breathing stopped forever. 
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   A Market
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The dusty market square was unusually empty. It was a few days after Haddix, and some decorations still littered the ground. A few merchants were desperately trying to sell their last festive items that they had been unable to sell during the holiday, for bargain prices. For the most part though, the square was bare of everything.
 
    
 
   A lone rider rode into the square and hammered a single parchment onto the bulletin board in the center of the square. He rode off without addressing anyone, and a few people threw disdainful glances at the large, purple "L" stitched in the center of his uniform.
 
    
 
   As the day progressed, the trickle of humanity became a brook and finally, a river. People would occasionally stop at the bulletin board, some with mild interest, others with energy. Of the later, most would leave without their excitement and with a new frown upon their faces.
 
    
 
   As the light began to dim, a thin, pale woman with a slight limp entered the square and began to make her way to the bulletin board. After reaching her destination, she began to run her finger over the parchment wildly, her eyes tearing through the words with desperation. Then suddenly, she froze. Her finger pointing at one line and her mouth half-agape. A quite sob escaped her lips, and a lone tear made its way down her face. She withdrew her pointing finger and curled her hands into balls. She turned, and began to make her way to the other side of the crowd, her limp now more pronounced.
 
    While she was leaving, a man on the opposite side of the square was looking at some goods with mild interest. He looked up and lazily scanned the crowd. His eyes lit up with recognition as they locked upon the woman.
 
    
 
   "Serene!" He yelled, waving his hands to get her attention.
 
    
 
   Serene seemed to cringe away from the voice and kept walking. The man began to jog toward her, but the crowd was too thick. He went only a few feet before her slight frame was swallowed up by the mass of humanity.
 
    
 
   A look of puzzlement on his face, he walked out of the crowd and took a seat against the bulletin board, his face wrinkled with bafflement. After a few minutes had passed, he visibly shrugged it off and stood to his feet. He brushed himself off, and his wandering eyes caught on to the piece of parchment on the bulletin board. His eyes become slits of concentration and he read quietly to himself.
 
    
 
   "Lord Barkley’s Haddix Tournament’s Dead," he muttered.
 
    
 
   He casually scanned the list beneath the title and, after not recognizing anyone, turned and began to stroll away, a slight whistle coming from his lips.
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   A Light
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The white crack of light never wavered. It remained still, completely motionless against the oppressive darkness that loomed around it. Even so, the light failed to illuminate even a single inch of the black room.
 
    
 
   His eyes never left that light. Its image would float before him every time he closed his eyes. Upon first awaking, he had tried to glance around the room. When he did though, the bleakness of the domineering shadows pierced his heart, and his eyes once again searched violently for the sliver of light—heart pounding at the very thought of its demise.
 
    
 
   Then it changed. He wrenched with all his strength against the chains that held him to the wall as the light halved in length. A bellow sounded from deep inside his chest, and panic began to worm its way to the surface of his countenance.
 
    
 
   Then the most beautiful thing he had ever witnessed happened. The light, which had before been so diminutive, suddenly exploded in size, and cascaded into the room. He closed his eyes against this onslaught, and his heart beat faster with happiness and anticipation.
 
    
 
   Then it stopped. The door closed, and he was left with the same sliver of light. But something was different this time. Someone else was in the room.
 
    
 
   “Who’s there?” His own voice sounded foreign to him, more gravely.
 
    
 
   “Do you remember?” A silky voice answered back.
 
    
 
   “Remember what?”
 
    
 
   “If you remembered you would know.”
 
    
 
                                He thought hard, trying to recall even the slightest thing, “I don’t remember anything. Just here.”
 
    
 
    
 
   “And where is here?” The voice asked.
 
    
 
   He shrugged, “I haven’t the slightest.”
 
    
 
   “Good,” The voice purred.
 
    
 
   The rustling of clothing and he quickly realized the voice was going to leave.
 
    
 
   “Wait!” He shouted hoarsely, “Who am I?”
 
    
 
   The rustling stopped and the voice answered, “Good question. Lets just call you Barst.”
 
    
 
   With that, the door briefly opened flooding Barst with light. The door slammed shut, and Barst was left to himself, starring at the thin sliver of light that penetrated the gloom, his mind already forgetting the conversation that had just happened.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Will be continued in the sequel The Smith
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