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For Ashlynn and Rylen

 

The world awaits your greatness.

 

Follow your dreams. Become unstoppable.



 

 

 

 

 

BLOOD OF VENGEANCE

 

A Battleborn Mage Novel

 

 


 

 

In the gladiator’s arena of blood and death, magic cuts deeper than steel.

 


 

Stolen from the streets and condemned to battle as a gladiator, Killien survives by deceit and subterfuge. He must play the role of “Killer,” the prince’s savage, bloodthirsty champion.

 

Undefeated in battle, Killien wields a secret advantage: the magic enhancing his weapons and fueling his attacks. The cost of losing carries a price worse than death.

 

A wager between his vindictive master and a conspiring rival pits Killien in a fight to the death against a mysterious warrior —one he has no hope of defeating.
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1. The Beast of Vendragon

 

Screams and cheers beyond the musty stone walls echoed in the dimly lit corridor. Killien shifted his shoulders, mentally preparing himself for whatever man or beast Prince Burne had procured for the last match. Blood from the earlier fights speckled his arms, face, and his armor—vambraces, a lone pauldron, and a spiked great helm that covered his face. The few slashes across his bare chest hardly itched, but the sword wound in his back throbbed despite the icy numbness of adrenaline coursing through his blood.

Four heavily armed guards stood at his sides. Ulric, the lead guard, held Killien’s shield and bladed spear. Still, the guards remained vigilant.

The iron collar that negated Killien’s magic had been removed, and in its place he wore a bone necklace the prince used to further brand the twenty-year-old gladiator’s title of Killer. Rumors had spread that Killien had crafted the necklace in the darkness of his cell, carving the adornments from the bones of the decomposing corpses stacked along the wall.

Outside the darkened tunnel, Prince Burne was addressing the crowds that filled the arena, his words already beginning to slur from the drink.

Cheers rose up and the crowd began to chant the accursed epithet the prince had given him. Killer! Killer! Killer!

The title was a dagger every time Killien heard it, and it wounded him in a way only the prince and he fully understood. A taunt about his past, and the crime he’d committed that had sent him spiraling down a dark path lined with corpses.

A low growl rumbled in his throat as he shifted his gaze to the four armed guards. Ramy, a young guard with long dark hair, held Killien’s iron collar, ready to snap it on him at the first sign of trouble. As vicious as Killien was in the arena, he’d never given the guards a reason to believe he’d turn on them. One threat to his family was all it had taken to blow the winds from his sails and force him to swallow the cutting anger that churned deep within him.

“Last fight,” Ulric said, flashing a menacing grin as he handed Killien the bloodied shield and bladed spear. Thick stubble covered the guard’s chin, and in the confines of the dank tunnel, his rancid body odor was almost suffocating, a stench so noxious that it clung to his barrel-chest like a swarm of locusts.

Killien nodded as he took the weapons. He’d barely had enough time to catch his breath during the short intermission to allow the prince’s servants to refill wine and bring out more platters of food for his esteemed guests. All he’d been given was a small, cracked cup of water to prepare him for the final event.

The crowd roared in anticipation for what Killien could only assume would be the worst round yet.

Images of the men or beasts that hid behind the opposite gate filled his mind, but as quickly as they came, he shut them down. It didn’t do to dwell on what kind of surprise Burne held in store. Killien would find out soon enough. Wordlessly, he followed the burly guard down the stone corridor, gritting his teeth against the growing chants that echoed off the stone.

Ulric pushed open the iron gate. Killien stepped out into the light. A wave of heat washed over him, and he blinked away the harsh rays of the afternoon sun to await his introduction.

Blaring horns reverberated off the stone arches that encircled the columns of the colossal amphitheater. “Citizens of Vamort!” Prince Burne called out, his flabby jowls flapping beside his ridiculously twisted moustache. He was almost as fat as he was tall, and red-faced from wine, but his deep voice commanded the riotous crowd to silence. Killien glanced to his right toward the balcony of the royal box three stories up and noted the absence of the prince’s twin brother, King Rolden, who routinely avoided such spectacles. “And those who have traveled all across Vendragon to be here on this glorious day. In the name of my forefathers, I present to you the grand finale of today’s games! Behold, Killer, the Beast of Vendragon!”

Thousands of men, women, and children jumped to their feet, cheering and shaking their fists, entertained by the blood of slaves and the violent deaths of criminals—or often innocent men. Deep-seated anger churned in the pit of Killien’s stomach and fueled the animalistic role he was forced to play. He swept his gaze over the crowd as a growl tore from his throat.

The crowd answered his growl with a deafening roar. He bared his teeth in a feral snarl.

What he wouldn’t give to rip out the prince’s entrails.

He walked the crimson-stained sands around the circular ring and looked past the twenty-foot stone walls that surrounded him and raised his bloody hands to crowd. They responded with thundering cheers and fists pumping in the air.

The roars quieted to a hush as Burne raised his goblet to the cheering spectators. “Who dares to challenge my undefeated champion?”

All eyes fixed on the wrought-iron gate opposite from the one Killien had emerged from.

The gate screeched open and seven spindly goblins burst from the tunnels shrieking and shaking their fists. Ripples of sagging green skin hung from their squat faces and rotund bellies. A few wore a patchwork of armor, daggers, short swords, and held crude serrated weapons of their own making, while others were garbed in little more than loincloths.

Laughter rippled through the stands, and a few spectators hurled insults at the little sprites. Just about every noble in Vendragon had at least a handful of goblin slaves on staff—both for the prestige and for what they could design. It was this very quality that made them dangerous, yet the nobles were too busy parading and competing with the other nobles’ inventions that they failed to think of what else the crafty little bastards were planning.

Killien snorted. This was it? This was the main event?

Being pitted against seven tiny goblins, whose bones he could break with the heel of his boot, was laughable. Such a match was a fit opener for one of the newly sworn gladiators, not for a grand finale against the champion of the realm.

There had to be a challenge he was not seeing—a new weapon perhaps. Killien’s gaze swept the various blades the goblins bore, looking for something he may have missed. One of them had to be wielding a weapon worth showcasing.

Goblin-made weapons were heavily sought after. No two were alike, and each blade contained foul and extraordinarily lethal trickery.

Prince Burne sipped his wine, then continued. “These seven goblins have requested a chance to win their freedom—a gift rarely bestowed after what happened in the Goblin Wars. However, I am humbled by their courage and determination to prove their worth. I stand before you and give you my word that if these seven brave goblin slaves manage to best Killer, I will grant them their freedom!” Burne’s grin broadened, and a hint of madness gleamed in his glassy eyes. “If they fail, their blood will paint the sands and their corpses dragged to Killer’s cell so he may feast upon their flesh!”

The chant rose up again. “Killer! Killer! Killer!” The grating title inflamed the raw magic swirling in him.

Burne grinned widely. “Begin!”

The goblins charged Killien and the crowd screamed and cheered.

The seven goblins formed a circle around Killien, shrieking and spitting curses at him. One of the armored ones with colored feathers in his mangy hair lunged at him from the right.

Killien braced his shield with his shoulder and slammed the imp backwards sprawling onto the dirt. 

Two goblins attacked from his left. Killien swung his shield around and smashed the grimy-faced one in the side of the head with a sickening crack. The second attacker, a scarred creature in a loincloth, took a swipe at Killien’s arm with his serrated dagger. Killien spun out of the way, and drove his boot into the goblin’s chest with a back kick. The goblin screeched and Killien stifled the sound with a spear lunge into its eye. Blood spurted from the eye socket and the imp crumbled to the dirt to the deafening roar of the crowd.

Goblins mad with rage and fear shrieked and cursed when the speared goblin slumped to the ground. The armored imp with the feathers in his hair rose to his feet and stumbled a few steps before adding a mournful cry to the piercing chorus.

The five goblins circled him warily. They were fighting for their freedom just as much as Killien was.

Killien caught the eye of Prince Burne and saw his finger trace a line across his many chins. He could almost hear the prince’s dark voice. The crowds scream for blood. You will not leave them wanting.

Killien ducked low and swept his foot under the nearest goblin. As the creature lost its footing, he carved an arc across the goblin’s bulging belly. Bloody entrails dropped to the ground like glistening coils of rope, sending the other goblins into a rage.

Their bloodshot eyes narrowed as they charged.

Good! Let’s get this over with! Killien snarled, then spun, his shield clipping a goblin off the side of his head. He swung his arm downward, the bladed spear slicing a line across the sagging folds of another goblin’s back. With the spear held out to his side, he rolled across the bloody dirt to give himself more room and crouched into a defensive posture. Two goblins launched an attack at his crouched form.

Magical energies surging with adrenaline pressed in on him, begging to be unleashed. He released a breath and suppressed the flood, knowing all too well what would happen to his parents and his younger brother and sister if he openly used magic in the arena. A few subtle spells to reinforce his spear thrusts was one thing, but all hell would break loose if the nobility discovered Prince Burne was using a mage in the arena and cheating them out of their money.

A shrill cry tore his attention to the right. The goblin, whose eye was already purpling from where Killien had clipped the shield against the creature’s face, thrust his short sword toward Killien’s exposed midsection.

Killien kicked the goblin in the gut, its sword went flying, and it hurtled backward onto the dirt again. Exhaling, Killien whirled to face the new threat coming from his other side. One second a bearded goblin was soaring in the air, curved daggers poised to strike—and the next he was impaled on the head of Killien’s spear, its blade opening a gaping hole in his throat and spraying warm blood on Killien’s chest and thighs.

The two remaining goblins attacked with renewed vigor.

In the midst of the chaos, Killien barely heard Prince Burne’s shout, “Release the beasts!”

The screeching of metal filled in the arena. The goblins pulled back, their eyes wide with horror.

“He tricked us!” the one with the black eye shrieked.

Two half-starved, half-mad white tigers appeared out of the shadows of the tunnel, tethered to long, heavy chains, their teeth bared. Scattered patches of missing fur and red, swollen tissue oozing with pus marked their once sleek coats. One already had an ear torn off. The other had a scar across its snout that could have only come from an axe.

Killien’s mouth went dry. Each cat must have weighed over six hundred pounds. The guards could barely hold on to the chains that bound them. What was the prince trying to pull? There was no way Killien could fight them all ... and without magic. Was he being punished, or had Burne tired of taunting and tormenting his play toy?

Killien exchanged glances with the wide-eyed goblins.

The sand had darkened beneath the trembling knees of the armored imp. “They’re going to kill us all!”

“He’s trying to get rid of us, that slimy bastard!” Black Eye hissed, shooting glances up at the stands, where the prince sat comfortably in his cushioned seat, grinning at the havoc below.

“Not if we fight together,” Killien said.

The armored goblin’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Be silent! You lie as well as your master!”

“None of us can fight them alone,” Killien said. Was Burne too stupid to see that? Were the gladiator battles not collecting as much coin as they used to? He shook his mind of the thought.

“What are you suggesting?” Black Eye sneered.

Killien bent and picked up one of the dead goblins’ swords from the bloody dirt. “We do the one thing he doesn’t expect. We work together.”

“Ha! You’ll stab us in the back the first chance you get,” Black Eye spat.

Killien rolled his eyes. “You’re only saying that because that’s what you would do. Now shut up, stop pissing your damned selves, and listen. We call a truce.”

The white tigers twisted their heads and snarled. Saliva dripped from their powerful jaws. Even from this distance, Killien could see the muscles shifting beneath their battered, bedraggled coats as they fought against the chains that bound them.

Prince Burne raised his arms and prepared to address the crowd. “Ladies! Gentlemen! Esteemed guests! And all you others that came to drink wine at my expense.” Light-hearted laughter trickled through the many-tiered crowd in the grandstands. “It is my great honor to bring these magnificent creatures to you—white Acidian tigers from the elven lands. Powerful, ferocious beasts to match against Killer! I had to search all across the realms to find these magnificent creatures, only the best for—”

A loud, metallic crack interrupted the prince’s speech. Both chains securing the white tigers had snapped. An audible gasp rippled through the crowd. The felines’ yellow eyes, filled with manic hunger, fixed on Killien and the goblins. The cats sprang forward, the tarnished chains dragging in the blood-encrusted sand behind them, rolling up clouds of dust.

“Truce! Truce!” Black Eye shrieked.

The one-eared tiger chased after the spindly goblins, who had scattered and sprinted to the other end of the arena. The second tiger with the scarred snout, bounded for Killien.

He frowned. So much for fighting together.

Killien reinforced his shield with magic and braced himself for the impact. The cat slammed against the spelled shield and the momentum bowled him over. Sand flew in his eyes, but he rolled to his feet, spear poised to strike, and blinked away the tears.

The piercing cries of thousands of men and women in the stands made his ears ring. He thrust his spear at the scarred cat, but it leapt out of the way, and he merely sliced the steaming air between them. While the armored imp screamed from the other end of the arena, Black Eye darted in and under the tiger’s legs, poking and slashing with his dagger and squealing like a pig at a trough. The cat leapt away, slashing at him with its massive claws.

Black Eye screamed and skirted out of the way. Killien spun and swung his spear as the tiger pounced, grazing the beast’s side before the cat landed several feet away and whirled around. A snarl rumbled from the white tiger’s throat, its head low and its ears pulled back.

The cat bounded for Killien. The monstrous blurred form of the one-eared tiger vaulting over him blocked his view of the scarred tiger, and he dove out of the way. The beast skidded in the dirt behind him, sending up clouds of dust.

The two goblins grabbed the heavy chain still attached to the scarred tiger’s muscular neck, but the beast whirled, hurling Black Eye into the air. The armored goblin clung to the chain. His bulging eyes grew impossibly wide as the cat leapt at him. The goblin hissed a string of curses, but the beast’s powerful jaws clamped down on him. Bone crunched and blue-black blood stained the feline’s fur. Then, the starved, tortured cat dragged the corpse aside and ravenously began to feed on the armored imp.

Side by side, Killien fought alongside Black Eye.

The one-eared tiger bounded at them. Killien thrust his spear at the cat’s throat. A crackle of blue energy, barely perceptible, sparked and faded as the blade punctured the beast’s hide. The cat crumbled to the dirt, howling and spitting.

The crowd roared.

Sweat poured down Killien’s brow; his labored breaths echoed in his ears. A pool of blood spread under the wounded cat. It twitched and lolled its tongue. Black Eye leapt on the felled creature and plunged his short sword into its ribcage with a triumphant roar.

When he withdrew his weapon, blood poured from the blade. He hooted and jumped up and down excitedly. “Killed the beast! Did you see that? Stole its last breath!” Black Eye kicked the carcass. “That’s what you get for killing my friend, you stupid, vile beast!” He turned his gaze to the balcony, where the prince lounged his swollen feet upon his living stool. “Next I’ll sever Fatty’s fingers and shove them down his throat!”

Following his cries, the beast looked up, its maw dripping with blood and strips of flesh. Killien’s grip tightened on the shaft of his spear as the tiger growled low and long.

Black Eye jumped back and dropped his sword on the sand. “I lied! I lied! Oh, please don’t kill me. Goblin flesh is stringy.”

“Let’s finish off this one first, shall we?” Killien said, stepping between goblin and beast. He sneered up at the prince half in his cups.

With a piercing roar, the scarred tiger leapt from the gory remains of the goblin it had been eating and onto Killien’s spell-charged shield, knocking him onto his back with a bone-jarring thud. His breath whooshed out of him and stars dotted his vision. The reinforced shield was the only thing that prevented the massive cat from crushing him. Goblin blood dripped onto his face, and the beast’s acrid breath stung his nostrils. Killien grunted, his muscles straining as he tried to heave the cat off, while dodging the razor-sharp claws that swiped at him. Pushing more magic into his shield, he gave one final push and thrust off the cat.

He rolled across the bloody sand, away from the tiger, and turned to face it, panting and weak.

To his surprise, Black Eye jumped in front of him, and plunged his sword into the side of the beast’s jaw. The tiger’s fangs grazed Killien’s arm, tearing a piece of flesh from it, but the force of the goblin’s thrust drove the beast’s head a hair’s breadth aside.

The shaft of Killien’s spear was slick with blood. He gritted his teeth against the fiery pain of a dozen lacerations and nodded his thanks to the goblin.

Black Eye glared at him. “Stop your blubbering. Thank me by keeping me alive.”

Killien smiled at the little imp. He clambered from the dirt into a low crouch and held his bloody spear pointed at the tiger’s sharp fangs. They circled. Killien gripped his spear in both hands and whispered a spell to strengthen it. He stared into the cat’s eyes, wondering if it would make the first move. 

The beast leapt and clutched Killien’s spear in its bloody teeth. Killien hoisted the spear over his head and flung the cat behind him. It landed on its back in the dirt. He turned to see it twist and jump back onto all fours.

Killien felt his energy draining. Sweat streamed down his brow. He had already fought three times this afternoon. His legs trembled. He panted and sweated and bent over to rest the spear across his thighs.

Man, beast, and goblin circled each other. This time, Killien made the first move. He thrust his spear at the cat’s eye, but it leapt away. He stepped forward and thrust again, but the beast twisted its head to the side and the spear blade barely grazed its ear. It growled, scratched the sand with its claws, and crouched into strike position. Killien crouched low, too, readying himself for the attack. The beast sprung at him. Killien drove the spear blade upward deep into the cat’s abdomen, let the spear go, and dove out of the way. The cat landed on its side, the spear shaft still protruding from a gushing wound in its midsection.

Killien scrambled to his feet and ran to the prone beast. He grabbed the spear shaft and ripped the blade across the cat’s guts. Its slick, bloody entrails spilled out onto the sand.

Black Eye pointed at Prince Burne. “Take that, you lying sack of dung!” The rest of the goblin’s insults were drowned out by the roar of the crowd.

The crowd stood shoulder-to-shoulder chanting, “Killer! Killer! Killer!”

Killien stared up at Burne. A cruel smile lifted the prince’s plump drink-reddened cheeks. He pointed at Black Eye still jumping for joy, and traced a line across his throat.

Killien’s heart fell.

A few spectators must have noticed the silent exchange; another chant rose up. “Kill! Kill! Kill!”

Black Eye stopped jumping and cussing, and turned his wide, bloodshot eyes to Killien. “We had a deal! We had a deal!”

Killien tried to gauge Burne’s expression. The prince had his arms folded across his protruding belly and was waiting expectantly.

He’s the reason I still have my arm, Killien wanted to shout up at the drunken fool of a prince. He’s the reason my fights will continue to feed your belly.

Tears streamed down the goblin’s swollen cheek. “No! No, you can’t! You said we’d work together!”

Killien glanced toward the gate where the other gladiators pressed up against the iron bars, staring at him with open hatred in their eyes. He tightened the grip on the shaft of his spear and tried to block out all emotion. “I am sorry,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. He could not meet the snivelling goblin’s gaze.

“No! No! No!” Black Eye turned to the balcony, tears streaming down his cheeks, and he shook his fist. “Don’t make him do this, you fat son of a—”

Killien thrust his spear blade into the crying goblin’s chest.

 

***

Red tinged Killien’s vision. His breath echoed in his ears. All he could think of was murdering the prince. His blood-speckled hands balled into fists as the gate opened. Ulric and three other armored guards barred his way.

“Drop your weapon,” Ulric ordered.

Killien was barely aware of the gate closing behind him. The humid air clung to him, pressing in on him. He was trapped, no better than an animal. His well of elemental energy was on fire, and exhausted as he was from the fight, he was in no mood to face the guards.

“I said, drop your weapon.”

Killien looked at the armed guard, his eyes barely focused.

“Look out, boys,” Ulric warned, his lightning stick poised to strike. “He’s full of piss and fire right now.” Rickshaw, a guard at least twenty years Killien’s senior, fell in beside Ulric, sword raised. “Shnak,” Ulric snapped, “get the collar on him before he does something stupid.”

The goblin stood by idly, his wide eyes bulged from his scrunched face as if the iron collar around his neck was fastened too tight. He had spindly arms and legs, but a large belly that rippled with folds.

“Drop ... your ... weapon,” Ulric said slowly.

Killien felt the walls closing in around him. He had to get out. He shifted his gaze to the four heavily armed guards that had taunted and beaten him. Guards who served the cruel prince that had enslaved him.

Kill them. Kill them all, a dark voice in Killien’s mind whispered.

“Don’t even—” Ulric’s words were cut short as Killien hurled a ball of flame at the barrel-chested guard. Ulric dodged and rolled and the fire snuffed on the stone behind him. “Put him down! Put him down!” the guard shouted.

Ramy, the younger guard with the ponytail, came at Killien from the side and his rough hands grabbed for Killien’s wrists. Killien drove his elbow into the guard’s nose and heard a distinctive snap of bone. Rickshaw slammed his cudgel into Killien’s side. Killien snarled and used his shield to shove the middle-aged guard against the wall.

The four guards came at him in a mass of flailing arms, cudgels, and lightning sticks.

A cudgel struck Killien’s blood-crusted arm where the tiger had raked its teeth. He slammed his fist into Ulric’s jaw. His knuckles throbbed in pain, but the blood and teeth he knocked from the guard’s mouth made everything worth it.

A lightning stick struck his side, and an electric current seized his muscles. His vision blurred, and nausea roiled in his stomach at the explosion of pain, but he fought through it even as fists and cudgels continued to rain down on him.

Another jolt of electric energy struck him in the middle of his back. His mouth opened in a silent scream at the searing pain radiating through him. His back arched, and he dropped to the ground.

Killien panted heavily, his vision fading in and out as his face pressed against the gritty stone, his fingers twitching.

Ulric stood over him, lightning stick in hand. Blood dripped from the corner of his mouth. He stumbled a step and spat. “Do you really want to do this?” He wiped the blood from his mouth with his gauntleted fist. “You know what the prince will do to your mother. You’re bloody lucky it hasn’t happened already!” The lightning stick was shaking in his hand as he fought to catch his breath. “So, I want you to ask yourself, is ... it ... worth it?”

The pain began to recede and Killien closed his eyes.

“I didn’t think so.”

The fires burning in his well of energy snuffed out. He had to remain strong for his family ... endure a little more before he could return to them. No one would hurt them.

The goblin slave attached the iron collar to Killien’s neck, and immediately Killien’s well of energy went dark, his magic out of reach.

Ramy, the younger guard whose nose Killien had broken, stepped forward, eyes blazing. Trails of blood ran down his chin and onto his armor. He pointed an accusatory finger at Killien. “You’re going to regret that.”

The last thing Killien saw was the cudgel coming down on him. Then the corridor went dark.
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2. Caltrop

 

Prince Burne’s vision spun as he lowered his swollen feet from his living footstool and shifted himself in his high-backed chair. The movement only served to cause his vision to double. Gripping the ornately carved arm of his chair, he tried to steady himself and blink his eyes into focus. “This damn heat.”

Hearst, his prim royal sorcerer, sat in the seat to his right, hands clasped upon his lap. Somehow, he seemed unbothered by the heat and even draped in his long, ornate robes he didn’t have a bead of sweat dotting his brow. The sorcerer made no response. Hearst might as well have been a statue for all the conversation he provided.

The busty blond fanning him with a palm leaf took the hint, but little good it did Burne. He wrenched the fan from her and nearly fell off the edge of his seat as he hurled it back at her.

She stumbled into the stone pillar behind her, her glassy eyes wide with fear.

Burne scoffed at the display. “I need more wine! And more fans! This girl is worthless.” He curled his lip up into a sneer as he eyed her up and down. “Is there any meat on those bones or did everything go to your tits?”

Clutching the palm to her chest, the woman’s lip quivered and her gaze dropped as if she was a wounded dog. Several young women bearing palms hurried into her place at his side.

“It seems your women only serve one purpose,” the prince heard the familiar voice from behind him.

The voice grated on the prince’s nerves. He would have rather stuck a jellyfish down his pants than turn around and meet the gaze of the pompous Lord Caltruff, but there were too many eyes watching. He finished the rest of his wine, using the moment of pause to calm his rattled nerves. The last match had shredded what remained of his patience, and there was no room left in his reservoir for this self-important pig. Etiquette required otherwise, however; so, with his goblet dry, he schooled his features into neutrality before turning to face the noble. “To what do I owe the distinct displeasure of your company, Lord Caltrop?”

“Caltruff,” the hawk-nosed lord corrected with a huff. His eyes—too small for his pinched face—narrowed, and his caterpillar eyebrows furrowed.

“That’s what I said.” Burne laughed, “though I may have slurred my words. It appears I’ve had too much wine.” Too much, and yet still not enough to deal with this slimy bastard. “Your champion put on a mighty good show. He fought well.” He lifted the goblet to his lips—“though not well enough”—and he realized it was empty. Where’s my godsdamned wine?

Caltruff’s expression darkened. “That’s because your Killer cheated.” He stepped around the high chair to be seen by the prince.

Burne would have choked on the wine if he’d had any left. “That’s preposterous!” He glanced around the seating area. Already a few nosy nobles were looking his way.

“Then how do you explain his easy victory over the renowned champion of Pishen Rock?”

Burne laughed. “If that is the best Pishen Rock has to offer, you’d better start looking elsewhere for new recruits.” When Caltruff’s expression remained unchanged, Burne leaned forward, fighting the wave of vertigo that struck him with the movement, and glared at the lord. “How dare you eat my food and drink my wine, and then accuse me of such a dishonor! For three years, Killer has been undefeated. You think because your overgrown weakling of a champion failed to bring him down it is proof of duplicity?” He threw up his hands. “By the gods, your champion was outfitted in twice as much armor as Killer was.”

“Which is my point,” Caltruff replied, though with far less gusto. He, too, had begun to notice the accusatory glances his outburst had attracted. The looks did not favor him. Caltruff slumped his shoulders, and tucked his tail between his legs.

“Did you see the Acidian tiger’s fangs rake across Killer’s arm? Did you see the blood spilling into the sands? He is no immortal, and nor is he some fake champion that merely looks the part. He bleeds just like the rest of them and fights as if the god of death himself sits on his shoulder.” Burne slammed his empty goblet on the arm of the chair. “Where is my wine?” The cup slipped from his grasp and fell to the ground. A tiny squeal burst from his stool’s lips as it struck her finger. Her back curled and leveled out quickly, but he’d had enough. He grunted and lowered his boots to the floor. This time, the woman moved quickly enough to avoid having her fingers crunched.

Burne stood, stumbling a step as he tried to get around his now kneeling footstool, then jabbed a finger into the noble’s chest. “Killer has one of the most rigorous training regimens I’ve ever seen. Have you seen the scars across his back? Not every wound was earned in the arena. He is more beast than man, and at times needs to be whipped into submission. When I first bought him, he killed ten of my men and seven of my other recruits. And he didn’t just off them with a quick stab to the heart. Oh no. It was a godsdamned bloodbath. That maniac severed a few heads and limbs, then ripped out their entrails. One of the guards that survived the slaughter can never again lie with a woman because of the viciousness of the attack.” The lie grew bigger every time he told it, but the core of the truth remained the same. He’d lost many men because of that son of a bitch.  “That is what makes him the best.”

 The prince stared down at the noble lord with powerful intent. Heat rose to his cheeks and sweat trickled down his back, yet he did not back down. No one accused him of cheating—in front of a crowd, no less—and got away with it.

Caltruff glowered a moment longer, silently working his jaw, but he’d drawn a lot of attention to himself without evidence to back his claim. There was nowhere to go with his argument, and Burne could tell he knew it. A low growl rumbled in his throat. “I don’t believe you. No man, and especially not one as young as Killer, can fight like that.”

“Yet, you saw it.” Burne turned to the visiting nobles watching him and raised his arms. “It was a glorious fight, wasn’t it, my friends?” The drunken men and women cheered their approval. A servant handed him his goblet and the prince turned back to Caltruff. “And if, by chance, you missed any of it, I implore you to ease off on the Vendragon wine. Perhaps it is more potent than the swill Pishen Rock has to offer.”

“Potent?” Caltruff barked a laugh. “I’ve pissed a more potent vintage.”

Burne’s chest tightened at the insult, but he smiled through his teeth for the gathered throng. “If you’re pissing in your own wine, it’s no wonder your men are as daft as oxen and your women have more hair on their face than on their heads.”

A round of laughter followed this remark. Caltruff’s nostrils flared; the veins in his neck pulsed. The prince’s grin grew wider still, and the laughter encouraged him to continue. “Fear not. I won’t reveal your secret ingredient. Who knows? If you continue this practice, maybe you might be able to save enough coin to purchase some real warriors.”

The laughter rose, and again Burne raised the cup to his lips. Bloody hell. “Speaking of wine, it appears my goblet is empty.” The prince dropped his gaze to the lord’s trousers and took a step back, waving a hand at him. “Before you ask, that’s not an invitation.” The drunken women tittered at the remark. The noble’s face turned a darker shade of red, which the prince used as his cue to bow out. “Is anyone else’s goblet empty?”

The glassy-eyed nobles cheered, even though one old aristocrat was already lying on the floor between the benches and snoring loudly.

“I thought they might be!” Burne laughed, and turned to the golden-skinned whores that slipped in and out of the stands. “Ladies, more wine for my friends!” The grand finale was over, and he wanted nothing more than to be rid of the teat-sucking scum, but he had to divert the attention away from Caltruff’s accusations.

A deeper frown furrowed Caltruff’s lined face and his caterpillar brows drew together to mate. “I’m watching you.”

“I would hope so. One should not eat or drink at such a grand occasion with his eyes closed. And now I know to watch the wine barrels from Pishen Rock. Although, if something comes of this, I won’t know whether to ask for half your profits or deny all attachments!”

Another fit of laughter rolled through the drunken nobles. They were so deep into their cups—and Burne’s coin—a fart would have had them doubling over and falling to their knees.

Caltruff scoffed and stalked away.

“If you’re looking for samples to test, I’ve got to drain my dragon. Two copper bits and it’s all yours,” a man called after the noble, pulling at his trousers.

The haughty lord could not slip through the crowd fast enough.

At last, the slaves returned with more wine. They promptly began filling goblets while the men’s eyes roamed the curved figures beneath their sheer robes. A few subtly pinched the women’s behinds, while others flat-out grabbed a handful and pulled the girls onto their laps.

Good, Burne thought, clicking his tongue to signal his living stool to get in position. He stretched his legs out upon her back—which was too bony for his liking, though she had a fine ass. Over the rim of his goblet, he watched the visiting nobles. Drink your damned wine, have your entertainment, and get your leeching asses out. The Acidian tigers alone had cost him more coin than he cared to part with. He didn’t need groveling nobles racking up the bill any more than they already had.

After downing another drink—or three, he never really kept count—the prince dropped his feet to the floor again, and his pathetic stool nearly collapsed with relief. The surrounding nobles were still laughing, joking, and regaling each other with their favorite moments. The combat was long over, and even the carcasses had been dragged off, with only the dark red and blue-black stains in the sand to mark their passing. Most of the peasants had filtered out of the stadium, but as long as the servants kept refilling goblets, the nobility lingered.

A subtle gesture to the slaves and the female servants quietly slipped away. Burne stood and stretched. “I hope you all had a wonderful time.” He had already made his final speech and thanked the greedy mongrels for attending, but apparently they hadn’t gotten the hint.

“I want to extend my thanks to all of you for joining in this grand spectacle. However, my head is light, and I fear I must retire to my chambers for some”—his eyes scanned the noble ladies that surrounded him—“rest.”

The nobles laughed, and he turned away, a gaggle of young women in tow. As he stepped over the sleeping old-money noble stretched out between the benches, the man opened his eyes, stroked his long, silver beard and nodded. “Rest sounds like a mighty fine idea.” A wide grin split his chapped lips. “A lot of rest.”

 


 

 

 

 

 

3. A Prince's Wrath

 

The collar chafed Killien’s neck, and the blood and sand caught beneath it rubbed it raw. His many wounds from the slashes of blades and fangs were still bleeding. A few of the lacerations could have benefited from sutures, but he knew he’d be lucky to see even a basin of water or strips of linen.

And right now, Burne was probably either too drunk, too busy bedding a whore, or too busy counting his coins to care. Once, Killien had suffered a grievous wound from a pit fighter who had driven a spike into his foot. The wound, left unattended, had nearly killed him when the infection had crept in. It had left him weak and unable to fight for over a month.

Burne had beat him bloody for the loss of coin. Yet, it still did not hasten his treatments. Killien’s injuries, and overall welfare, were merely an afterthought.

His chains rattled as he tried to gently scratch the blood-crusted wounds that crisscrossed his back. He’d been stripped of his weapons and armor, then left in his torn trousers and filthy, threadbare tunic.

In the quiet of the dungeon cell, he did his best to clear his mind, searching the depths of his well for his magic ... but, as before, the collar restricted his efforts. When he’d first received the wretched device he’d spent the night doing everything in his power to destroy it, trying to counteract it. Somehow the iron collar acted as an impenetrable force, stopping the flow of his magic like a dam. He felt not even a whisper of his energies. Although he could find no weaknesses or flaws in the metal choker, it didn’t stop him from searching night after night. The blasted thing was goblin-made—the first of its kind, built to dissipate even the most powerful of Killien’s magic.

How the goblins had designed such a powerful device without using magic themselves remained a mystery he couldn’t even begin to unravel. The green-skinned creatures were tricky and damned good at designing the most advanced devices Arcanthia had ever seen, but this...

If Angelique or the Mage Council ever caught wind of it or what Prince Burne was using it for, it could start a war. Killien could only hope the collar was the first and last of its kind.

The shuffling of staggered footsteps echoed farther down the dank stone corridor. A familiar slurred voice shattered the silence of the dungeon as the prince sang a lewd tune that would make a sailor turn red. Killien closed his eyes, if only to calm the anger churning in the pit of his stomach.

Even as the lock clicked open and the hinges of his cell door squealed, Killien did not look up. Burne stumbled into the cell. “Well, my pet, did you enjoy that last round?”

Killien looked up to meet the prince’s haughty gaze. Burne’s face and neck were flushed red with drink, and a smirk danced across his drunken visage.

Despite all the people Killien had killed over the last year, the one man he longed to put an end to—to hear the crowds chanting the kill chant as they shook their fists and turned their thumbs down in judgement, the one he longed to cut the smirk right off his face and spill his blood on the sands of his own arena—was the one he could not touch.

Killien didn’t deign to respond, but the prince continued anyway. “I thought you might.” Burne began pacing, a deep anger burning behind bloodshot eyes. “Serves you right for what you pulled earlier.”

Killien kept his head down. His expression revealed nothing of the fury that churned inside him, bubbling and frothing like a cauldron about to boil over. With trembling hands, he pushed on the chains, stretching the three feet of slack taut until the metal dug into his wrists. The pain served as a distraction, a way to subdue the rage that darkened his thoughts.

For his mother’s sake, he would act the part of the beaten slave. But how long he could keep this up, only the gods knew. That was if the bastards were listening in the first place.

“Lord Caltrop,” Burne said, stopping his pacing to stare at Killien, “the fat, conniving bastard that he is, has accused me of cheating!” The fact that Caltrop was nearly a hundred pounds smaller than the prince was left unsaid. Killien was also certain that the lord’s name was Caltruff. Either Burne was too stupid to realize it, or he pronounced it wrong on purpose just to aggravate the Pishen noble. “He said there was no way you could have taken such a beating from his armored champion of Piss Rock.” The prince growled. “You must keep your magic subtle. No one can know. Do you know what kind of trouble I’ll be in if anyone finds out?”

“I didn’t use magic in that fight.” Killien kept his gaze fixed on the stone floor of his cell. He’d never received training in the arcane arts. He’d been ripped from his parents at the age of twelve. Generally, the only time he needed to augment his attacks was in bestial combat. But there’d been a few criminals he’d fought that were built like brick towers, and some elite fighters he swore were assassins hired to kill him. Battling these combatants forced Killien to add stone magic to strengthen his shield or use small concussive bursts to shove them back.

Burne seemed not to hear him. “If anyone even begins to suspect what you are, it could wreak havoc for business, not to mention the stain it would put on my name.” The prince threw his hands up in the air, the flab of his arms rippling like a wave. “How many times must we go over this? What is the purpose of removing the device around your neck if you’re going to give away the secret behind your undefeated record?”

Killien stifled a snort. Without his magic, he would have died several times over and Burne wouldn’t have been able to up the stakes with all the rare beasts he’d spent a fortune bringing in.

The prince droned on, pointing out flaws in each of Killien’s performances. No gladiator could escape the lash of Prince Burne’s tongue, least of all the one he hated most. Killien tuned it out. Visions of the prince’s death filled his mind.

Burne would never be satisfied. He always wanted more. More blood, more excitement. Killien had to kill them all and do it in a way that pleased the slavering rabble.

“What if Caltrop starts rallying other nobles?” The prince’s question was so ludicrous, it snapped Killien from his reverie.

“No one will find out,” Killien said between clenched teeth.

The prince’s hand shot out and grabbed Killien’s stubbled jaw. “You’d better hope they don’t,” he hissed, his breath stale and reeking of wine. “They’re going to be paying extra attention now. Any slip, real or imagined, and I’m done!” The pressure on Killien’s jaw increased. “I can’t have that. I’ve worked too hard and too long for you to crush everything I’ve built.” The prince jerked his hand from Killien’s chin.

Killien glared at the porcine prince, met the man’s dark gaze. Outside of the castle walls, Killer was feared, mentioned in whispers, but within the dungeon he was little more than a caged animal to be beaten, starved, and tormented for the prince’s amusement.

Killien took stock of Burne’s layers of silk and the gold rings the bastard had shoved onto his sausage fingers. Looks like you’ve been working real hard, doesn’t it, you fat son of a bitch?

Burne pulled a jeweled dagger from the folds of his robe and started pacing the cell again. “Are you trying to test my limits? Do you think this is a game?” When Killien didn’t offer a response, the prince turned on his heel, a snarl twisting his lips. “Answer me, you selfish bastard.”

However, the prince didn’t give Killien a chance. Burne slapped Killien’s face; his swing so wild it nearly swept the drunken slab of flesh from his feet.

Killien kept his head down. “You raised the stakes to nearly impossible odds, and you still expect me to win?”

“You are Killer, the undefeated Beast of Vendragon. You have magic at your disposal, yet your knees quake at the sight of a couple cats?”

“I would not consider magic to be at my disposal. A subtle burst here and there—enough to save my hide, and only if I can make the strength look natural.”

Burne’s boots scuffed along the grime-covered floor. “Well, what coin would I bring in if the other nobles knew me for a swindler?”

“You released the tigers before I’d dispatched the goblins,” Killien snapped, no longer able to hold his tongue. “Did you honestly think they’d keep fighting me when faced with a much bigger threat?” He knew his tone alone could invite a lashing, but the pain of his wounds, the stupidity of the prince, and that smug arrogance had loosened his tongue.

“Ah, a mistake I won’t make again.” Burne continued his pacing, gently scratching his shaven chin with the edge of his jeweled blade.

Trip on a stone and fall on your own dagger, you drunken bastard. Killien stared at the blade as if his glare could will the man to stumble. But the gods were cruel.

“You see my problem, don’t you?” the prince asked. “By allying with those wretched slaves, you’ve shown the crowd that Killer has heart. He is not the unstoppable, vicious beast I have sold them. Now, I have to double my efforts to wipe that weakness from your persona. The people come to the arena hungry for blood and, by the gods, I will give it to them.” Menace filled the prince’s voice and he touched the dagger to Killien’s throat with deadly purpose.  “Being in the arena, it’s an unquenchable thrill. A drug that feeds on blood, rage, chaos, and the brutal deaths of others. It gives them something to look forward to, a way to escape their pathetic, miserable lives.”

Killien’s expression remained unchanged. “Do what you will. You don’t need suggestions from me. Killer is who you make him.”

Burne fixed that all-too-familiar smug grin on his lips and cocked his head to the side as he questioned Killien. “Do you really believe that? Do you think that the beast is nothing more than a facade for the fans? The way you kill, the blood you spill ... It is not my hand that slays the men or animals, or chooses the brutal ways in which they will die. I set it up, yes, but you carry it through. You bring Killer to life.” His eyes lit up and a savage grin split his lips, as if knowing the power of his words.

I am not Killer, you selfish, manipulative, backstabbing bastard!

Still, Killien remained silent. Giving voice to his anger would only provoke the prince’s ire. The man would have argued with a rock if he thought it might benefit his cause. Killien refused to let the prince win. Killer was just a role, just a slave obeying orders ... until he found the right moment to strike.

“Killer is more a part of you than you know.” Burne chuckled, and leaned forward, blowing his stale breath in Killien’s face. “He is not a mask you can remove at will. He lives within you, whispers in your ear, is there to stay your hand”—the edge of the dagger graced Killien’s throat—“or end a life.”

Killien gritted his teeth, and twisted his fists in his shackles until the pain bit his knuckles. Visions of snapping the chains from the walls and using them to strangle the prince until his face purpled and his eyes bulged darkened his thoughts. He’s trying to get under your skin. Make you believe that you have become the Beast of Vendragon.

Killien’s gladiator battles and fights in the pits had taken their toll and hardened his thoughts, but he was not Killer—the unstoppable, unrestrainable, bloodthirsty beast the prince sold to the crowds of Vendragon. He was a slave, his blade forced by the hand of his master.

“How much coin until I have won my freedom?” Killien swallowed at the weapon still pressed to his throat.

Burne withdrew the dagger and slapped the blade on his meaty palm. “We will not speak of numbers.”

Killien’s breath caught and his head snapped up. “You told me three years and I’d be free. It’s been nearly three years already.”

“But these battles cost money.”

Killien narrowed his eyes and venom dripped from his voice. “We made a deal.”

The prince’s smugness vanished. “You have to earn your freedom ... slave, just like the rest of them. But as you know the price is steep and will take many more fights in the arena. Lucky for you, your battles earn the most coin, so you will win your freedom the fastest. Follow my commands without question, and just maybe you’ll live to see your wretched mage city again. I’m withholding your earnings from today for defying my orders and allying with the very creatures you were commanded to kill.”

“But I kill—”

“No.” Burne’s voice cracked like the gladiator trainer’s whip. “You don’t get to speak. Don’t you ever break character again. Do you understand me?”

“Yes.” Killien practically bit off the word.

“I shouldn’t need to tell you what’s going to happen if you dare cross me.”

A deep, shuddering breath escaped Killien’s lips as he dropped his gaze and stared at the slick stone floor. He had to force the next word out, “No.”

“I saw your mother the other day.” Burne twirled the dagger in his hand, and the smugness returning to his face. “Still pretty after all these years. Your sister, too. What was her name again?”

Ciara, although Killien didn’t dare mention it aloud. Chances were, the prince was bluffing. Killien’s family lived in Keldonia, a city within Aradia—the realm of mages. Unless they were traveling for some reason, they’d have no reason to visit Vamort—or anywhere in Vendragon, for that matter. It had been eight years since he’d been thrown into the dungeons of Duumhold—the city that bordered Aradia.

Prince Burne had men watching his family, always on standby should Killien step out of line.

“With her delicious body, she’d look absolutely ravishing in one of those little outfits my personal slaves wear. The only question would be if I want her to fan me during the games or be crouched on all fours like a dog, a stool for my aching feet.”

“If you lay one hand on her—”

The prince thrust his fat, ringed finger in Killien’s face and Killien had half a mind to bite it off. “You will not threaten me. I will do as I please,” Burne shouted. “I should have the guards drag her down here.” He glanced at the dagger in his hand and frowned. “I need more wine. You’ve soured my mood. Guards, take away his water for the night.”

“Take my water?” Killien said. “After all the coin I’ve won for you, coin you refuse to give me because I momentarily fought alongside the goblins, you still seek to punish me? I killed them all, just as you asked.”

The prince rolled his eyes. “And still he argues.”

 Tension-filled silence fell between them. Burne turned his back on Killien, and staggered to the open cell door. “What about my wounds?” Killien asked.

Burne barked a laugh. “Full of demands tonight, aren’t you? You’d think you were one of my honored guests. Shall I bring you some silk cushions? Perhaps some candles, noble whores, and a barrel of wine?”

“If I’m wounded, I cannot fight.”

“You will fight,” the prince said, spraying spittle across the cell, “or I will steal your mother from her bed, dress her up as a criminal, and force you to execute her while the crowds cheer.”

Killien flung himself forward. The chains jerked him to a halt two feet out of the prince’s reach. “Don’t you fucking dare! I swear to the gods themselves—”

“One more word and I’ll make it happen. And before I have her executed, I’ll have her dragged naked and chained in my chambers. And when I’m done with her, I’ll throw her to the guards until they tire of her. For what you stole from me, I should have them chain you to the wall and make you watch.”

Killien felt tears welling in his eyes. What the fuck had he ever stolen from the prince? The bastard wouldn’t dare...

And yet, as his gaze met Burne’s murderous eyes, he knew the man longed to see his threats through. More than the coin Killien won him in the games, the prince longed for revenge.

I will not let him win, Killien repeated to himself. He will not break me.

The laughter that rolled off the stone walls upon Burne’s departure grated on Killien’s nerves, challenging every fiber of his being. By the gods, I’ll escape this hell. His death will be the last to stain my hands.

 


 

 

 

 

 

4. A Downward Descent

 

Killien drifted in and out of consciousness from the wounds the tigers had inflicted in the arena. At some point, the medic would have to come and see to his injuries. Yet the corridors of the dungeon remained dark and silent save for the guards, whose raucous laughter rang out as they flung insults at each other, told lewd jokes, and threw dice.

No one is coming, Killien thought as he stretched his shoulders, grimacing at the pain that laced his back. Just as no one had come to visit him in his cell the days following his arrest eight years ago. Killien was twelve years old when he was arrested and thrown into Duumhold’s dungeon for murder, and each day he had waited for someone to come and rescue him, bail him out. Surely, he thought, his parents would come. His stepfather, Vaughn, was a prestigious Battlemage, a hero in the Mage Wars. Surely, his words would have held some weight? No one would leave a twelve-year-old child to rot in a dungeon, no matter how grave the crime. But his days in that shithole passed without word. His only interaction with another being was a female goblin that brought his food twice a day and emptied his waste bucket. No matter how hard he pressed, she refused to speak with him or even meet his gaze. Killien took the beatings, the spitting, and the name calling, believing his good behavior would win him an audience with the king. If he could explain what happened, perhaps they would go easier on him—pity him even.

But no one came.

After several months, he realized that no one was there to save him. A few of the guards spoke amongst themselves of a trial, but most argued he wouldn’t get one. Child or not, he’d killed a prestigious noble in cold blood. He was lucky to still be alive.

Killien realized if he wanted to see his parents or younger siblings again, he would have to take matters into his own hands. A month later he made his escape. But his pampered life in Keldonia had not prepared him for the thugs and thieves of Duumhold’s meandering streets and backwater alleys.

To live, he had to learn how to survive. His stealth and slim build found him a place in a street gang. He stole purses; filched necklaces, bracelets, and food; became adept at scaling walls and drain pipes, and learned to race across rooftops. Black eyes, bruised ribs, and hungry nights forced him to learn to fight. Every day, he trained, preparing himself to confront Bernier, the biggest, loudest bully, who had beaten him into unconsciousness and stolen his food more times than Killien could remember.

One night, Bernier was particularly drunk and harassing one of the gang’s female members. It started out as simple flirting, but quickly escalated. Killien was passing the open door when he spotted Bernier pulling at her tunic. He stood to the side of the door and spied while Bernier grabbed her wrists and pinned her down. The girl screamed, struggling beneath his massive form, but Bernier laughed at her attempts to escape.

Cudgel-Face, a two hundred and fifty pound monster of a man, lumbered down the hall, his skinny little son, Knuckles, in tow. The man had taken so many blows to the face, it had left him partially deformed and slow in the head. When he heard what was going on, he flashed a toothy smile and told Killien to move on if he knew what was good for him. When Killien refused, Knuckles closed the door and Cudgel-Face stepped forward as if daring Killien to challenge them.

A slap of flesh sounded through the door, followed by screams—the same terrified screams that had erupted from his mother the night Killien had stabbed a man to death. He reached for the door handle, but Cudgel-Face chopped his forearm, knocking his hand away.

A deep anger had swelled in Killien’s chest, so full his magic exploded. The door burst off the hinges in a shower of splinters, and the girl screamed even louder. Killien stalked over to Bernier, tore him off the girl, and slammed his fist into the brute’s jaw. Bernier dropped to the floor beside the bed. Killien climbed on top of him and pummeled him unconscious, then kept on pummeling him until his knuckles were too sore to continue.

The beating was little more than a blur to Killien. Even now, he couldn’t recall what had happened that night once his anger and magic took hold. Rumors of the vicious attack spread through the gang. In some versions, Bernier was beaten with an iron bar, his arms and legs broken. The stories held that Killien had turned the fragments of the door into weapons he could control at will and smashed and stabbed Bernier until he was nearly dead.

All Killien knew was that he had broken Bernier’s nose and left leg during the ordeal. The attack forced Bernier to walk with a limp—a fracture that had never healed right. As far as Killien knew, the brute was still walking with a cane.

None of the other gang members ever bothered Killien after that. Most feared him and the powers he wielded. Even the girl he’d saved avoided him. The fact that he knew little of how to control his magic remained a secret, and over the next few years, he spent many nights sneaking off to practice his spells and see just what he was capable of.

It was one of those very nights that he’d been caught by three members of a rival gang. He was behind the old forge, using his elemental energy to bend the metal of a broken sword when three thugs cornered him. They were bigger and stronger than he was, but he fought through them, breaking the nose of one and shattering the knee of another. It was a tall, one-eared man who finally wrestled him to the ground and pinned his hands behind his back.

“What do you want?” Killien hissed. The broken blade he’d been working pressed into his cheek.

“Forget it, Reaper,” another of the men, in a grease-stained tunic, growled as blood poured from his nose. “Look at what the piece of shit did to me and Howler.” He jerked a thumb to the thug on the ground, cradling his knee. “I say we just kill the fucker.”

Reaper ignored them. “Saw your little tricks,” he said to Killien. He laughed and gave Killien’s wrists a tug. “And I wonder, what else can you do?”

Killien grunted as he yanked one of his hands free, and then grabbed the broken blade. “I can take your other fucking ear.” Reaper staggered back as Killien tried to swivel around, but the bastard caught his arm and twisted it behind his back.

“Hold the fucker down,” Reaper barked, pushing Killien’s bent arm upwards. Killien winced. Broken Nose stepped over Killien to take Reaper’s place, and then wrenched Killien’s arm even further. “Got him?”

“Oh, he ain’t going nowhere.” Broken Nose laughed. Something warm and wet dripped onto Killien’s arm.

The pressure in Killien’s arm and shoulder lessened as Reaper stepped away.

The one-eared man sauntered in front of them, kicking sand and pebbles into Killien’s face. He bent down and threw three copper bits on the cobblestones in front of him. “Now, turn those to gold.”

The request was so ludicrous Killien barked a sharp laugh. Even a high-ranking mage couldn’t perform such a feat.

Reaper took a hold of Killien’s hair and yanked, pulling his head off the ground. “I said, turn those to gold or—”

The sound of a whip snapped and Reaper howled in pain. He released his grip on Killien’s hair, and rolled on the cobbles against the base of a stone building. From the dim light of the moon, Killien saw the blood that seeped from the jagged tears running down the back of the thug’s tunic.

Broken Nose jumped to his feet and Killien scrambled back against the wall, uncertain of the threat he now faced. A tall, dark man cloaked in shadow stood over the trembling thug, a whip hanging from his hand.

“Leave the boy,” the man said gruffly.

“This doesn’t concern you,” Broken Nose snarled, blood still dripping from his face

“No?” The dark-skinned man snapped his whip and it coiled around the thug’s throat.

Broken Nose coughed, choked, and clawed at the leather. Reaper looked up from his half-seated position on the cobblestones, his eyes wide in horror. “We’re leaving,” he barked, and he stumbled to his feet.

The dark-skinned man smiled. “That’s what I thought.” He stepped up to Broken Nose, who was still fighting to breathe, then pushed his hands aside to loosen the whip’s deadly coil.

Broken Nose staggered back as the whip fell slack, and he drew in long, heavy breaths.

“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Reaper said, and he and Broken Nose dashed away down the alley. The one with the broken knee limped after them moaning in pain.

“Thank you,” Killien whispered, dusting off his threadbare trousers. The man just stared at him. Scars criss-crossed his face and his deep-set eyes were cast in shadow beneath his heavy, furrowed brow. Killien thought about running, but he hesitated. Surely the man who had saved him meant no harm. He cleared his throat. “Thank you,” he repeated, this time a little louder. “I am in your debt.”

A cold smile graced the man’s scarred lips. “That you are.”

 


 

 

 

 

 

5. Recruited into the Ranks of Hell

 

A kick in the ribs jolted Killien from slumber and reopened the wound on his side. He groaned. The bastard never sent the medic.

“I said wake up!” The shout echoed within the cell. “You’ll sleep when you’re dead.”

Killien coughed and sat up, the three feet of chains hanging slack beside him. What little sleep he’d had was wracked with nightmares. His mouth tasted of blood, and he could still smell the acrid stench of the tigers on his skin. “I’m up,” he growled. He opened his eyes and saw Carac, the gladiator trainer, standing over him.

“You’re late. The other gladiators have nearly finished their breakfast. You will train on an empty stomach.”

Killien gritted his teeth. He was only late because the trainer wished it so. Leaving his cell at will was not an option, especially on nights that Burne left him chained to the wall.

He stared up at Carac—the man who had saved him from the three thugs, only to force him into slavery. The dark-skinned man was corded with muscle, and his grotesquely scarred lip twisted each time he sneered. Tattoos covered the shaven sides of his head, and his dark hair was pulled back into a tail. A thrice-braided beard hung from his chiseled jaw.

Carac was just as cruel as the master he served. His dark eyes conveyed the same hatred, though only the gods knew why. Aside from the prince and a few guards, Carac was the only one who knew of Killien’s magic.

Carac kicked Killien in his side. “I said move, Bait!”

A flare of pain shot up Killien’s side and he glared up at the bearded trainer.

“What are you going to tell them this time, Bait?” Condescension dripped from his tone as he said the last. The name was just another one of the prince’s lies. “What did Killer do to you to get those slashes across your arm? Or the ones on your back?”

In the training yard, Killien trained under the guise of Bait—a skilled gladiator who had scorned the prince and was now used as Killer’s training partner. All the wounds that were inflicted in the pits or by the men and beasts Killer fought in the arena were said to be inflicted on Bait during his training with Killer.

It was the reason Killien never fought in the gladiator battles, only in Killer’s death matches wearing his spiked great helm. The other gladiators could not know Bait—the young man they trained with on a daily basis—was the ruthless undefeated champion.

“I don’t know,” Killien said softly.

“What do you mean, you don’t know?” Carac snapped. “You sure as shit have had plenty of time to think about it.”

“I’ll come up with something,” Killien muttered, though he probably wouldn’t need to. The gladiators rarely asked. The men were so used to him showing up to the training yard with vicious cuts and slashes that they had come to expect it.

The collar itched his neck. He was not allowed to use magic during his bouts with the other gladiators. Only when he fought one-on-one with Carac, and in the secrecy of the underground caverns beneath the dungeon, was the device removed so he could practice strengthening his blocks.

After downing a cracked clay cup filled with more mud than water, Killien stood. His muscles ached from the previous night, but he had endured far worse. Ulric escorted him through the dungeon following Carac and into the training yard, where the other gladiators had already taken up arms in the early morning sun.

The iron collars around their necks only served to remind him of his slavery. Unlike Killien’s goblin-made collar, these were harmless replicas. Wearing an iron collar marked a man or goblin as one of Prince Burne’s slaves, while disguising Killien’s magic-inhibiting one. To further this lie, the prince allowed every gladiator to shed their collar in the arena. That way, no one would question why Killer, the most vicious of them all, did not wear one in gladiatorial combat.

“By the gods, look at the blood crusted on those wounds,” Victus, a scar-cheeked gladiator said. “Have you even gone to see the medic yet?” When Killien didn’t respond, the gladiator shook his head. “You have too much pride for your own good. If those get infected, who’s going to take the brunt of Killer’s attacks?” Sweat streamed down the man’s tanned visage, glistening on the three-inch scar that marked his cheek. Next to Killer, Victus was Prince Burne’s best gladiator, a man who worked tirelessly to gain recognition in the arena and the crowd’s approval. “What did you do to him this time?”

“Let me guess.” Anthony, a giant, bearded warrior from the Ifan tribe, lowered his battered wooden shield. “Killer caught you pissing in his wine.”

“No, you fool. Killer doesn’t drink wine.” Victus’ eyes narrowed. “After the goblins drag the corpses from the arena, Killer drains the bodies and drinks their blood.”

“I bet he doesn’t even eat the gruel we get served.” Merek, a seven-foot-tall, barrel-chested  warrior with dark brown skin, shot a glance over his shoulder to where the goblins were scurrying across the tables, cleaning up the bowls from breakfast. “Probably gets the goblins to grill him up the flesh of his victims.” Myriad scars crisscrossed the man’s chiseled chest, a testament to his resilience.

Anthony grunted and rubbed his mangy beard. “If that’s true, you might be safe from Killer’s wrath, Victus. You have a long way to go if you ever want to stand a chance against him.”

Victus sneered. “We’ll see about that.” The others shared a laugh, and the gladiator’s scowl deepened. “I—”

“What is this I hear?” Carac strode through the training yard, an ugly scowl twisted his scarred lip. Instantly, the men fell silent. “I should be hearing the clamor of your wooden swords, but instead you are all standing around laughing like a bunch of women. Is that what kind of stock Prince Burne has?” He spat. “By the gods, those sniveling little goblins Killer slaughtered yesterday could fight better than you!”

The gladiators grabbed their practice swords and took to the sands, still muttering snide remarks beneath their breath.

“Form up! Anthony with Merek! Milo with Odis! Victus with Bait!” Carac’s gruff voice rang out as he paired off the other fighters. Walden, a short and squat bald gladiator, was the only one left without a partner. “Walden, work the post!”

The short man frowned. “Why do I always have to work the post?”

“Because you’re the prince’s newest piece of shit.”

“How do you expect me to prove myself when—”

The trainer lashed his whip across Walden’s shoulder and the short man instantly dropped. “Do not question my orders. A gladiator does not whine. We all bleed, sweat, and train until our bodies beg for reprieve. And then we train some more.” Carac turned to the others. “Isn’t that right?”

The gladiators stabbed their practice weapons into the air and cheered.

“It’s a fucking post,” Walden said as he rose to his feet. “I don’t see what challenge it poses.”

Killien rolled his eyes. The gladiator was liable to get himself killed if he didn’t learn to shut his mouth.

Carac took a step toward Walden and snarled. “That post will withstand more blows than you ever will.”

“Of course, it will,” Walden muttered. “It’s wood.”

Carac lashed out his whip so fast the leather wrapped around Walden’s neck and swept him off his feet. The gladiator clawed at his throat, wriggling like a worm on a hook. The veteran gladiators stood by silently as Carac pulled the leather whip hand over hand, dragging the short man closer.

Walden gasped for air, the veins in his face and neck purpling. The trainer slowly lowered down into a crouch and shook his head. “The words I tell you come from the prince, the one that freed you from your wretched life. We can just as easily take that life away. If you so much as speak another word before sundown, I’m going to cut out your fucking tongue. Do you understand?”

The man continued to pull at the leather whip coiled around his neck, his heels digging into the sand.

Killien balled his hand into a fist as he stood back, helplessly. Carac was going to kill the bastard. But the cost of intervening was too much.

The dark-skinned trainer caught Walden’s hands. “I said, do you understand?”

Coughing, spluttering, kicking and looking as he was about to lose consciousness, Walden managed a desperate nod.

The trainer swiftly uncoiled his whip and Walden rolled over, drawing in sharp, heavy breaths. The flesh surrounding his iron collar was bright red.

Carac stood and looked around with a sneer. “What are you maggots all standing around for? I said, form up!”

Grunts, labored breathing, and the crack of wooden swords filled the yard as the gladiators exchanged blows. Pain laced Killien’s back and arm with each sword thrust and parry. He had no choice other than to fight through it, but without his magic, it drained him of both strength and resolve.

With each surge of pain, he silently cursed Prince Burne—for his greed, his arrogance and vengeful spirit, and his lavish lifestyle that Killien paid for in blood.

“You’re tiring easily today.” Victus slapped his sword across Killien’s back, eliciting a growl of frustration. Victus snickered. “I was hoping for more of a challenge.”

“Then, you fight Killer.” Killien regained his stance and rammed his shield into the gladiator. Pain flared with the exertion, but he pressed his attack nonetheless. “We’ll see what’s left of you after he’s done.”

“Ahh ... that’s more like it.” Victus laughed, and eagerly met Killien’s attack. “When I best you, it’s going to be because I am the better fighter, not because I’m fighting Killer’s leftovers.” Victus blocked Killien’s next thrust, but Killien stepped forward again, feinted left, and stabbed his wooden sword into the gladiator’s ribs.

Victus’ eyes widened as he realized his mistake.

Killien spat something black on the sand, a chunk of clotted blood most likely. “Keep practicing.”

The sun was hot on his back, crisping the skin around his wounds. Carac had left the yard over an hour ago, and Vultruc had taken his place. Without a glance in the old trainer’s direction, Killien sauntered over to the rain barrel at the edge of the training yard. He jabbed the point of his practice sword into the sand, dunked the wooden cup into the barrel, and drank deeply.

“What do you think Killer’s weakness is?” Odis asked, his dark braid swinging across his tanned back with every strike and lunge.

Milo, his shaggy-haired opponent, snorted. “I’ve yet to see one.”

Odis thrust his sword at his sparring partner. “Every man has a weakness.”

“Killer is no man.” Milo riposted the attack. “Besides, what does it matter? The Prince will never pit us against that animal.”

“Not yet,” Odis replied. “But our day will come.” He parried a strike and glanced over at Victus. “Won’t it, Victus?”

“If the gods deem us worthy,” Victus sneered through his teeth.

“Oh it’ll happen.” Odis laughed and stabbed his wooden sword into Milo’s shoulder. “And when it does I hope to tear that savage prick limb from limb.”

Carac snapped his whip, instantly silencing the training yard. “I’ll tear you limb from limb if you don’t shut that trap you call a mouth!”

It wasn’t often that Killien sided with the brutal trainer, but he was growing tired of the men’s constant plotting—if the game could be called that. It was becoming a daily ritual, something the gladiators used to channel their hatred and pass the time.

His stomach rumbled, but he did his best to silence it with another cup of water. Then, he settled onto the bench beside the barrel, and watched the other gladiators fight. He’d been a gladiator for three years, and he’d rarely spoken to any of them.

Killien was sick of the lies and the countless roles he had to play, but he kept Burne’s secret and scorned the other gladiators’ attempts at friendship so that his family would remain safe. And this stupid game they played … it rankled him to the core, further driving a wedge between them. In the past three years alone, he had faced death enough that he didn’t need to hear a thousand different ways in which his fellow gladiators would kill him if they ever got the chance.

Killien heard chains rattle from the other side of the yard and groaned. What now? A summons? More punishment?

But the metallic clinking was too rhythmic to be a taunt.

A line of eleven bare-chested slaves shuffled into the yard, each attached to the next by a neck chain and iron fetters on their ankles. Most of them wore frayed, dusty trousers, but a few wore loincloths that covered little more than the scrap of cloth Shnak wore. The gladiators paused their training to stare at the new arrivals and shout insults and profanities at them.

Killien rolled his eyes. It was the same jeers that greeted each new batch of recruits.

Carac followed the jingling slaves into the yard. Most of them kept their heads down as they shuffled forward. A few muttered retorts to the gladiators’ taunts.

The crack of Carac’s whip silenced both the slaves and the gladiators. “Line up! The prince will want to inspect the new stock and see if you’re worthy of becoming gladiators, or better off shoveling shit.”

The line of slaves scuffled forward—too slow—and Carac’s whip came down. “I said form up!”

The slaves fell into position, and Carac paced the line, sneering at each man he passed. About halfway down the line, he stopped before a red-haired man in his early twenties that, oddly enough, stood at attention, his chin held high. The ginger was all sinew and bone, but he did not flinch at Carac’s harsh voice. “You there. What’s your name?”

“Tim, sir.”

“And what makes you think your bag of bones can last in the gladiator arena?” Carac barked.

Spittle sprayed in the man’s face. Still, the slave didn’t flinch. “Well, sir, I was one of the king’s archers.”

“One of the king’s archers, he says!” The gladiators behind Carac chuckled. “How in the fiery hells did you land here?”

“I’m a bit of a gambler,” Tim admitted. “Made one too many bets with an unscrupulous man.”

Carac smirked. “So, you’re used to hiding behind a bow? Do you know what happens to cowards in the gladiatorial arena?”

“I’m not a coward, sir. I’m often underestimated. I’m quick, agile, and adept with a blade.”

“An archer adept with a blade. We’ll see about that.” Carac snorted and moved onto the next slave, a blond-haired boy that couldn’t have been more than sixteen.

“And what about you, pretty boy? Wait, let me guess: you’re an infamous assassin. And, this one here—your brother, if I had to guess—is a godsdamned duke in the land of I Don’t Give a Shit!”

Laughter rumbled from a few of the gladiators.

“No, sir. My name is Jarrett.” The young man’s expression remained flat and he jerked a thumb at the slave next to him. “And this is my brother, Kolby. Before ... this, we were farmers. We have some skill in hunting and—”

Carac spat at the boy’s feet. “Do not speak to me of skill.” He walked away from the boy, head shaking, and paced in front of the line of captives, his hands behind his back. “Whatever you were in your past life means nothing. Each of you will take the test. If you prove your worth to the prince and meet his expectations, you will begin your training as a gladiator—the highest and most respected honor a slave could ever hope for.”

The veteran gladiators cheered and crashed their wooden swords against their shields, but Killien remained silent.

“Fail...” Carac said, silencing the men with a raised fist, “and the sands of the arena will drink your blood, your miserable lives forgotten.”

A voice from the balcony above the yard called, “Ahhh, Carac, you have returned!”

The men went quiet. The bitterness in the trainer’s expression vanished, and he twisted his scarred lip into a smile and looked up at Prince Burne. “Yes, Your Highness.”

Killien assumed the prince was already appraising the captives and gauging how much coin each could potentially garner.

“You will be tested,” Burne said, addressing the slaves, “like all those before you. Train hard, and the crowds will roar as you enter the arena. Your name will be known across the land, people will travel far and wide to catch a glimpse of you, my finest gladiators. Victory comes with its rewards—wine, women, and coin!”

The sullen scowls of a few of the captives brightened as they listened to the prince’s lies. Absently, Killien rubbed at his itchy collar. What honor could be had fighting as a slave, doing nothing but killing or bleeding out for the crowd’s pleasure at the mercy of the vile and capricious prince?

“So train, fight, and live like a prince!”

The gladiators cheered, as if impressing the fat, drunk royal would raise them to a status they had never thought possible.

Burne grinned widely. Then, with one final glance, he turned with a flourish of his cloak and walked back through the double doors of his castle.

Killien shook his head. If only the others knew the snake for what he really was.

“Eyes front,” Carac barked. Meanness replaced the submissive manner he had played for the prince. “There is one last thing before I remove your chains and allow you worthless sacks of shit to begin your training.”

The men went silent.

“In coming here, you agree to submit your life and your services to Prince Burne. You will ask for nothing in return, and agree to die by the sword when your time comes.”

“Yes, sir,” the flame-haired boy, Tim, said.

Carac cupped his hand over his ear. “What was that, maggots? I couldn’t hear you.”

“Sir, yes, sir,” the eleven men said in unison.

“Shnak!” the trainer called out.

The green-skinned goblin appeared from a shadowed corner, his loincloth flapping and his shoulders hunched in submission as he scrambled over to Carac. “Yes, M-Master Carac?” the slave squeaked.

“Unchain these recruits, and be quick about it. Training has begun.” Carac unclipped a ring of keys from his belt and slapped it into the goblin’s knobby fingers.

Shnak yelped, shaking his hand and muttering incoherently.

As the creature bent down to begin removing the slaves’ neck chains and ankle fetters, Carac paced the line again. “Your training regimen will be like nothing you’ve ever experienced. From dawn until dusk, you will eat, breathe, and fight as a gladiator. At the end of the month, your skills will be tested. Then, we will see if you are worthy to join the ranks of the prince’s gladiators! The finest warriors in all of Vendragon!” He turned to the men that stood behind him. “Isn’t that right?”

Victus raised his fist and hurrahed, and the others follow suit.

Once the last recruit was free of his chains, Carac gave a savage grin. “Your training starts now. All of you, twenty laps around the yard.”

The men paused briefly and exchanged tentative glances.

Carac drew his whip and it snapped it down. Killien gave an involuntary shudder. This was a weapon he knew all too intimately.

“Are there maggots in your ears? I gave you an order!” The bastard waited until the recruits had begun a slow jog, and said, “But wait just a minute, aren’t you scum forgetting something?”

The men paused and turned, their faces twisted with uncertainty.

Carac’s grin broadened as he gestured to a training rack with a dozen wicker shields and wooden swords. “Your weapons must be worn on you at all times.”

As the veteran gladiators looked on with widening smirks, Shnak ushered the recruits to the rack, waving them over so frantically he looked as if he was trying to put out a fire.

Jarrett frowned as he picked up his shield. “Bloody hell, how much do these buggers weigh? You expect us to run with these, and then fight with them?”

Killien groaned inwardly at the boy’s audacity.

“Did the slave trader sell me women? Pick up your sword and shield and start running. The best way to improve your fitness and endurance is to train with proper equipment—and those are heavier than the real articles. Now, quit your whining and get going or I’ll double your laps and make all the gladiators run laps with you.”

A quick glance at the gladiators and the threats that burned in their eyes was all it took for the men to start lumbering across the sands. Forty laps around the yard, outfitted in a heavy sword and shield, would be nothing compared to the punishment they’d receive from the veteran gladiators when the sun went down.

 

***

When the gladiators and recruits retired to their cells, Shnak ushered Killien to the far end of the dungeon. Unlike the others, Killien would not be crawling into bed.

Exhausted, his wounds caked with dirt and sweat, Killien met Carac and Ramy at the gate. He stood straight, determined not to appear as beaten as he felt. Despite the trainer’s smug grin, Killien kept his expression neutral.

Carac said nothing as he and Ramy escorted Killien down the dank tunnels that led deeper into the dungeon. Torchlights cast shadows across the rough-hewn walls. For a time, all that could be heard was the shuffling of footsteps and armor.

The last two hours of the day were always the most brutal, as if Carac had been waiting all day to unleash his fury upon Killien. Between the running, stretches, push ups, hand-to-hand combat, and drills with various weapons, the trainer allowed Killien only a few short water breaks. This was also the only time Killien was able to practice his magic without risk of anyone seeing him.

In the heat of the confined stone corridors, Killien could smell Ulric’s sweat before he even rounded the corner. The barrel-chested guard stood next to Rickshaw, and the sorcerer, Hearst, who stood a few steps behind them, his hands tucked into his robes as if afraid to touch anything in the dank depths of the dungeon. Killien could have sworn the sorcerer even had separate robes that were hemmed shorter for traveling the underground caverns to avoid sweeping the grime-covered stone. His lips were pressed in a simper, his nose upturned. Either he took some perverse interest in Killien’s suffering or he was there to ensure Killien didn’t lash out.

Ulric greeted Killien with a toothy grin and patted the end of the lightning stick as if daring Killien to make him use it.

“It is bloody hot in here tonight,” Killien said. He turned to Ulric. “You know how I can tell?”

Ulric waited.

Killien grinned. “Hearst looks about ready to pass out from your stench.”

Hearst shifted uncomfortably. Ulric sneered.

“Enough talk, maggot,” Carac snapped. “On your knees!” Killien complied, and the bearded trainer looked around the dimly lit cavern. “Shnak!”

The goblin emerged from a shadowy alcove, his head lowered.

“Remove his collar.”

Shnak approached Killien. His long black nails scraped Killien’s neck as he jerked and pulled the collar in various directions. Killien had always assumed this tactic was a distraction. Each time, he tried to pay attention, eager for a hint of how the collar worked, but no matter how many times the iron collar was removed or how many nights Killien spent feeling for a secret clasp, the goblin worked too efficiently for Killien to learn the secret of its removal.

The goblin yanked the collar particularly roughly that night and Killien could only assume it had something to do with the goblins he’d slain in the arena. When the collar finally disengaged, Shnak sputtered a few insults at Killien before retreating to the shadows.

Carac unstrapped his shield from his back and withdrew his sword. “Now, let’s see if you’ve learned from last night’s mistakes.”

Although his spells drained Killien’s energy far quicker than hand-to-hand fighting, it was exhilarating to release such a primal part of him. He knew Prince Burne coveted his magic, and that one day the royal idiot might kill him for it. If only he had more time to hone his abilities, perhaps he could use it to his own advantage instead of his master’s.

Carac knew nothing of the arcane arts, but he hounded Killien as though he thought himself an elder of the Mage Council in Aradia. He circled Killien, sword and shield in hand. His heavy brows were drawn downward, his face contorted in contempt. The trainer reveled in the nightly fights, as if Killien was responsible for his miserable life.

Carac crouched, his left foot back in a fighting stance, his shield raised, and his sword poised. “Come at me, you worthless piece of—”

Killien’s roar echoed off the walls of the stone cavern as he pressed his power into the back of his shield. A faint blue glow emanated from his arm. He angled his shield downward to conceal the aura and slammed it into Carac.

The blow sent Carac stumbling back a few steps before he regained his feet. “No good. I saw that.”

Killien pressed the attack, directing the flow of energy as he thrust the shield at Carac again. Carac hurtled backward under the impact, and landed on the stone floor with a thud. Killien thought he saw fear in the trainer’s eyes, but Carac climbed back to his feet and quickly regained his battle stance, his dark grimace half-hidden in the flickering torchlight.

“Hearst, did you see that from over there?” he asked the sorcerer. “Because I sure as shit saw it up close.”

Hearst nodded. “Oh, I saw. Lazy is what it is.” He pulled a folded handkerchief from his robes and patted his brow. Beside him, Ulric and Rickshaw watched with stern faces, their hands hovering over the pommels of their swords.

Killien glared at Carac.

“What?” Carac said gruffly. “You think because you laid me flat on my back it makes up for your carelessness? You must be subtle. No one can see or suspect anything. You use it subtly, or not at all. The moment you slip, you’re dead ... and so is your family.”

A low growl rumbled in Killien’s throat. He was growing tired of the constant threats. What he wouldn’t give to unleash his powers on both the scarred trainer who taunted him and the prince who treated him like a rabid dog.

Again and again, he repeated the powered shield thrust, and again and again he suffered through both Hearst and Carac’s insults and complaints. Whatever he had done to earn their enmity, he would never understand. He was sure they despised the prince as much as he.

“And you call yourself the Undefeated.” Carac snorted.

“I don’t call myself that, that’s the title your master gave me.”

They continued to exchange blows and insults in turn. The edge of Carac’s shield caught Killien’s temple. Killien rolled, his vision wavering in the dimly lit cavern, and jumped back to his feet and thrust his sword. The trainer raised his weapon to block, but Killien’s blade slipped through, sending a jolt of energy from its tip to Carac’s side. Carac shuddered, and for a moment it looked as if he might piss himself. But the shock was short-lived.

“Sweating after the first round?” Carac spat a mixture of blood and sputum on the cavern floor. “Pathetic. You are not worthy.”

“I’m not the one who has been supervising all day.”

“Listen, you ungrateful whelp, I only train you because the prince asks me to. If I had my way, I would have cut you loose months ago. Your brazen arrogance is a liability. You do not think of the consequences of your actions, or anyone but yourself.”

Killien had to bite back his retort. Energy crackled in his hands as he clenched them into fists. Ulric and Rickshaw shifted their stances, their hands still hovering over their weapons. Killien might be Killer, the undefeated champion of Vendragon, but he was still a slave. If they lost control of him, they would likely face the ultimate punishment and so would their families.

Half-hidden within the shadows, Shnak stood with Killien’s collar in one hand. Every time Killien landed a blow, he could have sworn the goblin grinned wider. Every now and then, he heard quiet insults being flung in Carac’s direction. Killien knew Shnak hated him for what he’d done to his brethren, but he also knew the goblin hated the trainer more.

Even with his magic, escaping the confines of the underground chamber would be suicide. His lack of training in the magical arts made him a danger to himself. Any spell could go wrong and turn the stalactites hanging above them from the cavern ceiling into falling spears.

Killien pressed forward, striking high and low, looking for an opening. Carac was a skilled fighter—a former gladiator champion if rumors were to be believed. With a grunt, Killien drove his powered shield into the trainer again and shoved. The blow sent Carac soaring through the air and against the stone wall. He crumbled to the floor groaning.

“Didn’t see that one coming, did you?” Killien asked.

Carac turned and spat blood. “No. I didn’t.” A small, satisfied smile curled his scarred lips. That was the closest thing to a compliment Killien would receive. “The hour grows late. Retire to your cell.”

Killien dropped to his knees and placed his hands behind his back to allow Shnak to affix the collar. The device hummed, a shimmer of light-blue energy coursing through it before it snapped shut and went dark.

“Best part of the day is watching you lay that no-good, maggot-licking turd on his back,” Shnak hissed into his ear. “Although, I long for the day when your traitorous, goblin-killing ass gets the beating you deserve.”

Killien’s breath caught in his throat, guilt clenching his chest as if the green-skinned creature had reached his filthy hands inside, grabbed a hold of his heart, and twisted. He glanced at Carac, who was gathering his gear, then turned back to Shnak. “I didn’t have a choice.”

Shnak jerked the collar. “Fool. There’s always a choice.” The goblin released Killien as if the exchange had never happened, though his scowl lingered.

“On your feet, slave,” Ulric barked.

Killien was all too happy to return to his cell and slump onto the half-rotted wooden slab that was his bed. Carac would be up at the break of day preparing for the day’s activities, and Killien would awaken to repeat the drudgeries all over again.

One last thought echoed through his mind before he drifted off to sleep. How much longer must I live this nightmare?

 


 

 

 

 

 

6. Dangerous Schemes

 

The glare of the midmorning sun was blinding. Burne groaned, his elbows leaning against the dented wooden table as he massaged his temples, a desperate attempt to ease the pounding of his head. “Close the damn curtains before my head explodes.”

“Shall I fetch you some tea?” a fair-haired servant asked. The beautiful, golden-haired slave beside her gaped. “Perhaps, the wine—”

Burne dropped his hand. “What the hell would I want tea for? Get me some more fucking wine. That’s the only thing that seems to ease my head.” He looked to Ulric, who stood guard at the door. “Get rid of this useless wench.”

Hearst, his royal sorcerer, sat across from the prince, his back straight, his fingers interlaced in front of him. His long, sweeping robes were pressed smooth and his short, rust-colored hair combed neatly to the side. “Something troubling you?”

The prince slammed his hand down on the wooden table. “No matter what I do, they’re always demanding more.”

Hearst nodded. “The beasts you’ve procured for the fights are a fantastic idea.”

Chains jangled as the beautiful slave with golden locks hurried to refill Burne’s cup. “I should hope so, for the amount of coin it cost to buy the blasted things.” The prince rapped his fingers on the table. “But now that I’ve introduced them to the ring, the convicts and vermin from the streets aren’t bringing in as much coin. Their wretched lives are worth no more than a worm that dangles on a fisherman’s hook. The crowd wants more death, higher stakes, and blood blood blood!”

Hearst’s pale visage remained impassive. “An appetizer, then, to prepare them for the grand fight.”

The prince snorted. “Appetizers that used to be enough.” He took a swig from his goblet. “I can’t keep up with the cost of their godsdamned greed and their insatiable thirst for blood!” He downed his wine and hurled the goblet across the room. The metal clanked against the stone, and the dregs of the wine pooled upon the marble floor.

“The fights will be bigger, better. We can procure more beasts—” Hearst began.

“Aye, and more costs.” Burne buried his head in his hands, and dug his fingers into his scalp. “If only my brother would pony up more coin.” How many times had he made that foolish wish? How many times had he cursed his twin for being born first?

“We could invite him to the next one,” the sorcerer pressed on, unhindered by Burne’s foul mood. “If the king attends, others will follow, along with the coin. It might take his mind off of the shadowspawn attacks.”

The slave brought him another goblet. Golden curls curtained her pale face as she poured him more wine.

“Aye, the creatures beyond the Black Wall.” The prince pursed his lips. “If only I could get my hands on those infernal creatures, then I would have enough coin to adorn even the privy with gold!”

Silence stretched between them.

“That is a dangerous thought,” Hearst said hesitantly, “especially considering the efforts of the Shadowguard holding the Black Wall. The darkness is spreading like ink spilled on canvas. Sailors report neither the sun nor the stars can penetrate the strange black shadow. It’s no laughing matter. And definitely not something to profit from. The king has already lost a couple hundred men—”

“Spare me the details,” Burne huffed. “I’m quite familiar with my brother’s attempts.” Spittle flew across the table, a droplet landing on the sorcerer’s arm. The prince rolled his eyes when Hearst tried to discreetly wipe it away. “Do you know how many times it’s been shoved down my throat? Some of the nobility look down on my gladiator battles, especially when I introduced magnificent beasts to the arena. They say that while my brother is off trying to prevent the darkness from spreading and the beasts from attacking the wall, I’m here drinking and playing games, killing for sport.” He swept his arm across the table, sending the bowl of fruit crashing to the floor, broken shards spinning and grapes, apples, and peaches rolling across the tiles. The slave shrieked, then bent to pick up the mess. “My brother throws away the lives of some of his best men and is heralded for his efforts. No one comes back, no problem is solved. His army diminishes, yet—”

Hearst grinned, a malicious twinkle flashed in his eyes. “All the better for you to step in.”

Burne snorted. “I would’ve been king already if it wasn’t for Lord Tamas’ death. I should have been in the castle by now, sitting on the throne, one of the most adored kings in the history of Arcanthia. I would give the people what they want. I’d be in a drunken stupor every night, laying with the most beautiful ladies of Vendragon.” His face fell as his gaze settled upon the dusty tapestries. What in the fiery hells do the goblin slaves do all bloody day? As quick as it had come, the dream turned to ash. He sneered. “Instead, we’re holed up here, where the only thing we’re drowning in is a sea of debt.”

The sorcerer raised his index finger and Burne could have slapped the smug expression from his narrow face. “What if you held the games in your brother’s honor? He’d have to accept your summons. His birthday is next month. You could create a grand affair the likes of which no one has ever seen! It would attract thousands upon thousands of rabble from all over Vendragon and elsewhere! Additionally, it would introduce many of them to the gladiatorial arena who’d keep coming back.”

Burne’s fury went up in a puff of smoke. He pulled at the curled end of his moustache, considering. “That is an idea. It would cost an arm and a leg, and probably my firstborn if I had any little brats, but it could work. It could bring in more coin. Enough to pay off our debts.” He leaned back in his chair and propped his boots upon the table. “It would be the perfect time to strike. Everyone would be there...”

“Take out the king ... on his birthday?” Hearst’s eyes bulged. “That is not what I’m suggesting! Such a scheme takes time to plan.”

Burne dropped his feet to the floor and slammed his fist on the table, toppling his goblet. “Do not speak to me of patience,” he hissed. “That is all I have. I wait in the shadows, feign interest at the balls and other frivolous events where my twin sits on the throne adored by the sun itself. I cannot wait much longer. Even if I have to be the one to wield the blade, I will see my brother’s head severed from his neck.”

“But this is too soon, and most certainly not the right time. You want to keep the crowds coming back. You want them to keep thirsting for blood, not associate your games with the death of their beloved ruler. They must think themselves safe.”

The prince growled, and the chair groaned as he slumped back. The collared slave trembled as she crept forward, still holding shards of the broken fruit bowl, and began wiping up the puddle of spilled wine. She poured another full goblet, and he drank it deeply, sighing as the strong wine spread a fire to his chest. Tamas had always been better at scheming. If only he was still alive. A heavy sigh blew from his lips, his tension disappearing with it. “Maybe you’re right.” It was said with much reluctance. He had waited too long to sweep the power from under Rolden’s feet.

“It will cost a substantial amount to plan something of this magnitude.” Hearst plucked a small pastry dusted with sugar from the remaining platter and popped it into his mouth.

The prince shook his head, his shoulders slumping as if no longer able to carry the burden of his dreams. Everything came with a cost.

“Coin the house does not already have,” Hearst pressed calmly.

“Something everyone seems adamant to remind me of.” Burne scowled at the sorcerer’s frustratingly stoic demeanor. “Then, we’ll increase the number of Killer’s pit fights.”

“Are you sure that’s wise? Last time you tried this, you brought him to the brink of madness.”

The prince exhaled a long sigh at the memory of the slave’s battered face and the faraway look in his eyes. At first, using Killien in both the arena and the pits had been lucrative. But six months ago, his undefeated champion had almost been killed by a savage pit fighter high on shadow dust. Like every other promising opportunity in Burne’s life, it had been too good to last.

But surely this time would be different? Especially with the right motivation?

“He is your Undefeated,” Hearst reminded him. “The only one of your gladiators that brings in enough coin to fill your goblets.”

“A double-edged sword. The one thing I hate most is the one thing I can’t kill. But I can make him suffer.” He grasped his goblet with a white-knuckled grip. “Have him prepared to fight tonight.”

“Tonight?” Hearst gasped. “After all the fights he fought yesterday? His arm is still bleeding from the tiger’s—”

“Yes, tonight.” The prince grabbed a coconut square from the platter and bit into the sweet crispness. “That bastard owes his left nut for what he cost me.”

The sorcerer wrung his hands, as he struggled with his next words. Burne picked at his teeth, and then spit out the shredded coconut that had been lodged there. Still, Hearst remained silent.

“Out with it.”

“With all due respect, my prince ... if Killer dies in the pits, who will fight at your brother’s birthday party? The crowd shouts for him and no other. No one can withstand the beatings he takes from the other gladiators and champions, let alone survive the fights against the wild animals you’ve now introduced to the arena. Without him, you’ll have no show.”

“Fighting in the pits is nothing next to what he endures in the ring. Have Carac train him harder. He will not fail me.” He slammed a fist down on the table again. “If only I could get you to shapeshift into a white tiger or one of those beasts from beyond the wall. Do you know how much coin I’d save?”

“I am not a dog to be sent to fight that animal.” Hearst growled, his glare almost piercing. If Burne had not been so drunk, it might have frightened him. “Besides, you’d have no show if Killer cannot slay your creatures. And if I’m slain in bestial form, I die.”

“Yes,” Burne took a long swallow from his goblet. “It was only a fleeting thought.” Yet, still the idea remained. What good was having a shifter as a royal sorcerer if he could not use his powers?

A shadowspawn in the arena—that was the answer. Burne would be the envy of the realm. And to show that Killer could slay one...

It would prove that his brother was a weak leader, that all those soldiers died for nothing. That the answer to the Black Wall was the prince’s undefeated champion. The people would demand Burne assume the throne.

A sly smile crept across his face. He might not even have to kill Rolden—the people might move against his brother on their own.

The crown, the kingdom, was his for the taking.

Soon, very soon, the wait would be over.

 


 

 

 

 

 

7. The Price of Freedom

 

At long last, the medic was brought to Killien’s cell. The scrawny old man applied a salve to many of his wounds and dressed the others. It felt good to finally be tended to and rest his aching muscles. The moment would only have been more peaceful if Prince Burne wasn’t hovering over him.

“You’ll be fighting in the pits tonight,” Burne said, a smirk on his thin lips.

“Tonight?” Killien bolted upright. The medic pushed Killien back down to the bed so he could finish dressing the wound on his arm.

“Tonight,” Burne repeated hotly, the topic clearly not up for debate. “There has been a change of plans. I will be hosting a grand affair for the king’s birthday. It will bring in more coin than any of the celebrations and games we’ve had in years. But, it’ll cost money. To prepare for this event, I’m increasing the number of fights in the pits.”

Killien stared at the prince. No. Fighting those barbarians once a week was more than enough. A man could lose himself in the underground pits, killing for another person’s greed. The men he fought were not like the other gladiators, champions, or even convicts he battled in the arena. They were crazed, desperate men.

Six months ago, he’d fought in the pits three to four times a week to settle the prince’s debts. The blood, the rage ... it had started to alter his mind. The almost nightly battles were killing him—both mentally and physically. Hallucinations were only the beginning of his descent into darkness.

The only reason Burne had pulled him from the pits was because it had begun to affect his gladiator fights—fights that made the prince real coin. Burne was livid at the thought of removing him from the underground matches, but Killien was losing his grip on reality. One more fight, two at the most, and he’d have joined the other slaughtered pit fighters—the men who suddenly disappeared without a trace, with no evidence of their passing, no word to their families.

Even after he’d been removed from the pits completely, Killien remained an empty husk. It wasn’t until the prince had threatened the lives of his mother, sister, and younger brother that Killien had found himself again. Found the will to live. The hazy edges of reality suddenly became clear, and he’d redoubled his training. His family was the only reason he allowed the prince to treat him so.

The medic slathered something sticky on Killien’s arm.

Killien knew that six months ago Burne’s debts had grown out of control. The prince’s gambling problems soon became his own. Without the games, Killien didn’t have the means to earn his freedom. So, he had reluctantly re-entered the ruthless underground fights—once a week. Enough to earn the slimy bastard some extra coin, but not enough to hinder his battles in the arena.

“Is this to gain my freedom or settle your debts?” The bitterness crept back into Killien’s tone.

“Actually, this will benefit both of us.” Burne grinned. “You may have your freedom sooner than you think.” The prince’s snide tone had softened and been replaced with what almost sounded like excitement. It was a lie. It had to be, yet Killien still hung onto the thread of hope.

“How many more fights?” Killien could barely get the words out. His arms trembled with restrained anger. He didn’t know how many nights in the pits he could take.

Burne waved dismissively. “In addition to your regular fights? A day or two at most.”

Two to three days a week. Almost the same as last time. Burne was an idiot, too trapped in his own greed to see the failings of his plan. Even the medic shook his head. Killien snorted. “And if I die? Who will fight in this grand affair for the king and bring in the crowd and coins you seek?”

The prince grabbed him by the jaw and jerked his head towards him. “You won’t die. Not with everything I have riding on you. If you do, your family dies.” His eyes were wild, murderous. There was a beast of Vendragon in that cell, but Killien was not it.

The prince released his grip on Killien’s face and wiped his hand on his robes. “You survive until the king’s birthday and fill the stands to bursting, and I will free you—perhaps in as little as two months.”

Two months. It was more than he could hope for, so long as the prince kept his word. They would be the most challenging two months of his life—and considering what he’d been through already, that was saying a lot. But then he would be a free man.

Killien had been twelve when he’d last seen his family. But his loyalty remained the same. Thoughts of his mother, stepfather, and younger brother and sister were the only thing that had kept him alive all this time, the only thing that anchored him to this world. One day he would return to Keldonia and face the consequences for what he’d done.

Fate had a way of shitting on him.

“There,” the medic said, releasing Killien’s arm. “Try to not do anything stupid tonight.”

 


 

 

 

 

 

8. The Pits

 

The hooded sorcerer flashed a silver coin to the guards posted outside the iron doors as he led Killien toward the pits. No questions were asked, nor demands made. Discretion was revered in the dark subterranean chambers that hosted the scum of Vamort. The pit’s bloodthirsty clientele wanted their sick perversions kept hidden from the world.

All manners of men came to the pit: the rich and the poor, the bloodthirsty, the gamblers, the seedy, and the desperate. Dirt was smudged across many of their faces and hands, and the body odor reeking from their unwashed clothes was enough to fell a horse.

Killien almost didn’t recognize Hearst in his drab garments, when the sorcerer had retrieved him from his cell. He was dressed down to match the dirty, stained garb of the patrons clamoring for coin and blood at the edge of the sunken pits.

Shackles bound Killien’s wrists as he shuffled through the crowd, the metal collar rubbing at his neck beneath the dented helm. Unlike the gladiator fights, he was not permitted to use magic in the pits. Fighting in these derelict underground chambers was the only time Killien did not wear Killer’s spiked helm to battle. Burne did not want the extent of his debts known, nor his exploits in the underground chambers. Down here, Killien was nothing more than a common slave—a dog to be pitted against the other fallen mongrels.

Each time he was dragged down to this shithole, he wore a different mask to disguise his identity and the frequency of his fights, and the collar that branded him as the prince’s slave. The only thing he couldn’t hide were his wounds.

Killien and Hearst entered the large fighting chamber through the open cell doors. It was about half the size of the training yard. Rotting wooden beams atop wooden posts held up the crumbling stone ceiling and the balcony that overlooked the sunken pit. Two torches in sconces flickered on each of its four greasy stone walls between hanging bodies of the defeated strung from beams along the tops of the walls. The stench of rotting flesh, opens sores, vomit, sweat, and smoke assailed Killien’s nostrils. Hearst dry-heaved.

“How can you stand this?” Hearst whispered.

“I do as my master bids,” Killien said stolidly. He turned and met the sorcerer’s gaze. “Just as you do.”

Hearst’s lips parted at the remark, but his surprise quickly turned to gagging.

“Get a hold of yourself or you’ll kill us both,” Killien growled. “And remain alert. There are many hands in the crowd that would see your coins parted from your purse or your blades from the fold of your robes.”

“I didn’t bring any weapons.”

Killien snorted. “Of course you didn’t.”

“I have my own methods.” Hearst flashed a sly grin.

Killien didn’t rise to the bait. Hearst was no ordinary sorcerer. The fact that the shifter held the title of Royal Sorcerer was laughable since the man couldn’t cast a single spell. However, few were privy to this secret as the sorcerer’s powers were as coveted as Killer’s. Killien could only assume that this was yet another one of Burne’s schemes.

“Aye, I’ve heard,” Killien said. “Although I doubt you’d be brave enough to use them here.”

The silence that followed confirmed Killien’s suspicions.

 The crowds pushed forward, coins jingling in pockets and purses as they shuffled to get a good view of the pit. As of yet, no one had taken notice of the sorcerer, but any more of his prissy arrogance and someone was bound to start asking questions.

Hearst grimaced as he was forced to squeeze through the jostling, pushing, shoving masses. Killien smirked. Though the sorcerer tried to conceal his disgust, it was clearly written in his frown and wrinkled nose. In a hole like this, his expression could draw too much attention.

The crowds hovered around the sunken pits, close enough to be painted in blood. Using magic to bolster his attacks was too much of a risk.

And the clientele that filled these vile chambers were not like the haughty nobles, sipping their wine, laughing, and joking as they watched the spectacles Burne brought them. These men were at the end of their tether, willing to kill to relieve the burden of their debts.

What Killien wouldn’t give to see Burne down here...

Within the alcoves along the back wall, girls and women pleasured depraved men behind torn and frayed velvet curtains. A few of the alcoves were barren of any kind of concealment, leaving the naked women—and the torment inflicted upon them—bare to the surrounding crowds.

The women’s hollow eyes and broken postures wrenched on Killien’s heart strings. If only the world knew just how many slaves inhabited the dark corners behind the lavish theaters and castles or beneath the cobblestoned streets.

Down here, no one lifted an eye or spoke out on their behalf. The twisted and despicable acts were commonplace.

Killien averted his gaze. He could not help them any more than he could help himself, though it tore him apart to feel so useless.

Hearst pressed through the crowd toward the pits, and a dark-skinned man with corded arms and legs grabbed Killien and brought him to a holding area in the back. The cells smelled of sweat, blood, and piss and rivaled that of the prince’s dungeons—or at least the filthy cell Killien had been shoved into.

Two guards stood before the lone, barred window that showcased the rectangular pit and the gruesome battle within. They turned away from the fight and sneered, looking at Killien as if he was a walking corpse.

The dark-skinned man pushed him forward into an empty cell. He slammed the door closed behind Killien, snickered as he locked it, and then whistled as he exited the holding area.

Five other fighters sat in the surrounding cells. Blood mixed with the sand that covered two of the fighters across from Killien—victors of previous battles. Brick, a six-and-a-half-foot man of pure muscle, sat silently in the cell next to him.

Shit.

Killien had never fought Brick before, and never wanted to. Without his magic, the odds were unlikely to be in his favor.

 Across from Killien a bare-chested man with a shaven head spat a glob of blood and phlegm on the floor. A tooth skidded across the stone. The man looked up with a toothless grin. “Look here, boys. Fresh meat.”

Sickem, a victor from the pit fights Killien recognized from a few nights previous, shuffled forward, his long, scraggly hair hanging in his face. Blood smeared across his face, arms, and legs. His eyes were bloodshot, and his limp was more pronounced since the last time Killien had seen him. The man sniffed as he approached the iron bars of his cell. “This one smells real fresh. And look at the cute dented helm he’s wearing as if he’s playing some kind of heroic soldier.”

The toothless man stood. “Ain’t nothing heroic down here in the pits.”

“Oh, I don’t know.” Sickem licked his lips. “He can be my hero ... right before I cut his throat and feed on that sweet nectar.” He wiped the blood trickling down his chin and licked his finger, his eyes never leaving Killien.

Killien glanced toward the fighters in the cells farther down. One man had curled into a ball and rocked back and forth. Another leaned against the wall in the corner, his arms folded across his chest. A strange mask concealed the features the shadows did not.

The crowd shouted and cheered.

Sickem glanced through the barred window to the two men attacking each other. One with a dagger, the other with a mace. “Ten coppers says Shriek’s going to breathe his last tonight.”

Toothless snorted. “No shit. If that limping bastard lasts another minute in the pit, I’ll cut off my pinky toe.”

Sickem grinned. “Two minutes and you eat it.”

Blood sprayed from Toothless’ mouth as he threw his hand back and laughed.

Killien kept his mouth shut. Wagers were a dangerous thing down in the pits. Only half the bets he’d heard actually dealt with coin, the others were much more grisly. Men fighting to the death cared more for increasing their chances of surviving the night than collecting coin they may or may not get to spend.

Less than a minute later, the greedy spectators roared, and Slayer was named victor. The fighters in the holding area exchanged glances.

“Told ya,” Toothless said snidely.

“I don’t know if you have enough teeth to follow through.” The two fighters continued with their useless banter and threats. Killien tuned it out. Instead, he scanned the room, examining his opponents and looking for weaknesses, wondering which fighter he’d be pitted against first and who would still be alive by the end of the night.

Sickem’s left knee was swollen the size of a pheasant. Toothless had a laceration above his right eye that was starting to swell, and a wicked gash stretched down his left side. The whimpering fighter in the cells farther down would give him no hassle, but Brick appeared as resilient as ever.

The door squeaked open and two dark-skinned men entered. “Fang! Menace! You’re up!”

As one of the guards unlocked Killien’s cell and shoved him forward, Killien glanced to the man rocking back and forth, hoping he was the fool nicknamed Menace. Instead, the other guard moved to the far cell.

“Get moving,” the guard snarled at Killien.

The roars of the crowd grew louder as the guard pushed him through the door.

Killien stumbled into the sands of the sunken pit. Sharp, jagged stone edged the rectangular pit where some flooring had been broken out to build the foot-deep sandpit.

His opponent was clad in a leather mask, with stitches running up the sides of his cheeks and over the top of his head. A hole for his mouth revealed his chipped, rotten teeth. His eyes were wide and bloodshot.

The man turned to the crowd, raised his muscular arms, and shouted something from his mouth hole that Killien couldn’t make out.

Great, one of these guys.

Skull, the heavily tattooed master of ceremonies, stepped onto the scarlet-stained sand.  His namesake white skull was painted on his face. He wore enough nose rings, earrings, eyebrow rings, lip rings and cheek studs to outfit half the whores in Vendragon. A hush fell over the crowd as he raised his hands in the air. “Raise your cups and your fists if you thirst for blood!” he bellowed. “As payment for their crimes, two filthy curs have been sent to die in the pits. Behold, to my right, the Masked Menace!” The masked fighter stepped forward, shouting unintelligibly. Cheers echoed off the stone walls, rippling through the surrounding crowds both on the floor and atop the balcony. Skull gestured to Killien. “And, behold, to my left, Fang!”

Boos erupted from the spectators. Killien could only smirk at them behind his dented helm and for the name Hearst had chosen for the fight. No matter how many matches he’d won, the crowd never favored him, since his identity changed each night. Many of the fighter’s faces remained the same, unlike Killien’s.

“What weapons shall the gods grant them? Or will the gods curse them and send them to be beaten to death on the wooden posts?”

A black-haired woman, barely clothed, stumbled onto the sand carrying a woven basket.

Skull shouted, “Mongrels, choose your fate.”

Killien’s opponent reached into the basket, grabbed a stone, and handed it to Skull.

Skull held up the stone for the crowd even though whatever was written on it was too small for them to see. “The Masked Menace draws ... a two-handed battle axe!”

Killien reached in and pulled out a smooth stone inscribed with a worn symbol. He rolled his eyes and handed the stone to Skull.

“Fang draws ... a wooden staff.”

The crowd roared with laughter.

A slave handed Killien a staff that was splintered and short a quarter of its length. Will the gods not give me a fucking break?

Skull winced. “And the gods have seen to give him a broken one. This man, this Fang, must have committed an absolutely heinous crime for the gods to curse him so.”

The crowd groaned, shouted, and booed. To anyone in the audience, this looked to be a swift execution. They placed their bets, and exchanged coins.

The Masked Menace stared at Killien through his eyeholes, spinning his axe, and puffing out his chest. “Rotten luck?”

“No, that would be your teeth,” Killien replied. “And from what I can see, that stitched loincloth covering your face is probably an improvement.”

The man bared his chipped, brown teeth, then spat a brown glob on the sand.

“Ready your weapons,” Skull hollered. “No mercy will be given. Only one of you shall survive. The other’s corpse will be strung up for crowd to beat on.” The spectators roared with delight.

“Who wants it more? The one too young to lay with a woman?” Skull shot a look at Killien and laughed. “Or the one whose experience with the lovelier sex likely involves sneaking free peeks around the curtains at our own delectable women of pleasure?” He waved toward the curtained alcoves. “Am I right?”

Men cheered, raising their clay cups and sloshing ale on each other.

Killien spotted Hearst wedged between two fat men, a cowl draped low over his face to hide his aversion to the sport.

When the laughter and cheering subsided somewhat, Skull raised his hands to silence the crowd. “Fighters ready?”

The Masked Menace regarded Killien with an icy stare. Killien met the man’s gaze.

“Begin!”

Menace launched himself at Killien and swung the axe at his face.

Killien ducked, let it arc over his head, and jabbed the end of his stick hard into the man’s ribs.

Menace turned on him, his eyes wild. “Lucky shot.”

Killien cocked his head to his side. “Was it?” He twirled the shortened staff in his hand with a deftness that momentarily silenced the crowd. A good performance meant more coin would be passed around despite the ineptitude of his opponent. However, Killien had not trained with the staff, and the crowd wanted blood, not dexterity and fancy footwork.

“Would you like some ribbons to go with that twirling stick of yours,” Menace snarled, “or do you plan on splintering me to death?”

The two squared off. The Masked Menace held his axe diagonally across his chest, and Killien gripped his staff point down. Killien jumped forward; the staff whistled as he swung and smacked Menace in the hip. Menace grunted and swung his axe downward, but Killien blocked the blow with his staff against its haft. Killien saw frustration in his opponent’s eyes and smirked at him.

Masked Menace, my ass. Killien whirled his staff around the haft of the axe and forced the head of the axe blade down into the sand.  Then he stepped one foot on the shaft just below the head, bent down with the staff and whacked the Menace in the shin. Menace growled in pain, but managed to twist his axe head flat and yank it out from beneath Killien’s foot.

“Enough games!” the Masked Menace yelled as he stepped back just fast enough to avoid another whirl of the staff. Then he gripped the axe haft with both hands and inched forward again, more cautious this time.

Killien spun and swung the staff like a war hammer at Menace’s head, but Menace lifted the haft of his axe and blocked the strike, the force of the blow splitting the staff in two and sending the upper half spinning into the crowd of spectators. Killien didn’t see where it went but he heard a howl of pain when it struck someone in the front rows. Bloody fucking oar.

Killien stepped back, gripping the broken staff handle like a cudgel, wishing he could send a jolt of magic through it like the lightning sticks the prince’s guards held.

Menace swung the axe sideways at Killien, but Killien leaned away easily. Killien took a quick step forward, and Menace swung the axe from his shoulder in a heavy chop. Killien somersaulted to his left and the weighty metal axe head plowed into the sand. Killien leapt forward, jabbed the splintered end of the staff into the flab at Menace’s waist and blood began to well and drip immediately.

“You fucking piece of shit,” Menace growled. He lifted the heavy axe head up and leaned its haft on his shoulder. “I’ll fucking split you in half, from your pointy fucking head to your tiny dick.” Menace prepared his grip on the sweaty wooden axe handle, but Killien sprung in, whacked him on the knuckles with the staff, and bounded out. Menace yowled and lumbered forward. He swung the axe at Killien’s head, and Killien barely had to move to get out of its way.

The two men stared each other down. Sweat streamed down Menace’s neck and bare chest from beneath his leather mask. For an instant the crowd was too intent to scream.

“What’s the matter?” Killien asked, grinning. “That axe weighing you down?”

Menace roared and charged Killien, his axe cutting a vicious downward slash and throwing him off balance.

Killien dodged it with a single step to his right, and the axe blade plowed the sand again. The crowd became restless. They began to boo and shout profanities, mostly at Menace for his ineptitude, but also at Killien for not dying.

“A weapon is only as good as the skill of the man behind it,” Killien said. He whirled and delivered a roundhouse kick to Menace’s side as the man struggled to lift the axe head again. Menace stumbled, his body twisting, and Killien thwacked him straight across the face with the half-staff. Menace tried to stagger away, and Killien drove his boot into the center of his back, sending him sprawling to the crimson sands.

Menace clambered to all fours, and then sat up facing Killien. Blood dripped from the mouth hole of his ridiculous mask. Killien could see him blinking his eyes, trying to focus. He pushed the axe back toward the edge of the pit and stood up empty-handed, knees trembling.

Killien watched, waited. The crowd hooted and hollered for blood.

At last Menace roared and lunged forward, swinging a left hook. Killien could have easily avoided the blow, but the crowds were savage, clamoring for blood just as much as coin. No one wanted a quick fight. In order to avoid suspicion, Killien had to make it look like an even match.

Menace’s fist connected with base of Killien’s jaw in a spray of blood. Pain tore through Killien’s jaw as he was thrown to the ground, Menace still on top of him. He landed with his left arm awkwardly beneath him and screamed.

Menace clambered to his knees, his bloodied fist reeled back.

Killien whirled the half-staff in a wide arc, the shaft striking Menace’s chest, pushing him back into the sand. Killien rose and staggered to his left, boots sliding in the sand. Blinking, he tried to focus on Menace and put some distance between them. Everything was blurry, but the roar of the crowd helped bring the underground chamber back into focus.

His arm throbbed as it shook at his side. He clenched a fist and stretched his fingers. Not broken. He spat a glob of blood on the sand and smiled.

“Ha-hah!” Menace hollered, his eyes haughty with triumph.

Savor that now, because it’s the only one you’re going to get.

Menace was still gloating when Killien stepped in, lightning-quick, and drove the splintered end of the staff under the base of the Menace’s jaw. Blood spurted out, washing over Killien’s hand. Menace coughed and spluttered. The warmth and aroma of the blood flooding down Killien’s arm was so familiar, he barely noticed it.

Menace’s hands went limp at his sides and blood puddled on the sand. Killien saw the light go out of man’s eyes. Despite the pain that flared in his left arm with the movement, he pushed the broken staff end deeper into Menace’s throat, just to be sure, then jumped back out of the way as Menace’s corpse fell forward like a great fat oak to the sand.

“Fang, victor!” Skull shouted.

Blood streamed down his arm as Killien jabbed his right fist into the air. The answering roar was deafening. He shot a glance at Hearst, noting that his pallid complexion had taken on a greenish tint and he looked like he might puke.

As much as seeing his disgust for such vileness made the sorcerer more human, now was not the time. Look the part, you idiot! Killien wanted to scream. And prepare yourself for a lot more. This is only the beginning.

 


 

 

 

 

 

9. The Wager

 

Another feast. Another mountain of coins blown on this undeserving lot. Prince Burne had to smile through his teeth as he was forced to listen to the grating jabber of his annoying guests. The fake laughter, the gossiping, the false compliments ... it was enough to make the prince puke. Every chicken leg they nibbled on and discarded, every pastry square they took one bite of before moving to the next ... wasted. And on what?

How many more of these appearances must he make? At one time, he had enjoyed swimming with the sharks, laughing, baiting them, and drowning himself in ale. But the coin was running dry and his empty wine cellar was collecting dust; he had little time for these fools. They weren’t friends—they were parasites.

If only Lord Tamas was alive. I wouldn’t have to suffer the company of these pompous nobles just to save face. I’d get rid of all the liars and backstabbers and surround myself with only loyal accomplices.

But Lord Tamas was dead, and the crown still crested the head of Burne’s brother.

Burne inhaled deeply, trying to calm his inner turmoil. Be patient. The crown will be yours. You will not have to suffer the company of these nauseating ingrates.

At least, Rolden had shown up to Burne’s dinner party. The prince wasn’t certain how his announcement would fare if the king didn’t bother to make an appearance. A brazier flickered behind him, its light reflecting off his crown as if to mock him. Rolden clasped Queen Maudelyn’s hand atop the table.

If only Burne could have avoided inviting some of the other guests. Lord Caltruff kept whispering in his fat wife’s ear. Lord Powell hung onto the king’s every word. The only thing more annoying than the old man’s persistent ass-kissing was the ridiculous wig he wore that covered up the balding man’s liver spots.

The Duke of Duumhold, on the other hand, was always good for a laugh. Burne’s servants were forever filling his goblet, but this was one man the prince didn’t mind spending coin on. If anything, the duke’s jokes made the other teat-sucking nobles more tolerable.

The prince looked to his beautiful wife, Allura, and his frustration slipped away. He turned to the nobles seated at the table and clinked his knife on his goblet. Several moments passed before the din of conversation settled to a low hum and they turned his way. Though it was more effort than the nobles deserved, Burne swallowed his prejudices and his hatred for fakes, politics, and false pretenses, and stood, smoothing out his doublet.

“My friends, I have brought you here this evening to announce the grandest celebration of the year! My dear brother, King Rolden, is having a birthday in a month’s time and, in his honor, I will be hosting a monumental event to which you are all invited!”

At this, Rolden raised an eyebrow and stroked his silver-flecked chinstrap goatee. Burne had not had a chance to speak with his twin. But it was probably best that way. There was no way such a generous offer could be publicly turned down. Rolden cleared his throat. “My brother, you honor me.”

“Only the best for you, my king! There will be a magnificent feast, illustrious performers, and the grandest games Vendragon has ever seen!”

The nobles cheered roundly, clapped and clinked their goblets.

The Duke of Duumhold, splendidly drunk as always, raised his goblet, sloshing red wine on the sleeve of the duchess’ white dress, and bellowed, “Here’s to the greatest king Vendragon has ever known!”

“Hear, hear!” the other sycophants agreed.

 The other nobles beamed their appreciation at Rolden.

One day, the people would chant Burne’s name and look upon him with the same adoring eyes that they shared with their present king, or he would kill them all.

“My prince, this news is delightful,” Lord Caltruff said, as blubbering as a convict awaiting judgment. “I was just speaking with Lord Powell here about my new champion. He fights with the skill of a renowned warrior and, I dare say, could easily crush Killer in the time it takes to drink a goblet of your fine wine.” He held out his goblet, which was empty again, and a slave filled it. “Please, if the king would have me this honor, I would love the chance to demonstrate his skills.” The surrounding nobles nodded, intrigued.

Burne knitted his brow as he met Caltruff’s gaze. “Pishen Rock already has a new champion? How can he bear the title if he is that untested?” He laughed. “My Killer can defeat any champion you procure.”

Caltruff wove his fingers together below his chin; a fire burned in his eyes—a silent challenge. “Your confidence is unfaltering, my prince. Care to make a wager?”

“This is for the king’s birthday. I hardly think betting is appropriate.” Burne spoke loudly, but the king was engaged in a conversation with the Lord Powell. The prince rolled his eyes. Even sitting next to his brother, it was nearly impossible to keep his attention.

Caltruff cocked his head and smiled smugly. “Are you afraid you’ll lose?”

A muscle twitched below the prince’s eye. “Lose? Against your selection of pissants?”

The lord clapped his hands, and his grin broadened. “Then, let’s make this interesting. One hundred gold pieces to the winner.”

One hundred? Burne nearly choked on his wine. It was a fortune. Caltruff was a wealthy lord, but Burne doubted the man truly had that much coin sitting around. Burne’s lips parted to voice his thoughts, but he closed them, worried it would backfire and bring his own finances into question. “I didn’t realize the Caltrop house had that much coin to spare.”

“Caltruff,” the lord said tightly. “And as it happens, the Crystal Mines in Pishen Rock have been quite bountiful as of late.” He took his wife’s hand. The fat wench wore nearly as much gold and silver as the king himself. “Surely you’ve heard?”

Burne raised his goblet to his lips. “I’m afraid that information never made its way to the castle.”

Caltruff pursed his lips. It looked as if he was going to fling an insult, but then thought better of it. “These crystals have turned out to be quite useful to the mages in Aradia.”

The prince rolled his eyes, feigning boredom.

“Of course,” Caltruff continued, “if a hundred is too much for you, we can lower it.”

Laughter rolled off the prince’s tongue, but inwardly he was seconds away from stabbing the lord with his bread knife. Perhaps, he’d kick the man’s old wench on top of him. Death by fat wife seemed like a good way to die. “Too much? Let’s make it one hundred and fifty, just to keep it interesting.”

Allura dug her fingernails into his thigh, and Burne had to keep from flinching. She glowered, then softened her expression as she turned to their guests. Making such a bet was reckless, but no one made a fool out of the Prince of Vendragon. Killer would crush the champion and Burne would be one hundred and fifty gold coins richer.

“What are you boys talking about?” Allura purred, her finger lazily twisting her fiery-red locks. The nail marks in his thigh contested her ignorance of the situation, but Burne gave her hand a squeeze, nonetheless.

The beading of her yellow gown glittered like gold in the light of the braziers; the shapely bodice clung to her voluptuous figure. She was easily the most beautiful woman in the room, if not the kingdom. The only thing her appearance lacked was Queen Maudelyn’s crown.

Caltruff grinned. “My princess, your husband and I were just adding a little wager to the games. Nothing of import. A hundred and fifty gold pieces is but a drop in the bucket for the prince of such a fine castle.”

Burne forced a smile—anything to quench the fires burning in Allura’s eyes. Perhaps, there was a way out of the wager. “Indeed, but I’d rather see my wife in fine jewelry than make a bet against one of your warriors.”

“But if he wins, he will buy you the most glorious jewels Vendragon has ever seen.” Caltruff took Allura’s hand into his own and kissed it. “Only the rarest gems for a lady such as yourself, although even the brightest crystals would pale in comparison to your beauty.”

Bastard. “I thank you in advance for your coin,” Burne said, trying not to clench his teeth. “My wife will spend it frivolously, I’m sure. Likely, on gowns that will spend more time on the floor than draping her luscious figure.”

Caltruff snapped a look in his direction, and Burne swore he saw a hint of jealousy—of greed. The princess’ beauty was renowned throughout the kingdom and beyond. She was Burne’s most prized possession. No matter how many debtors sought to bury them or how many rumors were cast to stain his name, Allura was the one thing the prince had that everyone wanted.

“I accept your wager. This will truly be a day to remember!”

“Marvelous.” A snake-like grin spread across Caltruff’s snobbish, pinched face. “Additionally, I would like to raise the stakes.”

The prince’s jaw clenched, and the stabbing fingernails returned to his thigh. “Oh?”

Caltruff nodded and gave him a conspiratorial wink. “Given Killer’s skill with the blade and the crowd’s fondness for exotic creatures, I wish to procure a rather rare spectacle.”

Silence fell over the table. The lord had the other nobles in the palm of one hand, and clutched Burne’s manhood in the other.

What kind of beast could he possibly have in mind that Killer had not already slain?

“I’d like to hear more of this,” Burne lied.

“I bet you would, but it is for the king’s birthday, and I’d hate to ruin the surprise.”

Of course, you would, you lying sack of shit.

“Do you accept my offer?” Although Caltruff was smiling, his eyes gleamed with malice.

I’d rather rip out your entrails, shove them down your throat, pull them out of your ass, and hang you with them than agree to any one of your schemes. Burne shot a glance at the king, wondering if there was any way out of this mess.

“What are you gentleman talking about?” King Rolden asked, breaking away from his conversation with the Duke of Duumhold.

Burne fought the urge to roll his eyes again.

Caltruff butted in. “We’re discussing an epic gladiatorial match in your honor, and a little something special for the finale.”

“That sounds wondrous!” King Rolden exclaimed.

Burne hadn’t expected anything less of his brother, but it still stung to have his twin unable to pick up on his subtle cues. “It’s settled, then. I look forward to your surprise.” Burne finished his wine and motioned for another. It was going to take a lot more to get through this night.

 

***

“One hundred and fifty gold pieces, Burne? Are you mad?” Allura furiously removed her gold-and-emerald necklace, and flung it on the bedside table. It slid and clattered against the wall so hard Burne feared it might shatter.

The bed creaked as Burne shifted his weight and he looked up to see her glaring down at him. “He put our house, our reputation, into question. If word got out—”

“The word is already out. Rumors spread as we speak. Your name is being ground into the crimson sands.” Allura raised her hands in exasperation. “It is spoken in whispers, hidden behind phony smiles, but word travels. You are the laughing stock of the kingdom. Even the other ladies gossip about our debts. They joke it’s blown on frivolous luxuries to make up for your tiny—”

Burne slapped her hard across the cheek. “One day I’ll be the one who rules all of Vendragon, and the people will grovel at my feet. I’ll expect nothing less than their love, loyalty, and obedience—the same qualities I expect from my wife.”

The side of Allura’s face flushed red. Blind rage filled the princess’ dark eyes, but as quick as the fires had come, they were snuffed out by a deep hurt. “That day seems more dream than reality.” She sighed heavily and caressed his arm. “Once, I believed you, but without your friend to council you...” She sighed. “I thought you were man enough to do it on your own, but now I’m not so sure. Our debts mount, our favor dwindles.”

“It will be,” he whispered, and nothing and no one would make him break his word.

Allura cupped his cheeks. Her head tilted and her eyes filled with yearning. “I long to sit on the throne at your side.”

“And you will have it.”

“When?”

“A terrible tragedy will soon befall the king. Because he has no heirs, the throne will fall to me.”

“Tragedy?” Her breath quickened, and she stared at him hungrily. “What have you planned? An assassin?” She pressed a long kiss to his lips. “Send Killer,” she whispered between kisses. “I long to see your brother’s blood leaving his body.”

Burne’s grin broadened as he gazed into the eyes of his lioness. “The murder cannot be connected to me, my little tyrant. It must appear to be an outside job.”

She pressed her bosom to him and left a trail of kisses down his neck. He traced his hands down the curve of her hip. He had to angle his rotund belly to reach around and give her ass a hard squeeze. The thickness of her gown impeded his efforts, and he wanted nothing more than to tear her out of the dress, regardless of the cost. An impish smile graced her lips. There was nothing more erotic than plotting their ascension.

“Has the kill order already been sent?” Allura breathed heavy between hungry kisses.

The prince pulled back and clicked his teeth. “I will not speak of such things in front of my beautiful wife. Your hands will not be stained. Know that the pieces are beginning to fall into place and that soon you will be queen.”

Her eyes lit up, playful and dangerous, and he pushed her onto the bed. He slid his hands beneath her gown and up her silken thigh as he met her dark gaze. She was beautiful and cunning. If only the other nobles, who ogled her at parties in front of their own wives, knew the pleasures of her tongue and the warmth between her thighs, it would make them want her even more. But her touch was known only to him. 

“Soon,” she whispered.

Burne had purposely left the details of his plan vague. Many slow and careful steps paved the way to his ascension. It could not be rushed, as much as he longed to sit on Vendragon’s throne.

 

***

Allura slid out of bed. The glow of the lantern flickered off the curves of her naked buttocks.

Burne let his gaze linger, then stretched and yawned, the long-since buried muscles of his abdomen cramping with the effort. He curled his legs to his chest and whimpered, feeling like a turtle caught on its back.

Allura arched an eyebrow.

Once the cramp had passed, he whispered, “Where are you going?”

“To soak in a hot bath and let the slaves perfume my skin,” she said with a languid smile.

“I thought we might go for another tumble.” He stifled a yawn. He’d had far too much to drink, and sleep was already pulling him into its embrace.

“Rest, my love. I will return to the chamber later, and if you are not comatose, we shall go for another round.”

He stared lazily at the way the light of the lantern danced off her naked flesh. Her breasts were so beautiful. If only he could savor that body forever.

She was nearly at the door when she turned. “One more thing.”

“Anything, my love.”

Her playful gaze turned to ice. “Raise a hand to me again, and I’ll feed your jewels to Killer.” Allura turned on her heel and strode out of the room before he could offer a response. She hadn’t so much as donned a robe to hide her bare flesh before she disappeared down the corridor.

“Allura! Allura!” But his shouts were met with silence. A growl ripped from his throat, and he rocked in the bed in an attempt to sit up. His vision swam and his belly protested at the exertion. If anyone so much as looks at her, I’ll have their heads!

Defeated by the wine, he flopped back into the bed. The anger of his wife’s brazenness quickly transferred to the bet he had foolishly made with Caltruff. By the gods, Killer must not lose!

One thing for certain: there was no way he would let that pompous lord outdo him—at his own party, no less. He would need to have his servants scour Arcanthia in search of something no one had ever seen. It didn’t matter how much the blasted beast cost or how long it would last in the ring. Just hearing the crowd’s audible gasp echoing as one and seeing Caltruff’s smug expression drop would be worth it.

No matter what the beast cost, he could pay it off when he was king. Until then, he might as well live it up. If only he could get a hold of a rare creature, so ferocious the very mention of its name sent shudders down the spine. But what could it be? Lions, tigers, rattlers, grizzlies ... all great beasts, fearsome to watch, and yet their names were as common as cats and dogs. It didn’t matter how bloodthirsty these blasted animals were, how much he paid, or how hard they were to capture. The crowds in the arena were bloodthirsty creatures themselves: hungry for more, but quick to yawn when the stakes were not impossibly high. They all wanted something they’d never seen, to be amazed, and feel that fear and anticipation of their first gladiator battle.

After a while, battles of man against man had a tendency to grow stale. See one and you’ve pretty much seen them all. And the really boring matches cost him nearly double in wine. The only thing left was to raise the stakes. And then raise them higher. The audience’s tolerance of violence and bloodshed was uncharted, their hunger insatiable. If only they knew what went on behind the scenes, they might have some more godsdamned appreciation.

But no. They were all filthy, greedy leeches, looking for the next thrill, only to cast it aside when something better came along.

Burne would show them. This would be an event that would shatter all the celebrations that had come before it, one that would be spoken of for years to come.

Only one kind of beast held the fear that Burne was searching for, the fear that would have the audience pissing themselves in the stands.

Shadowspawn ... the creatures of nightmare that lurked beyond the Black Wall—the wall that completely surrounded the southern peninsula of Vendragon, the savage monsters that had killed hundreds of King Rolden’s best soldiers. Capturing one, however, was little more than a fleeting dream. No one survived beyond the wall.

But to think of his power if he could enslave one of those fiends...

 


 

 

 

 

 

10. A Deadly Proposition

 

In the training yard, under the blistering heat of the midday sun, the men grunted, sweat, fought, and bled. Killien’s stomach rumbled, but he ignored it and pressed his attacks. Five years on the streets meant he had gone longer without food than a single night. But between the pit fights, training with the other gladiators, and the one-on-one sessions with Carac, his regimen was beyond brutal—both mentally and physically. He had to increase the number of pit fights and risk his life for what? A measly birthday present?

A backhanded blow with his shield had Victus doubled over, wheezing. Killien struck again and threw the burly gladiator to the ground. He stepped over him and pointed his wooden sword at the gladiator’s throat.

Victus laughed. “I long for the day that I can defeat you.”

“Be careful what you wish for.”

“Aye, as much as I yearn for the chance at stealing Killer’s victory, I have no wish to be the beast’s play toy.” Victus fixed his eyes on something past Killien’s shoulder. Instantly, his demeanor changed. “Get off. It seems we have an audience.” He pushed Killien off in a display of bravado, and puffed his chest out.

Killien rolled his eyes. What fools these men were. Gladiators accepting their place as slaves for a chance at glory. They viewed the prince with reverence, hung onto his every word. To them, Burne was a leader, a man of wealth and influence. Regardless of the rumors that surrounded him, the prince still held an incredible amount of power—through the tournaments, the parties, and the fates of his gladiators. They did not know about the insatiable greed that consumed the man. The prince’s reputation was built on a throne of blood.

Burne stood on the balcony overlooking the yard. He wore a condescending smile as he looked over the melee and nodded his approval. Hearst stood behind him, ever the shadow, his robes immaculate. What was different, and what held the gladiators’ attention, was the princess that stood at her husband’s side.

Allura rarely made appearances in front of the men, much less at the training yard. Smooth, flawless skin, the body of a goddess, the desire of every man; she was the sun and the stars. How Prince Burne had married such a young, beautiful woman was beyond Killien’s comprehension. Yet, there was something about her, as she stood there with her servant in tow, that rubbed Killien the wrong way—something in her eyes as she watched the gladiators fighting below, though he couldn’t put his finger on it.

“Gladiators, form up!” Carac snapped, and the men immediately ceased fighting and scrambled into a line facing their patron on the balcony. “Attend your master.”

Burne grinned. “Men! I have great news! In celebration of the king’s birthday next month, we will be hosting the grandest games in the history of Vendragon! There will be great feasts, as well as challenges of martial fortitude featuring my best gladiators, all in honor of my brother, the king, on his birthday! Nobles from far and wide will come to honor the king and witness the most exciting gladiatorial battles ever fought!”

The men cheered and waved their swords in the air. Killien remained quiet, his stomach sinking at the thought of what horrors the celebration might bring. The prince continued, naming a few of the experienced gladiators who would open the games, all leading up to Killer’s appearance.

The excitement of the announcement persisted until the gladiators sat down to eat an hour later. Victus grumbled, “How can we move up with Killer always stealing the show?” He tore a chunk from the stale crust of bread offered to only the best fighters.

Killien had opted to sit with some of the newer recruits. He preferred the quiet of Jarrett, Kolby, and Tim’s company to the raucous laughter and ridiculous schemes to win the prince’s favor Victus’ table provided.

Famished, Killien downed a second bowl of gruel. He would need all the energy he could get if he was to train with the other gladiators for several more hours, and then with Carac for another two hours before sunset. He could only hope Burne did not plan on using him in the pits that night. As of yet, there had been no word, but he usually didn’t get much notice.

Merek whispered loudly enough for Killien to hear, “I say we put something in his drink, slip something into the man’s food.”

Killien slid his gaze sideways to study the monstrous dark-skinned warrior. Given his size, strength, and his skill with a sword, it was a surprise he was still a step behind Victus when it came to skill.

“How?” Anthony asked, and scratched his dark-bearded chin. “No one has ever been within twenty feet of the man. Those that have, never made it out of the arena unless you count being digested in his stomach.”

Merek flashed a toothy grin at Killien. “Bait has—”

Killien’s stomach dropped. “Don’t even think about bringing me into this.”

“We will not poison the Beast of Vendragon,” Victus said, pointing his crust at the men. “That is not the gladiator way. If I am to take Killer’s place, I shall do so honorably in the arena.”

Merek said, around the piece of bread he was chewing, “How, though? The prince will not pit us against him.”

“The king’s birthday.” Jarrett’s head rose from his gruel, though a piece of the brown gunk clung to his beardless chin. “We open the games, yes, but what if we offer to do more?”

Killien’s spoon paused before his lips, and his chest tightened. Leave it to the new recruit to suggest a sure way to get himself killed.

Jarrett swallowed as the sworn gladiators turned to him, eyes full of menace. “What if one, or even two of us, were pitted against Killer?”

Killien slammed his spoon down, splattering gruel across the table. “No!” He practically spat the word. “By the gods, you haven’t even passed your test and already you’re spouting nonsense.” He swiped the spoon from the table and pointed the end to Jarrett’s face. “You probably couldn’t best a slave woman armed with a chamber pot. Facing Killer as unskilled as you are is nothing more than a death wish.”

Jarrett shrugged, feigning nonchalance, but the hurt, the desperation to be free of the hellhole was written in his eyes. “It was just a suggestion. It’d be voluntary. I want no part in it, but if you are truly serious about destroying his undefeated title, that is the only way to do it. You could suggest it to the prince ... as a way to warm up the crowd after the initial bouts.”

“Killer’s fights aren’t like ours,” Anthony pointed out. “He fights to the death.”

“That risk is the price of the title,” Victus said, stroking his chiseled jaw. Milo and Odis nodded greedily.

Killien pushed his empty bowl away. “The prince would never go for it,” he said through gritted teeth, unable to make eye contact with the foolish men seated around him. Killing convicts and beasts was one thing, but these were decent men. To put them in the gladiator ring with him...

Merek rapped his fingers on the table. “It’s a crazy enough idea that he might. How many gladiators do you think it would take? Two? Three?”

“Two would be enough.” Victus scowled. “Regardless of what’s being sold, he is but one man. A man whose reign has lasted one too many fights.”

“But why should just two of us get the glory?” Odis asked. “I want a piece of him too, and if we’re chosen solely on the numbers of battles we’ve won, the prince will pass me over.”

“You haven’t earned it,” Victus snarled.

“I’ve paid in blood just like everyone else,” Odis shot back.

“Bleeding because you’re not fast enough to avoid your opponent’s strike is not the same as paying in blood.”

Odis stood, glaring at the burly gladiator.

Killien shook his head. This wasn’t happening. How could the men be such fools, so desperate to prove themselves to such a backstabbing prince? There had to be a way to dampen their excitement and get them to reconsider.

“Sit your ass back down,” Milo said, rolling his eyes. “No one has even presented the idea to the prince and already you’re fighting over the two spots like starving dogs on a bone.”

 Odis sat down, albeit reluctantly, and Killien jumped at the opportunity to deescalate the situation. “The death of two good fighters ... that is a lot of coin for the prince to lose.”

Victus slammed his fist down, rattling the bowls of gruel next to him. “Bait, just because you are the shit beneath the prince’s boots doesn’t mean the rest of us are condemned to live in Killer’s shadow.”

Idiots. Killien raised his head to meet Victus’ furious gaze. “You would risk death for glory?”

The gladiator’s anger was quickly replaced with laughter. He gestured to the training yard, regarding Killien as if he was an imbecile. “Is that not why we’re here?”

“We are slaves!” Killien shouted.

“Accept your fate, coward! You chose your fate when you foolishly sought the warmth of the princess’ touch. Now, you must suffer Killer’s wrath until he tires of your ass.”

Killien’s heart hammered in his chest. “For your sake, you better hope that day doesn’t come.” It was an empty threat, but to these men who knew nothing of Killer’s identity, he hoped his words would bear some weight, perhaps save their lives.

While Jarrett had fallen into sullen silence exchanging wary glances with his brother, Kolby, Victus and Merek regarded Killien with open defiance.

Fools. All of them. It was a good thing he kept his distance, that the prince had demanded he make no friends. He sighed, his anger deflating. Killien already had enough blood on his hands.

With nothing left to say that would derail the men’s thoughts, Killien withdrew from the conversation. The men spoke excitedly about how they might approach the prince, and who was brave enough to compete in such a fight. Killien ignored them and kept his head down. Burne would not be merciful. If only the men understood the fat prince’s vindictiveness and realized he was not the fucking saint they thought him to be.

If Burne did take a liking to the notion, perhaps Killien could talk him out of it. The crowd was there to see Killer fight a worthy opponent, not watch him murder his own men ... or so he hoped. And only the best gladiators would attempt such an undertaking, which meant Burne would lose a lot of coin. If nothing else, the probability of adding to the prince’s ever-mounting debt might get his attention.

Jarrett looked at Killien, gruel still stuck to the young recruit’s chin. “Your skill is beyond that of Victus and Merek, yet you do not fight. By not pitting you in the arena, the prince is losing out on great coin.”

Killien glanced at the others, who were still plotting their own deaths. Then he looked past the rows of tables to where the two trainers, Carac and Vultruc, sat, the latter with his hands and face slick with grease from the chicken legs stacked on his plate—a privilege bestowed on the trainers alone. Shnak carried a water jug to their table and refilled their cups, his black lips moving, no doubt sputtering curses and insults under his breath.

Carac met Killien’s gaze, his dark eyes set in a permanent warning. “The prince wants the coin from Killer more,” he said bitterly.

Jarrett dropped his voice to a whisper. “Have you no chance at buying your freedom?”

The question made Killien’s stomach drop, the fear filling the empty space. “A chance,” he said softly. “But the price is steep.”

Jarrett frowned and shared a glance with his brother, who was sporting a fat lip and a cut above his eye from the day’s training. “Is it true what Victus said? Is that actually how you earned the prince’s ire?”

“Aye. I made the mistake of making a pass at his wife.” It was a practiced lie, fed to him by the prince. Probably as a warning to the others—both guards and gladiators alike—that no one touched or so much as looked at Princess Allura, lest they be fed to Killer as an appetizer.

Kolby winced. “I heard a rumor about a guard who’d been caught sleeping on duty one too many times. The prince had him thrown into Killer’s cell, and he was never to be heard from again. Is that true?”

 “Yeah,” Killien lied. The truth was the man had been sent to the pits and lost his first fight, but the lie held three times the fear and deterred others from making eyes at the princess.

“If Killer is undefeated, why do you still live?” Kolby asked.

Killien stared at the young man. “Because Killer wills it.”

It had been a long time since he had spoken this much. The three recruits were different from the other gladiators—softer, naïve perhaps, but with good hearts.

They’ll die quickly.

Carac cleared his throat. He stood at the end of their table, his arms crossed. “Like anyone, Killer needs to sharpen his claws between fights. There was a time when he fought the prisoners in the dungeon, but he killed them all. When the dungeons were empty, the prince sent a couple gladiators, thinking the men could give a better fight. But Killer slayed them too. He was born into death and knows nothing else. The prince showers him with wine and women in an attempt to satiate his appetite. Bait’s wounds are nothing. Killer is deranged, but his rewards, combined with the glory of the gladiator arena, feed his blood rage.” He paused to let his words sink in. “Now clean up. We have games to train for.” Carac turned on his heel and walked away.

“Wine and women. Hmph,” Victus griped. “I’d be tempted to unleash my inner beast if the prince was going to reward me on a nightly basis.”

Anthony slapped Victus’ shoulder, nearly unseating the hulking gladiator. “Don’t kid yourself. You had your chance and you blew it.”

“What does that mean?” Kolby asked.

Victus growled. He seemed reluctant to admit defeat or speak to a lowly recruit. “I’ve bled in the trenches, unlike Killer.” All eyes fell upon Victus expectantly. “Killer stole everything from me. No one knows where he came from. He appeared like a ghost and somehow got the prince to put him in the arena to fight a champion. He didn’t show up with any of the other recruits. He didn’t train with us, or so much as pass the test every gladiator has to. He just showed up with his bones and his rage and was automatically put ahead of all of us. He quickly became the undefeated champion of Vendragon.” Victus turned his head and spat on the sand. “The position was spoon-fed to him, if you ask me.”

Killien frowned, regarding the gladiator with new eyes. “Were you the champion before him?”

A few of the other men snickered as they stood and collected their bowls.

Victus’ lips pulled back into an ugly sneer. “No, but the position was mine.”

Anthony laughed. “Victus, here, was the Bull of Vendragon.”

“The Bull?” Tim asked. The former archer’s glossy-red locks drooped in his face. With a grimy hand, he swept an errant curl away.

Anthony grinned. “He charged up the ranks fast, all rage and steel, but he’s lost just as many battles as he won.”

“That was before,” Victus snapped. “I knew nothing about discipline. I was reckless and stupid, an undisciplined fighter. I spent all my winnings on women and dice. There was one gladiator I was determined to beat, though. Both Carac and the prince said I wasn’t ready, but I pushed and pushed until they relented. I was beaten within a few breaths of my life and cost the prince dearly—both in coin and shame. I bear this scar for my idiocy.” He pointed to the three-inch-long gouge that traced his cheek.

“The prince almost sold me to some backwater city, but the princess saw my potential and asked Burne for one more chance. I trained like no other and beat the living piss out of my rivals. I was on a winning streak, appearing in arenas across the realm. I had one loss to a giant of a man with red eyes and a body that was more scars than skin. They called him the Demon of Duumhold. That monster had never been beaten. I, too, failed to bring him down.”

Victus’ eyes narrowed. “But then Killer showed up and killed the demon within a few months of his reign of chaos, showed up to his next battle wearing the giant’s skull on his head, rib bones hung around his neck. He became the undefeated champion, the Beast of Vendragon.” He clenched his cup with a dirty, scarred fist. “I was about to become champion.”

“I hardly think the position was spoon-fed to him if he defeated someone no one else could beat,” Jarrett muttered.

Victus growled. “My point is, he has never trained with us or had to work his way up the ranks. He was put against the best fighters right from the start, a privilege no gladiator has ever been given.”

The men strode onto the sands of the training yard, and Tim hurried to follow and continue the conversation. “Can you not still become champion? Do the battles not bring you glory?”

Victus had spoken about honor and glory enough for Killien to know that’s what he sought, as if his purpose—his sole meaning for being—was at the tip of his blade.

“Not with Killer around. The prince doesn’t pit me against anyone of note. We are the fucking side show. Killer is the godsdamned main event. The crowd cheers his name as if he is some legendary warrior, but there’s nothing heroic about him. He’s just a bloodthirsty killer. I thought the crowd would want a hero, but instead they all call for the monster.” Victus’ gaze darkened; his chest heaved with barely restrained rage.

Merek clapped his hand on the gladiator’s heavily muscled shoulder.  “You will prove yourself worthy of the title. Killer’s reign will not last.”

Killien laughed and walked toward the rack for his sword.

 

***

“Where does Killer train?” Jarrett asked as he exchanged blows with Killien. Carac had set Killien against the new recruit in an attempt to show him the path of the sword. The young man had potential, but the lessons came slowly. Even slower for his brother, Kolby.

“In an underground cavern near his cell,” Killien said, sidestepping a careless thrust. It was another practiced lie. “The prince has deemed it too dangerous to let the beast out, except to fight in the arena.”

“Where does he sleep?”

“In the depths of the underworld, probably,” Killien muttered.

“Why don’t you sleep in the cells like the rest of us?” Jarrett asked.

“Because I am a prisoner, not a gladiator, and I do not hold the prince’s favor. I have a dank cell far from everyone else and a rotten wooden slab on which to lay my head.” The words came out harsher than Killien meant, but with his aching limbs and mounting exhaustion, his patience was thin.

“Truly?”

Killien nodded. It was the first bit of truth he’d said all day.

“What’s it like to fight Killer? From the rumors, he must be mad, a caged beast.”

 “He is,” Killien said bitterly. Sand beneath the collar at his neck. Caged in every sense of the word.

“Then why do women—”

“Because they are fools,” Killien snapped. The lie about Killer’s prowess with women was ludicrous, and Jarrett and Kolby were even bigger fools to believe it. “Listen to the crowd when Killer walks into the arena, the thundering roar, and then the silence right before he lands the killing blow. He bathes in his victims’ blood, yet the crowd cheers. Killer is not out for glory—he is out for blood. One day, the true nature of the beast will be unleashed.”

Jarrett knitted his brows. The gladiators had been sold on a lie about the glorious Killer. Killien hoped his words had convinced the newer recruits to stay far away, if only he could sway the others.

“Bait, how long have you been Killer’s practice dummy?” Jarrett asked.

By the gods, the recruit asked a lot of questions. In a place such as this, his boldness could get him killed. And yet, it was nice to hear something other than threats, schemes, or the men joke about how they’d murder Killer. “Too long.”

The young man blocked Killien’s thrust with his shield. “Have you any hope of freedom?”

The question gave Killien pause. After he’d ripped his screaming mother away from Lord Tamas, stabbed the disgusting, half-naked lord to death, escaped the Lord of Duumhold’s guards, and ran out into the night, hope had become a fleeting thing. But Jarrett looked at him so intently, Killien could not find it in himself to crush the recruit’s spirit. “There’s always hope,” he said, afraid his tone was anything but hopeful, “although it depends how good you are.”

Jarrett frowned. “Kolby and I used to hunt with our father, but our skills do not extend far beyond that.”

That was for certain. Kolby spent more time eating sand than any of the new recruits. The other gladiators laughed and jeered at him constantly, even Walden who was hardly any better. If the young man didn’t start to show promise, he would not pass the test. Where his fate lied should he fail was anyone’s guess, but Prince Burne was not merciful.

Killien’s voice softened. “You have family? I mean, other than your brother?” He should not have asked. Such questions were dangerous. He was under orders to remain emotionally distant. Killien agreed it was for his own good. Friendships would only give the prince leverage—a target to punish during one of his drunken tantrums.

But a small part of him longed for companionship.

Jarrett glanced at his brother, who was sweating profusely. Kolby caught his brother’s gaze, and Tim, the wiry archer against whom Kolby was sparring, used the distraction to thrust his wooden blade into Kolby’s ribs and put him on his back.

Across the yard, Carac was shaking his head, frowning with disapproval.

“Had,” Jarrett whispered. “A shadowspawn killed my father.”

Killien paused mid-thrust. “Shadowspawn?” The name was rarely spoken. If not for King Rolden’s efforts to eradicate them, Killien would have never believed they exist.

“They said it came over the wall. My father died trying to protect my mother. It was my sister Kaida who killed it ... but something happened to her.” Jarrett lowered his wooden practice sword. “We found her hovering over Mother’s mutilated body with a dagger in her hand … bloody. She came after me with it, her eyes crazy with rage. She knew not who we were or what she was doing.” The recruit’s eyes took on a faraway look. “I can’t explain it, but it wasn’t her. Kaida was the kindest, gentlest girl ... but something snapped after she killed that ... that thing.”

Killien had heard stories about the hundreds of king’s soldiers who had sailed across the Salphiric Ocean to the Black Wall and then ventured into the Forest of Shadows. No one was ever seen again.

“We locked her in the basement, hoping the madness would pass, but she escaped. She killed two of our neighbors before we, y’know … we had to…” Jarrett blinked away the tears that welled in his eyes. “Kolby and I were orphans then. After what Kaida had done, we fled the village. We couldn’t face them ... we didn’t know how they’d react or who they’d blame for the deaths. No one saw it ... the thing, the shadowspawn. We didn’t even know if anyone would believe us.”

Killien regained his fighting stance and nodded for the others to do the same. The crack of Carac’s whip would soon echo across the yard if their lips were moving more than their swords. Still, Killien had to know more. “So, you’ve never told anyone about this?”

“Who is there to tell? What would they do about it?” Jarrett replied. Kolby cursed as Tim slapped the flat of his wooden blade across his side. Jarrett rolled his eyes, then he turned his attention back to Killien. “Nothing anyone can do will bring back my sister or my parents. We have no proof about what we saw.”

“Besides,” Jarrett whispered. “Someone would come after us for what we’ve done. We murdered our sister.”

“To protect her from herself and those around her,” Killien said.

“No one else was there to see the beast or how crazy she was and the madness that took hold of her—no one that survived anyway. For all we know, someone would pin the deaths of our parents and neighbours on us, too.” Jarrett flicked an imaginary splinter from his sword. “We had no choice but to run. The streets were at least better than the dungeons ... or the noose.”

Killien’s heart clenched at the story—one that far too closely resembled his own. “So, why tell someone now?”

Jarrett shrugged and gestured around the enclosed training yard. “Look at what path our silence has led us to. Slavery. It can’t really get any worse, can it?”

Thoughts of the pits whirled in Killien’s mind. There were many things far worse than the accommodations here. Generally, a gladiator’s life held more honor and respect than what slaves would find elsewhere, assuming the gladiator could hold his own in the arena. The pits, being chained daily like a dog, beaten until bloody ... those were the living nightmares that would break even the strongest of men. They had almost broken him. Killien would never wish his treatment on anyone.

“We cleaned stables and chicken coups for a while, but then the old farmer died,” Jarrett continued, grunting as he riposted, “We started begging on corners and stealing from vendor carts. One day, there was a riot in the square. It quickly grew violent. The guards attacked with cudgels. Some of the rioters were killed, others were trampled by the mob. Many were thrown in the dungeons. We were caught trying to run away from an angry vendor we’d filched a few pieces of jewelry from. The man took what little money we had on us and demanded we return every broach and chain we’d ever stolen from him. But everything we’d stolen had been traded for food, and when we told him that, he and a few thugs dragged us into a covered wagon. They chained us with some other men ... and a couple women, too. They kept us in the basement of an abandoned cook shop for a few days. Then the bastards threw a sign around our necks and paraded us in front of a gathering of men.”

“Prince Burne bought you?” Killien stepped forward and used his sword to flick the chunk of gruel off the boy’s chin.

Jarrett flinched but continued, “It wasn’t him who paid the coin, but we were brought here along with the others.” Jarrett nodded to the other recruits sparring in the blistering heat of the sun.

“I thought nobles only hired goblin slaves,” Jarrett said bitterly, casting a sidelong glance at Shnak. The goblin was half-hidden in the shade, clutching onto a wooden cup of water and staring daggers at Carac’s back. Although no one was anywhere near him, Shnak’s lips moved quickly above his cup, no doubt muttering curses of some sort.

Killien pressed his lips into a tight line. “Well, we’re all slaves.”

“But we can buy our freedom?” Jarrett asked.

Killien sighed. “It is possible if you win over the crowd and fight well in the arena.”

Kolby was knocked to the sand and Jarrett rolled his eyes. “Then we fight. We’ve been lost ever since we left Augurr, and now that we’re here, what choice do we have? Fight or give up and die.”

“There is always a reason to live.” Killien frowned. “The shadowspawn that attacked your family, what did it look like?”

Jarrett’s eyes widened. “Black death.”

 


 

 

 

 

 

11. Two Champions

 

Prince Burne groaned inwardly as Victus approached him. The prince strode quickly, his guards a step behind him, across the edge of the yard, his gaze forward, and pretended not to notice, but the gladiator hurried to keep pace.

“Begging your pardon, Your Highness,” Victus said hesitantly, “but a few of us have an idea to help bolster enthusiasm for the games.”

Burne fought the urge to roll his eyes. “You have twenty paces to convince me.”

A half-smile graced the gladiator’s lips. The prince knew that a gladiator winning an audience with him, however short, was a small victory in itself. The man hurried to catch up, kicking up sand as he went. “Merek and I would like the honor of battling Killer.”

Burne came to an abrupt halt and snorted, “You have done nothing to deserve that honor.” His guards exchanged nervous glances.

Though Victus appeared hurt by the prince’s reaction, he was not deterred. “Perhaps not, and forgive me for being so bold, but Killer has never fought a gladiator from your stock.”

“He’s fought champions,” Burne said with a dismissive wave as he resumed his walk toward the castle. Ten more paces and he’d be rid of this foul-smelling beast.

“True, but they are inferior to your house.”

The praise gave the prince pause. “You think you could take on the undefeated champion?”

“If given the chance. We’ve beaten many strong opponents. We’d like the chance to take on Killer. After the initial fights, of course.”

“Your deaths will cost me more than I am willing to pay.”

“All we ask is that you consider it,” Victus pressed. “And if not Killer, invite the champions from all across Vendragon—one from every city! You wanted an event that will go down in history. Why not capitalize on it? What would happen if you had not one Champion of Vendragon, but two?”

The idea stopped Burne in his tracks.

“Either option fills your pockets with gold,” Victus continued. Burne pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and held it over his nose, pretending to wipe it. “Imagine the crowds coming to see a champion or gladiator from each of the realms, each of the major cities! It would mean more gladiator fights, more victories to be had. It’s possible to stretch these games over a week or more, if you so choose it. People would come from all corners of Arcanthia for the king’s birthday—to root for their favorite champion.” A cruel smile stretched across Victus’ chiseled face. “And watched them be crushed by the might of Prince Burne’s gladiators.”

“That’s twenty paces,” Burne said curtly.

The gladiator bowed his head, his air of confidence quickly deflating. “Of course, Your Highness.”

“I will consider your idea.” The prince kept his tone flat, his expression neutral. Victus was a slave, a talented gladiator, but a slave no less.

The man’s eyes sparked. “You honor me.”

Burne turned, stuffed the kerchief back in his pocket, and walked past the guards positioned at the door to the castle, not bothering to give the gladiator a backwards glance.

A champion from every city? he thought as he strode to his chambers. His mind whirled with ideas, each building upon the last as he strode the echoing corridors that led to his bedchambers. He stepped inside the room. “Fetch me a drink.”

The top heavy, golden-haired slave, whose name he had yet to learn, emerged from a shadowed corner of the room and held her head down as she shuffled toward the wine cabinet.

Allura was sprawled across the canopied bed, one long smooth leg extended from the silk robe draped over her curvaceous figure. Her red hair cascaded over her pillow. “You look troubled.”

“On the contrary, my dear. One of the slaves approached me.” As beautiful as she was, he was too preoccupied to be aroused by her suggestive pose. His gaze was fixed unseeingly on the tapestries hanging on the wall.

“I lie here before you and you speak to me of a slave?” A hint of ire in her voice.

The golden-haired slave filled a pair of goblets and placed them on the bedside table, then retreated to an unlit corner to await her next command.

 “He spoke to me of coin, of greatness, of champions.” His voice rose as his excitement grew. “The gladiators wish to fight Killer.”

Allura studied her manicured nails with disinterest. “A waste of their lives.”

“That’s what I thought when he first started prattling on,” he said, quickly striding toward the bed. “But hear me out. What if we called forth a champion or gladiator from every city, every realm, to fight against our finest warriors? The games could stretch over several days, or even a week.” His words were coming fast, spurred on by the visions of the coin that would overflow their coffers.

She lifted her gaze, a slight tilt to her head. “An intriguing idea.”

Burne slipped between the sheets beside her, the mattress sinking under his considerable weight. “What if our house had not one, but two champions?”

“You think the rest of the lot are up to that standard?”

“Not all of them, but perhaps a few.” He shrugged. It was worth a shot. If nothing else, it would showcase his generosity and help pave his ascension to the crown.

Allura’s eyes narrowed cautiously. “And if you’re wrong?”

He grinned slyly—he’d prepared for such an argument. “The amount of coin the games will bring in will be enough to pay for their deaths and buy new recruits.”

Allura pursed her lips, and a hint of concern showed in her eyes. “This is a big venture. A costly one. Can we afford to front the expense?”

“I don’t see how we can afford not to.” He cupped her cheek and turned her to face him. Her eyes sparkled with mystery and mischief, deep pools he longed to get lost in.

“You dig us an early grave, my love,” she said. Her lips brushed his, her hot breath caressed his neck.

“It will be a massive step to our ascension.” That got her attention. He felt her stare deeply into his eyes. His fingers trailed down her bodice, his lust fueled by the promise of power. “The queen’s crown will look glorious on your head.”

“I long for the day I wear it.” She pulled him close, playfully yanking his hair. “You wouldn’t lie to me, or tease me with such dreams, would you?” She pressed her bosom against him, and the pressure began to build in his loins.

“Everything I do is for you, for us. We shall take the throne and rule Vendragon. My brother came into this world a minute before I, and it has haunted me ever since. A minute is such a small thing, and yet that delay robbed me of my glory, my privilege, and my father’s love. I will take it back. Like the shadow that creeps over Augurr, I will silently slither up on Rolden and take what is mine.”

Allura grabbed the pair of goblets from the side table. A savage smile graced her delicate visage. “A toast to the future king.”

 

***

A shadowspawn. Killien could hardly believe it as he strode through the underground cavern for his last training session of the day. Beside him, Ulric and Ramy joked about all the loose women that would come to Vamort to see the gladiatorial games, but Killien tuned them out.

Jarrett had seen a fucking shadowspawn … and had told no one, even after it killed his father.

It was only a few years ago that the Magic Academy had begun training mages to fight against the fiendish creatures rumored to lurk beyond the Black Wall. As of yet, no Battlemage had ever been beyond the wall.

Some nights, Killien overheard the guards speaking about companies of soldiers that had lately been sent to the Forest of Shadows. The darkness was spreading. The more they spoke of its horrors, the less Killien wanted to believe. How was it possible that an unnatural darkness had spread across the forest and sky so that even during the day no light shone through?

And the strange beasts they described: forty-foot-long snakes that could crush a man’s bones, giant lizards with rows of serrated teeth, creatures that erupted in flame when enraged ... it all sounded like a fairy tale.

Killien wondered what would have happened to him if he’d never killed Lord Tamas all those years ago. Would he have already finished his training as a Battlemage and be preparing to enter the haunted forest alongside his stepfather?

Killien had almost gotten away with the murder after he’d escaped the dungeon in Duumhold. He’d even survived on the streets for five years until Carac had found him. What would have happened if Carac had never stumbled into that alley and brought him to this forsaken dungeon? He probably would have returned to his family, only to be brought to Angelique, the head of the Mage Council, to be placed in magical bonds and either shoved in a dungeon in Sangrea or executed for his crimes.

No matter how each scenario played out, Killien’s fate always included death or imprisonment.

Why had Carac been in Duumhold that night? It couldn’t have been random. The hatred in Burne’s eyes was palpable. Recruiting Killien into the gladiator ranks, having him bypass traditional tests of strength, and immediately creating the guise of Bait meant that Burne had planned for this.

But how was that possible?

It had something to do with Lord Tamas. Again, the thought grated on his mind. Who was Tamas to Prince Burne? Whatever it was, Burne still mourned the man’s death, still blamed Killien for his loss. Because he escaped the dungeon, he was never found guilty. But Burne knew. Killien could see it in his eyes. Then again, Killien went missing the day the lord’s body was found in the home of a prominent mage. It didn’t take a scholar to deduce what had happened.

The vengeance in the prince’s eyes was almost palpable. Every time they met each other’s gaze, a fury burned there, churning, boiling, waiting to be unleashed. How the prince had not had him executed was beyond him. Surely the coin earned from the games was not enough to temper that hatred.

A slow death, then. Torturing Killien publicly, both in the pits and in the arena, coming up with new ways to inflict pain and prolong the suffering, and remind Killien what he had cost him.

Uncovering that cost was like grasping smoke. Burne’s relationships with other nobles were fickle. He’d laugh and joke with them one moment, then politically stab them in the back the next. It was a game. One the prince played well.

The guards led him to the underground chamber where Carac and Shnak waited. Killien turned to Ulric. “What’s the matter? Did you stink the sorcerer out tonight?”

The guard pushed Killien forward and sent him stumbling.

A straw dummy was set up at one end. “What’s with the dummy? Am I not fighting you tonight?”

Carac grinned. “Lord Caltruff intends to set you up against rare beasts. The prince wants you prepared for anything.” He pointed to the weapons piled up against the wall. “The spear first. I want you to practice using your magic to power your throws. Then, if you have anything left, you’ll fight me.”

Killien grabbed the spear and took his position twenty paces away from the straw dummy. When he looked to Carac, he noticed the whip coiled in his hand.

“Any flash of magic earns you a lash of my whip.”

Killien drew his arm back as he honed his magic into the wooden shaft and bladed spear. He took aim, shutting out everything around him, and launched. A glowing blue crackle spiraled around the shaft as it shot through the air, plunged through the heart of the dummy and left a gaping hole, then clattered off the stone wall on the other side.

“That’s one,” Carac taunted.

Killien frowned. This was going to be a long night.

Killien pressed his attack, fueling his energy, his hatred into every magic-powered thrust of his shield, every thrust of his sword. Sweat poured down his face and into his eyes, but he would not let up. He snarled and grunted, forcing Carac back into a corner.

Blood dripped from a cut across the trainer’s forehead. It was nothing next to the cuts across Killien’s arm or the lashes across his back, but he savored the victory as if he’d taken the cruel trainer’s arm.

The scent of blood and sweat inside the underground cavern triggered images of the pits that quickly replaced the trainer’s scarred face. The roar of the crowd, the glint of steel, a man screaming, blood spurting.

How many men had he killed? How many times had he almost died?

A blade slapped across Killien’s arm, bringing him back to the fight with Carac. “Focus,” the trainer growled, and he slammed his wooden blade across Killien’s leg, sweeping him off his feet. “Become distracted and die.”

Killien lay on his back, his chest heaving, as he stared up at the dark-skinned trainer. The rough stone floor against his back added to the burning from the lashes he’d received.

“You’re growing weak, careless. Your family is going to die and you stumble.” Carac plunged his wooden sword downward, but Killien rolled out of the way, and the trainer’s sword clanked against the stone.

Killien slammed his boot into the back of Carac’s knee and heard a satisfying pop. The trainer cursed and Killien leapt up and tackled him to the floor. “Enough with the fucking threats!” he yelled as he drove his fist into Carac’s face.

“Beat that turd-licking donkey’s ass!” Shnak shouted.

The outburst was so unexpected, it made Killien pause. Carac punched him in the jaw and Killien rolled off, his anger deflating.

The trainer rose to all fours, his gaze fixed on Shnak. “What was that?”

The goblin clapped his hand across his mouth.

Carac flared his nostrils as he stood and spat blood. “You think that was funny?”

The grin that had spread across the imp’s face vanished. “No m-master. I sneezed. Even shot snot across my hand.” He offered his grimy palm as evidence.

Carac batted the goblin’s hand away. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you enjoy these fights.”

“N-no. Of course not.” The goblin lowered his head, but even where Killien stood, he could see the edges of the imp’s black mouth tilt upward.

“Don’t lie to me,” Carac hissed. “You’re waiting for him to kill me.”

Shnak’s sly smirk returned as he lifted his head to meet the bearded trainer’s gaze. “Kill you?” The imp snickered. “No. That’s too much to hope for. Maim, dismember, if I’m lucky, but Killer has too much restraint.”

Killien swallowed. What the fuck are you doing? Just shut your mouth already.

Carac tilted his head. “And how would you do it?”

The goblin flashed his crooked teeth. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“Nor will you.” Carac grabbed Shnak’s throat and squeezed. Shnak’s eyes bulged.

“Carac, are you out of your godsdamned mind? Let him go,” Killien said. Carac ignored him. “I said, let him go!”

“The prince can replace his bag of bones with another sniveling goblin.” Carac squeezed tighter. Shnak gasped and clawed his fingers at the trainer’s hands, but his efforts were futile. “You can’t trust him. You can’t trust any of these little shits!”

Killien glanced at Ulric and Rickshaw, but they stood back. Rickshaw’s face was expressionless as he watched, his hand hovering over his cudgel, but Ulric grinned as a purplish tint colored the goblin’s green skin.

Before he knew what he was doing, Killien let his elemental energy fill him. He drew in a breath, blasted a gust of wind from his palms. The shimmering force slammed into Carac. The impact was so sudden his arms shot out to the side as he propelled backward. The goblin dropped to the ground, his head snapping back with the force of the spell.

Ulric and Rickshaw grabbed Killien’s arms, pulling them back. The goblin gasped for breath on the floor. Killien let his magic drain away and allowed the guards to force him to his knees.

“You dare use magic against me?” Carac stomped over to Killien and snarled. “For him?”

That had been a bold move, a stupid move, but Killien was tired of seeing people pushed around, tired of seeing the guards and the trainer abuse their power. “He did nothing to you. His mouth runs out of his ass!”

“Silence!” The word echoed off the cavern walls. “You are nothing but a flea-bitten slave.” He turned to the goblin. “Attach his collar. We’re done for the night.”

Shnak scrambled to his feet. The goblin’s finger trembled as he slowly approached Killien, his gaze never leaving Carac. He reached around Killien’s neck and jerked his head back. “You ogre sniffing imbecile,” Shnak hissed as he clasped the collar. “Now you’ve done it.”

“What—” Killien whispered, but the goblin jerked the collar and choked off his words.

Shnak leaned in so close Killien could smell his foul breath. “You should have let him kill me.”

 

***

“An interesting suggestion came to me today.” Burne sauntered over to where Killien was chained to the wall. Redness stretched from the prince’s plump cheeks to the folds of his neck, and sweat stained the glorious robes that hung over his engorged stomach.

Despite the foul stench of sweat and wine that quickly began to fill the small cell, Killien’s stomach clenched at the prince’s words. He knew what was coming, and worse if Burne had heard what had happened down in the underground caverns.

“Victus wants to invite champions and gladiators from all across Arcanthia to join in the games. He wants to make a name for himself, prove his worth and make himself a legend.”

Killien let out a breath. If this was all it was... “An interesting idea that would garner the house much favor.”

“Indeed.” The prince’s eyes shifted deviously. “He also wishes to challenge Killer.”

And there it was. Killien’s gaze dropped to the stone floor, his mouth suddenly dry. He sighed deeply, considering what, if anything, to say. But if there was any hope of saving the gladiators, it would not be through silence. Burne would not pity them. The prince understood three things: wine, status, and coin. “A foolish idea. Unless you plan on having Killer show them mercy, I don’t see how that in itself will garner much extra coin. Inviting a champion from every city will bring thousands of people flocking to the arena, but what will pitting your gladiators against Killer do besides force you to purchase new recruits?”

“He wishes to prove that my house can have not one but two champions,” Burne said with a nonchalant wave of his goblet that sloshed wine across the stone floor.

“If one of us is dead, that’s still only one.”

The words caught the prince off guard. And that was all Killien could hope for—a shadow of doubt. Burne pursed his lips, and wiped the sweat from his mustache.

“Have him fight against the other champions and earn his title that way,” Killien said, “not throw his life away against Killer.”

The prince considered for a moment, suspicion furrowing his sweating brow. “What are these men to you?”

Killien swallowed hard. He fought to maintain an indifferent expression. “I hold no friendship ties. You have forbidden me such menial comforts. They are training partners and nothing more. I care more for your coin than I do the welfare of these men.” It was only a half-truth. He didn’t much care for Victus or Merek, and until Jarrett and Kolby had entered the training yard, he’d had very few words with any of the men. But more was at stake than just saving the lives of two arrogant gladiators. If Burne lost coin—and two of his best gladiators on top of that—it would put Killien’s own freedom further out of reach.

“By the way,” the prince spluttered, changing the subject, “gather your energy. You fight in the pits tonight.” Burne rocked back and forth on his heels and stared at Killien as if awaiting a string of curses.

A deep anger welled in Killien’s chest, but he did not take the prince’s bait. He gave a nod of acknowledgement, and Burne whirled away on his heel, stumbled with the effort, and caught his balance on the cell bars. He chortled at his own drunkenness, and, without further word, staggered out of the cell and down the dungeon corridor, presumably to drown himself in more wine.

If only the gods would answer my prayers and let that man drink himself to death. But, each day, the gods mocked him.

Killien entered the pits for the next five nights after that. After the endless hours of training, the fights in the pits, and many sleep-deprived nights, his body was beyond exhausted. He’d nearly died twice, but somehow managed to survive the grisly fights and the savage men he was pitted against. There were nights he skipped the baths to climb onto his bed, his body still awash in blood.

The medic berated him for each wound he took, and also cursed the prince for the number of pit fights Killien had to endure. “His days will be numbered if he keeps this up,” the medic snapped at Hearst, who stood over the wooden table next to the array of scalpels and bottles of various tinctures.

“He will do what he must,” Hearst said brusquely.

The medic was not convinced, nor was he intimidated by the haughty sorcerer. “Your man will not last until the king’s birthday if he continues to fight at this rate.”

Killien’s eyes fluttered as the men continued to squabble over him. His mind was drifting in and out of consciousness.

“He can handle it.” Hearst’s voice was distant, as if in another room.

“Look at him.” The medic’s words cracked like a whip, and Killien had to give him credit for his boldness. “No man can endure the underworld for long. Not even Killer.”

The room faded out of focus and Killien’s head drooped to the side. Coherent thought abandoned him, and a darkness as bleak as the shadow overtaking the forest beyond the Black Wall fell over him.

 


 

 

 

 

 

12. The Monster Within

 

Blood streamed down Killien’s face from the lacerations on his forehead. One eye was swollen shut. His muscles ached fiercely, and every breath caused a sharp pain in the side of his chest. It would not have surprised him to learn at least one of his ribs was broken.

Gods, that was a brutal night. The moment he returned from the pits and stumbled into his cell, he lay on his pallet, hoping to lose himself to sleep ... or death. Whichever came first. The wood pressed against his wounds, and no matter which way he shifted, he could not get comfortable.

Sleep was nearly impossible in his dank, hard-edged cell. He sighed and sat upright, rolling his shoulders to loosen his tense muscles. A metallic tang filled his mouth and he spat a dark brown clot on the dirty, stone floor.

He felt dead. Given the blows he’d taken in the pit that night, he probably should have been. But the gods’ cruelty knew no bounds.

Live to fight another day. The words echoed in his mind like a mantra. It had been so long since he’d been free he hardly remembered what he was fighting for anymore. Why bother to carry on such a meaningless existence?

He closed his good eye and dropped his head to his hand. He knew why. Everything he did was for his mother. Each night he heard her terrified screams, heard Lord Tamas’ raucous laughter…

Your family has not seen you in eight years. They have turned their backs on you, on your very existence. The things you’ve done ... there’s no coming back from them. You are a murderer, a beast. The voice inside his head, his only companion in these desperate hours, had become louder, more insistent.

They don’t know where I am, he argued silently. For all they know, I’m dead in a dungeon somewhere or on the streets. I was only twelve. Who could survive life on their own at that age?

Your stepfather is one of the most revered mages in Aradia. Surely they have the resources to track down a lone boy. Dark laughter rippled through his thoughts, the laughter of the monster within. No. There’s a reason no one has come to save you from this wretched life. What you did is unforgivable. Return to the mages and they will cast you out. Or kill you.

Killien pressed his fingers to his temples. I cannot live like this, as a creature whose only purpose is to kill. I have to return to them. I will not give up now. Even if they turn me away, at least I will know. I must see that she’s safe and that what I did so many years ago has not stained my family. I, alone, carry this burden. No one else shall suffer for my crimes.

Foolish words, the monster within chided. You will die here.

A soft orange light appeared beyond Killien’s closed eyelids. He opened his eyes and his head swam as a wave of vertigo threatened to take hold. His chains jangled, and his fists clenched. He would not succumb to the pain ... or the madness.

Consciousness drifted in and out. He was vaguely aware of the shuffling of boots in the distance, of the words being exchanged.

“He looks like death.”

“Any more of this and the pits will kill him.” A guard’s voice?

“He’ll fight as long as I need him to fight. For what I have planned, we’re going to need more coin.”

Killien’s head swayed, and he struggled to focus.

“Do you hear me, Killer?” the prince’s smug voice taunted him from worlds away. “I’ve invested far too much for you to die before the king’s birthday. You owe me. When you fall, and I assure you, you will, it will be when I’m swimming in gold.”

Bile rose up in Killien’s throat. If only he could stop his head from spinning. He took a deep breath and grimaced at the stabbing pain in his ribs. With the strength of his will, he was able to focus on his surroundings. The prince stood before him, reeking of stale wine and tobacco smoke.

“What of...” He swallowed as his stomach lurched, threatening to empty its contents. The moment passed. “My freedom? You said I could win it back ... in a few months.”

“I’ll bet that was a fine fantasy while it lasted. Did you dream of a voluptuous lass sharing your bed on the first night of your freedom?” The prince laughed. “Of course not. You thought of that whore of a mother.”

Anger washed away the vertigo and brought the drunken prince into clarity. Killien jerked forward, and the chains securing him to the wall snapped taut, leaving him inches from Burne’s red nose.

The prince laughed and blew his breath in Killien’s face.

Killien’s stomach lurched at its sour reek. Burne smelled as if he’d been bathing in a wine barrel. Killien gagged, half-wishing he could wash the prince in a wave of vomit.

“It’s been fun,” Burne continued, “dangling this carrot before you, always out of reach. The amount of coin you owe me is beyond your means. Your life, even your pathetic death, will never be enough to repay me for my losses.” His fat face hardened and his eyes narrowed. “And there have been many losses. Losses so deep I’ve never recovered.”

“He deserved it,” Killien said through gritted teeth.

The prince’s fist shot out so fast on Killien’s blind side he didn’t see it until it pounded his swollen eye, buffeting his head to the side and sending a rush of pain flooding through him. He had endured far worse in the arena and in the pits, but his battered body was so close to breaking that even the paunchy prince was a threat to his life.

Pain surged through his chest, and for a moment he couldn’t breathe.

“You pathetic worm,” the prince went on, drunk and relentless, spittle flying down on Killien’s face. “You still don’t get it. You will never return to your mother.”

“Watch your tongue,” Killien groaned through the pain. “She’s the only thing keeping me here, the only thing that keeps me alive to fill your coffers, to keep me from lashing out.”

“Lashing out?” Burne laughed. “At what? Shadows in the dungeon? A rogue rat skittering along the wall?” He pointed a fat finger at Killien’s face. “You will do as I command.”

“You are nothing without me,” Killien spat. “I am the only thing keeping you afloat. My victories pay for your luxuries.”

The cruel grin that stretched across the prince’s lips bordered on madness. “I am your master, and you are but a slave to heed my every command.”

Deep within the recesses of Killien’s heart, something snapped. The caged animal that had remained grim but complacent throughout the beatings, the vicious pit fights, and the kill orders in the arena called to Killien from his very being.

“Why would I?” he growled, loud and guttural. Spittle sprayed in the prince’s face, and his eyes widened, his smugness suddenly replaced with fear. Killien continued, “I fight until I’m inches from death, only to endure more, to win more coin for your selfish, fat ass.” His chest was heaving, his fists trembling with rage. “Why should I bother? I refuse to live the rest of my life as a slave. Given the choice—and I have that choice almost daily—I will choose death.”

A silence fell upon them, the tension so thick Killien could almost taste it. A whisper of magic, barely noticeable, thrummed through his collar. Killien’s breath caught in his throat. He turned his head to the side and hid his eyes from Burne’s gaze. He wondered why he would feel the magic with the collar still clasped around his neck. Perhaps he’d imagined it.

The pause was enough for Burne to regain his composure, and that sickly smug mask fell over his visage once again. “You die, and I kill the rest of your family.”

An age-old threat, but enough to make Killien hesitate.

Burne took a swig from his goblet and stumbled back a step. Maniacal laughter bubbled from his wine-stained lips, echoed off the cavern walls. “Your mother I cannot help. She’s been dead for years—beaten to death in retribution for your murder of Lord Tamas.”

Killien reached up for the prince’s throat—to throttle him and feel the bastard writhe beneath his fingers, but the chains went taut, his hands just out of reach. “Liar!”

“They hung her naked in the square, beat her, and then cheered as her dying screams filled the night.”

Lies! All lies! “Vaughn would kill them all if they so much as laid a finger on her!”

The prince raised his index finger, and that maddening grin stretched further. “Your father was restrained in magical bonds, just like the collar you wear. He was forced to watch alongside your brother and sister. After it was done, your head mage—Angelique, is it?” Killien’s stomach dropped at the name. Burne smiled, as if knowing he’d struck a chord. “Yes, that’s the one. Angelique tossed them down into the dungeons, nearly starved them as she waited for them to recover from the madness caused by your mother’s death. Your sister was the first to cave. She’s become quite subdued after the ordeal. Your brother doesn’t fare much better. They say your father—or stepfather—is little more than a husk. He doesn’t speak. His magic, his will to live ... gone.”

Tears streaked down Killien’s face. It wasn’t true. It couldn’t be true. He was the one who’d killed Lord Tamas. It was he who had bled and suffered for his crimes. His mother was a victim of the lord’s terrible assault, nothing more.

The edges of Killien’s vision went red. Rage, fear, and disbelief warred within him; his magical energies churned in the pit of his stomach.

“I could have told you sooner,” the prince went on, “but the thought of your mother gives you so much hope; it’s just adorable.” Burne laughed.

“Why tell me at all?” Killien stammered as he forced the words out. His eyes narrowed as he stared down the drunken prince, chained fists trembling at his sides. “Right before the king’s birthday, when you need a champion most?”

“Is your mother the only thing you fight for? Do you not care for your sister? Your brother? Your stepfather?” Burne rolled his eyes and began to pace. “By the gods, do you know how many of my gladiators would kill to be in your place? To hear the crowds chant their na—”

“It’s not my name!”

“Oh, poo! It is now.” The prince’s drunken gestures grew wild as he spoke, and he stumbled every few steps. “You are the favored one. I have made you a legend, and yet you spit in my face. You repudiate my hospitality and only begrudgingly serve me. If you weren’t so defiant, I would reward you with wine and women, perhaps even clean clothes. The other gladiators enjoy it well enough. You could make a good life here, far better than a murderer would ever see outside these walls.”

Killien snorted his derision. Was Burne really that thick-headed that he couldn’t see beyond his high seat on the balcony? “Wine and women in my cell?” He raised his shackled hands. “I fear that might be difficult, don’t you think?”

“I make it work,” Burne said into his cup and snickered.

Killien could have throttled him. If only the prince would draw closer, close enough for Killien to wrap the chains around his flabby neck. “Your erotic role-playing with your whores is not the same as living in chains.”

Burne’s jaw dropped. Rumors of his exploits were commonplace, but from the shock in his expression, it seemed no one had accused him directly. “If you would rein in your aggression and direct it solely to the gladiatorial arena, there would be no need for your chains.”

“Chains or not, I’d still be a slave.”

“You’re as ungrateful as the bloodsucking leeches that attend the games! Always wanting more.” Burne threw his hands up in exasperation. “Many would see you dead after what you’ve done. It is by concealing your identity that you still live in the first place.”

“I was a boy of twelve protecting my mother,” Killien growled, though he would have killed again if any man so much as laid a hand on his mother or sister. “I have done my time.”

“Time?” Burne scoffed. “The only repayment for murder is death.” He stumbled a step, and his hand shot to the grime-covered walls. “You venture outside those walls, and you will be hunted down and killed. There is nowhere you can go where you will be safe.”

“I’ve survived the streets before.”

“But that was before you were a famed gladiator who secretly used magic and conned countless nobles out of their money.” Burne peeled his lips back in a mocking smile. “Before they found out that this same gladiator is the boy who killed Lord Tamas.”

“No one knows.”

“Not yet.”

The words struck Killien like a blow from a lightning stick. The prince had drank far too much wine, but for the first time, Killien realized the truth of those words. The King would have him executed if it was discovered that the one behind Lord Tamas’ death was still alive. He’d have to.

Killien closed his eyes; despair crashed into him like the Salphiric Ocean waves against the cliff faces of Augurr. No matter what he did, he would never be free.

His hands were shaking, the chains jingling. “Leave me,” he said, as if he could just order the prince out of his cell.

The mocking laughter that bubbled from Burne’s lips was more than Killien could bear. He thought about strangling himself with his chains just to deprive the prince of his prized slave.

To Killien’s great relief, the fat bastard turned on his heel and stepped away, but he paused before Killien’s rotten wooden pallet, reached a hand under his swollen stomach and beneath his robes. The sound of liquid splashing onto the bed washed away the silence of the small cell and left it stinking of urine.

Anger flared in Killien’s chest. “Get out of my fucking cell!”

“No need to raise your voice, dear Killer. I had a little too much wine is all.” Burne let his robes fall slack. “Now, you think about what I said. Clean up your act and maybe you can get a new cell. Maybe even a new bed. This one smells of urine.” Burne giggled at his barb.

“Get out before I cut open that fat fucking belly and string you up by your intestines!”

The barred door squealed shut and the lock clicked into place. Through the bars, the prince flashed a toothy grin. “Ahh ... you say you are not Killer, but that is exactly what he would do.”

  Even after the prince stumbled off into the darkness and his drunken laughter faded into the distance, Killien couldn’t silence his thoughts. His mother dead? His family, once one of the most respected in all of Aradia, destroyed? He refused to believe it. And yet ... at the same time, it stirred emotions that had long been simmering in his gut. Even in the dungeons at twelve years old, he knew killing Lord Tamas would have more consequences. His family could not simply walk away from such a circumstance, even with the perpetrator imprisoned ... or dead. They, too, would pay for his sins. He’d long felt it; now he knew it, if he could actually believe that fat fuck.

For years, Killien had replayed that incident in his mind, conjuring up ideas of how he could have acted differently. If only Vaughn had been there. If only he’d just knocked the lord unconscious. He did not regret what he’d done. Vendragon was better off without men like Tamas, men that thought they could take whatever they wanted, however they wanted, just because they were rich.

He’d seen the way that Tamas looked at his mother, the salacious madness in his eyes, the crazed lasciviousness in the curve of his grin. It was the same way he looked at Killien’s ten-year-old sister, Ciara. Killien clenched his fists, jerked on his chains. I would kill him again and again.

 

***

Hours later, Killien woke up screaming. His vision swam in the darkness of his cell. Chains jangled and snapped as he thrashed about on the stone floor, deprived even of the minimal comfort of his pallet.

His iron collar vibrated against his throat.

I’ll kill him! I’ll kill him!

Wrists raw and bloodied, he lashed out, flailing punches at the sour, stinking air, jerking and straining at his chains, screaming murder into the darkness.

“I said shut up!” Ramy yanked open the barred door and stomped at Killien with his cudgel raised. Killien backed off, feigning terror, crouching in fear, but furtively slackening his chains as the young guard continued to approach. Ramy swung the cudgel down overhand at Killien’s head, and Killien snatched it and wrenched it from his grip. He backhanded it across Ramy’s face with a sickening crunch of bone. Blood gushed from Ramy’s already broken nose. He grabbed for his face, and Killien jabbed the cudgel into his stomach, bending the tall guard over, and kneed him in the face, knocking him back on his ass, his ponytail swinging through the air. Ramy sat trembling in a puddle of piss, obviously expecting to die.

“Get out of here!” The scream was so ferocious, Killien barely recognized his own voice.

Ramy stood and ran for the cell door still holding his nose. “Ulric! Rickshaw!” he whined in a nasally timbre.

Ulric appeared in the darkness of the corridor. “Bloody hell, Ramy,” he shouted. “The bastard’s in chains, and you’re in here getting your ass kicked.”

Blood continued to stream from Ramy’s nose and mouth, over his hands, and down his chest. He pulled his hands from his face and wiped them on his pants. Then he pulled a lightning stick from a hook on the corridor wall and stepped toward Killien’s cell again. “This will keep the bastard down.”

Killien ducked to avoid the first blow, but chained to the wall he had nowhere to hide, and Ramy’s next swing struck his side, sending a jolt of energy through his body. His muscles seized, his back arched, and he dropped to his knees on the stone floor.                                                                                                       

Ramy stumbled over, grabbed Killien’s head with his bloody hands, and drove his knee into Killien’s face. Ulric and Rickshaw stepped into the cell and began kicking and stomping Killien. Ramy jabbed him again with the lightning stick, and Killien smelled burnt hair over the putrid stink of urine. The guards unleashed months of pent-up aggression on their hated ward, kicking and punching and cudgeling him until he stopped moving. Then they laughed, hooted, and spit on him as he lay on the blood-slick stone.  At last the cell went quiet except for the sound of the barred door crashing closed.

 


 

 

 

 

 

13. Trapped

 

Escape. The word boomed in Killien’s mind, kept him on the borders of consciousness. Through the slit of his swollen eye, the edges of the world ebbed and faded. He could not feel the pain of his bruised and battered limbs, his ragged breaths, or the cold stone beneath his feet. All his thoughts had melded into one. The only thing that mattered.

Escape.

He could not stay here. It had been too long already. Somehow, he had been trapped by Burne’s false promises, the promises of freedom if he obeyed the fat prince’s every wish and became the vicious beast the prince portrayed him as in the arena. He had done unspeakable things and suffered more abuse than a one-copper whore.

He sat in his cell, beaten, chained like a dog, forced to kill for entertainment ... and for what?

If only he could break the collar and unleash his magic. Countless nights he’d rubbed his fingers on its smooth metal surface searching for any kind of weakness—a crack, a bubble, a flaw in the craftsmanship—but the collar was goblin-made, unfathomable.

Until he had come under Burne’s care, he had never heard of a device capable of preventing a mage from accessing their well of magic. Was this the only one? If another Mage War ever broke out, the prince could make a fortune selling these to the forces of men. To think of what would happen if men rose up against the mages of Aradia...

As it was, the mages and men mostly kept to their own kind. Only Keldonia, the city that fronted as the mage capital, was home to both common men and magic wielders. Sangrea, Helia, and Mount Feltrik—the other mage cities that secretly made up Aradia—remained hidden behind magical illusions, waterfalls, and within the mountains.

His thoughts drifted to his argument with the prince. The hot rage that had churned within him had caused the slightest flicker of magic to pulse through the collar. It had happened so swiftly, he wasn’t certain it was real.

Reaching into the depths of his well of magical energy, he grasped for something—anything—yet it was a cavernous abyss of darkness. How had he accessed it before? Had he confused a rush of adrenaline with a surge of magic?

He stroked the iron surface of the collar with his fingertips. Give me a flaw! A weakness in the goblins’ craftsmanship! But there was nothing but smooth, cold perfection.

A loud rumble in his stomach broke his concentration from the collar. When was the last time he had eaten? A few hours ago? Breakfast? He craned his head and peered down the corridor, watching the dim light of a distant lantern dance across the stone.

It could be hours more, even the next day before the guards brought him something to eat.

The heat, dehydration, the gladiator training, the magical combat at the end of the day with Carac, and the fucking pit fights drained far more energy than he was taking in, pushing him to the brink of sanity. How long could he go on like this?

A rat skittered across his cell. Killien froze, and watched as it slowed, lifted its head, and sniffed the air. His pathetic rations would come eventually. He looked at the cracked clay cup—empty and dry.

The edges of his vision blurred. He needed something, anything to keep himself from passing out.

The rat’s whiskers twitched.

No. He couldn’t lower himself to eating the rat.

But as he stared at the rodent, his stomach groaned and he knew it was this or nothing.

He watched, unmoving, afraid to jingle his own chains in case he scared the creature away. If he had his magic, a sword, a shield ... anything, this would have been much easier. Instead, he waited, barely daring to breathe, as he waited for the perfect moment to strike.

The rat scurried from the corner of the cell, to the piss-stained bed, and a foot before him.

Killien dropped his hand, his chains jangling. He grabbed the scruff of its neck and used his other hand to pin it to the dusty stone floor. The rat squealed and squirmed beneath his grip. He gave a quick jerk and snapped the rodent’s neck.

Hunger and desperation won over his disgust, and he used his teeth to rip the soft flesh of the creature’s underbelly. Blood ran down his chin, and he spat a mouthful of foul-smelling fur onto the floor. The taste of blood and raw meat churned his stomach, but he took another bite. He would need all his strength if he was going to get out of here alive.

Escape.

It was his only choice.

After he’d been enslaved, he had attempted it twice. Both times, the prince had him beaten into unconsciousness. The first time it happened, he had sent Killien to the pits where he had nearly been killed by a mace-wielding giant. He had come out of the fight with a broken arm and several broken fingers, but somehow he’d survived.

The gods had a cruel sense of humor, almost as if they were denying him death, betting on how much suffering and abuse he could take. That was, if the gods still existed ... or cared. After everything that had happened, Killien had begun to lose faith over the years. How could one man endure as much torment as Killien’s short life had brought him? What had he done to earn the gods’ wrath?

For hours, he wept in the darkness, mourning the death of his mother and the family he had destroyed. Vaughn, Ciara, and his brother Kol ... now nothing but husks. His anger slipped away and his thoughts of escape drifted into nothingness. He would not live long enough to escape. The cell would become his tomb.

Chains rattled as he rested his head on the grimy floor and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, he saw the mutilated rat. The vile taste of its flesh and blood still clung to his mouth—a grisly reminder of his desperation, of what he’d been reduced to.

What am I doing? I am Killer—hated and feared across all of Vendragon, and yet I lie here in a dungeon far from the public’s eye, chained to the wall allowing a ruthless prince to pull my strings. I am no puppet.

Killien growled as he sat up, his hands trembling within the shackles. He will not break me.

Holed inside the prince’s dungeon, he could not protect his family. Here, he had nothing to go on but the prince’s word—a promise that if Killien did as the madman bid, his family would be safe.

But Burne had said there were already men watching his family in Keldonia. At a moment’s notice, the kill order could be sent. And Burne was a drunken fool, prone to rash decisions.

Killien leaned his head against the wall. He heard the growls of animals in the distance, the prized beasts that the prince had caged for the upcoming fights. Right before the battle, they’d be starved, beaten, taunted ... anything to ensure that when they were released, they were mad with rage and hunger.

Night after night, he envisioned what kinds of new beasts the prince had purchased—what beasts could make such howls of misery and ferocity—but each time, his mind came up empty, which was for the best. The king’s birthday celebration was fast approaching. Soon, the horrors hidden within the dungeons would be unleashed.

He needed to get the fuck out of here. The games were only days away.

The prince had already lied about his mother, dangling her welfare as a threat to force his obedience. And she was already dead.

Or was she? Could he believe the prince?

He would not let anything happen to his family. Fear and the prince’s threats had controlled him for far too long.

One word echoed in his mind like a mantra, instilling him with power: Vengeance.

 


 

 

 

 

 

14. Dangerous Temptation

 

Killien’s head hung on his chest. He was exhausted from another gruelling day of training and the sound beating from the guards, and looked forward to some sleep, albeit on the stone floor of a cell that stunk like piss. It was well past midnight when the cell door’s lock clicked open and the hinges squealed in the dimly lit dungeons. Folds of a lustrous turquoise gown whisked the floor and graceful footsteps tapped across the stone.

The appearance of such finery was unheard of in the dungeons, and Killien’s brows furrowed as he looked up and beheld his visitor. Princess Allura stood before him, her dark eyes alight with an intense curiosity.

She was undeniably beautiful, with flawless olive skin and a glittering sleeveless gown that hung over her shoulders, giving a full view of her ample cleavage. A slit in the side of her gown raced up her leg, exposing her pale thigh. Jeweled necklaces, bracelets, and earrings, likely enough to pay down a great deal of the prince’s debts, adorned her. Either the woman didn’t know of her husband’s dealings and his mounting debts, or the couple had too much pride to sell off such ostentatious jewelry. It was a status symbol ... a lie.

Although Killien had seen her many times at her husband’s side, she had never accompanied him to the dungeons, nor offered any words of encouragement or criticism after any of his performances.

Knowing how closely the prince coveted her and the rumors he’d created surrounding Bait and the ramifications of his flirting, Killien figured that her appearance in the dungeon—strangely unaccompanied—could only spell disaster.

Her presence stoked the flames of his anger, and he briefly considered strangling her if she came close enough—to make the prince feel the agony of loss, a loss so profound he would never recover. “What do you want?” he snarled.

Allura grinned. “To look upon the eyes of the undefeated.” She let her gaze roam across his bare chest, still smudged with mud, blood, and the mottled bruises from the guards’ beating. “Dare I say, this is a good look for you.”

“Chained and beaten?”

Her head tilted and she clicked her tongue. “Now, don’t take it like that. Your wounds show that you are mortal.” She sauntered over to him, her hips sashaying as she walked. “You’re not like the other gladiators. There’s something more, something feral ... something exciting.” Her dark eyes flared, and she came within inches of his face.

The scent of her floral perfume danced around him, teasing his senses, a relief from the lingering smell of piss in the cell. Ever so gently, her fingers trailed the edge of his jaw. “The way you fight,” she began, her fingers now reaching downward, tracing the muscles of his chest, “so animalistic, so enthralling.” She lifted her gaze to meet his. “The women speak your name in hushed whispers.”

“They fear me.” His voice was raw. He’d taken too many blows that night, expended more energy than he’d taken in. And the last beating had nearly done him in. His throat was parched, burning, while the nobles sat up in their castle, drowning themselves in wine.

“They do.” Something flickered in the princess’ eyes. “But it is that fear that makes them want you.”

Killien gave a derisive snort.

Confusion furrowed her brow and Allura jerked her head back. The moment passed as quickly as it’d come, and the sly smile slithered back on her lips. “You didn’t know?”

What game was she playing at? He was half-tempted to call the guards, but for her to be down here, at least one of them must already know. And he was in no mood for false accusations to be flung in his direction over some misunderstanding. “After what your husband parades me around as, I highly doubt it.”

“They want what they can’t have, what frightens them, yet excites them. They yearn for a man who is not afraid to unleash his aggression, to show them things—to do things their husbands have never done.” She trailed her fingers down his bare chest. He flinched, more from her bold touch than the injuries her delicate fingers caressed. He didn’t like where this was going. It had been a long time since he had been with anyone, and even then, a few romps in an abandoned building with a female gang member he’d fancied at fifteen hardly counted.

Yet, as her fingers graced the curves of his hard stomach, his body stirred. A part of him longed to feel her touch, to forget his pain and his suffering and give into base desires. “What do you want?” he whispered slowly, enunciating each word. His eyes darted to the corners of the cell in search of the guards. If anyone saw her touching him and spoke of it to the prince...

Allura pushed her lips out into a pout, and her fingers paused their descent. She grazed her palm up his chest, never breaking contact, until she slid her hand around his neck and grasped the metal collar. “This must be a powerful device to be able to contain such magic.”

So she knew what it was. All the slaves in the castle—both goblins and men—wore collars akin to the one he was wearing. To everyone else, it was simply the mark of a slave.

“I wonder, what kind of magic can you do?” Her eyes locked with his, she seemed to purr with excitement.

“Why don’t you take it off, and I’ll show you.”

She clucked her tongue. “If only I could.” Her fingers brushed his lips, and he forced himself not to stiffen. “The chains, on the other hand...”

“Forgive me,” he said, his voice tight, “but your husband would not approve.”

“Isn’t that part of the fun?” Her hot breath caressed his neck. He had to stop her from going any further. She drew lazy circles on the center of his chest. “Oh stop worrying. He is too busy drinking himself into a stupor to notice that I’m gone.”

“The guards—”

“Wouldn’t dare say a word. I can be rather ... persuasive.” She winked, and a snake-like grin crossed her visage. Her beauty, her cunning, apparently knew no bounds. “Do you not desire me?”

Killien’s breath caught. He forced himself to stop looking at her and fixed his gaze to a shadow on the wall behind her. “I do, but I am badly wounded. I fear I would not live up to your expectations.”

Her lips pursed as she considered his words. “That’s a pity. I would have rather enjoyed this.” She grinned. “I’ll send for the medic. The gods know it will be half a day, if not more, until my husband regains his senses. And even then, your health is not his priority. But it is mine.” Allura pressed her lips against his.

The kiss nearly shattered his resolve. For the briefest of moments, he considered giving in to her. There would be no better insult, no better revenge, than sleeping with the prince’s harlot. But Burne’s retaliation would cost him dearly.

She kissed the hollow of his neck before breaking away from the embrace. “Rest well,” she breathed.  “I shall be ravaged by the Beast of Vendragon before long.” She gave him one last long look, and then turned and walked away. He gazed at her swaying buttocks as she strode down the dim corridor.

When her footsteps had faded into the distance, he let out a breath. The scent of her perfume hung in the air, and he hated himself for the desires it stirred.

He already had enough trouble keeping Burne happy, surviving his fights, and winning him coin. He could not afford to meddle in the prince’s marriage—willingly or not.

 


 

 

 

 

 

15. Escape

 

The dungeon corridor faded in and out as Killien stumbled toward his cell. Pain, exhaustion, and a few too many blows to the head from his night in the pits had blurred his vision.

“Keep moving,” Ulric grunted, prodding Killien’s back with his cudgel.

Killien staggered forward. His knees threatened to buckle.

He couldn’t take any more of this. He had to escape. The fights in the pits had become less frequent in the past few weeks, but no less deadly. As his body and mind recovered from the pits and the beating the guards had given him, so did his resolve. He no longer trained for the games. Now, he trained for his escape: plotting, studying his surroundings, each door or gate he passed through, the routine of the guard’s patrol, and which of them might be the most challenging to overcome.

But that was only if he could survive the pits. That night he had nearly died. Given the pain in his head, he wished he had.

“Oh ho!” a familiar voice said from up ahead. Ramy?

Killien didn’t bother to look up.

“Rough night?”

Ulric snorted. “This dog’s not going to be alive to fight for the king’s birthday celebration. I give him one more night in the pits before he’s done.”

Memories of the pit flashed before him. A serrated blade slashing down, catching the flesh of his arm. The madman’s bloodshot eyes, wide and hungry for death. Arterial spray arcing across his face and lips.

“Oh, I don’t know. I think we could end this right now.” Ramy snickered.

Killien growled low in his throat and forced himself to look up. Ramy leaned against the bars of Killien’s cell. The guard’s nose was crooked and bruised. He stared at Killien, patting his cudgel, with a smirk twisting his lips. Killien turned and spat blood on the floor. “Don’t kid yourself. I’d kill you before you laid a finger on me.”

Ramy snarled and smacked the cudgel in the palm of his hand. “Wanna bet?” He turned to Ulric. “What do you think? Think he’s got enough fight in him for another round?”

Ulric grinned.

Killien was tired, battered, and bloody, but crushing the skulls of the guards that terrorized him fueled his bloodlust. He was tired of being a fucking slave and a sideshow beast at the whim of the prince’s mercy. Fuck the prince and his stupid celebration. He was going to escape or die trying.

The exhaustion that clung to him only moments before lifted. He flexed his fingers to loosen his stiff joints. “Take another step and it’s over. I will kill you.”

Ramy spun the cudgel in his hand and chuckled.

Take the fucking step, Killien urged silently. By the gods, take the fucking step.

Ramy raised his hand back and swung the weapon down low, intent on taking out Killien’s shin.

Killien slammed his body back against Ulric and into the wall, narrowly dodging the swipe. He drove his elbow into the guard and lunged forward just as Ramy swung again. Killien stepped into it and caught the cudgel, his bones jarring from the impact. With a jerk, he ripped it from Ramy’s hands.

Ramy’s jaw slackened.

“Cease!” Ulric shouted from behind.

Killien slammed the cudgel into Ramy’s stomach. The guard vomited and crumpled to the ground. Killien raised the cudgel above his head, stared into the guard’s horrified eyes, and slammed the weapon down, intent on splattering Ramy’s brains across the floor.

Just before impact, a burning pain struck his back. His knees buckled, his fingers uncurled. The cudgel fell from his hand and clattered to the floor next to the dark puddle spreading between Ramy’s legs.

Killien heaved a breath, and dropped on all fours, grimacing against the pain that radiated through his back. The adrenaline and bloodlust that had coursed through him only moments before instantly vanished.

“I say we kill him right now,” Ulric said. “The fucker’s too dangerous, too unpredictable. We could finish him now, dump his body, and say the little shit died in the pits.”

Ramy rolled on his side, groaning and clutching his stomach. “Do ... it,” he said between breaths.

Killien’s head swam and he fought to stay awake. “Don’t. I surrender.” He staggered as he rose to stand and had to balance himself against the bars of his cell. “The prince needs me to fight. He’ll kill you fools if something happens to me before the king’s celebration.”

Ulric glared at him, his eyes full of menace and hatred. Ramy grabbed the bars of the cell and pulled himself to standing, wiped the vomit from his chin. After a long pause, Ulric lifted his leg and slammed his boot into Killien’s stomach, shoving him inside the cell.

Killien struck the stone floor, scraping his elbow.

Ulric spat in the cell and locked the door. “If you live through the big games, we’ll get you down in the dungeon.”

As their footsteps faded into the distance, Killien growled and pounded his fist on the floor. If he wanted to escape, he needed to get his hands on one of those fucking lightning sticks.

 


 

 

 

 

 

16. The Beast Inside

 

Allura sat across the dinner table from Burne in an elaborate beaded gown. It was a vibrant red or orange, depending on how the light hit it, a fire that matched her hair and the mischievous look in her eyes. Never before had she looked so beautiful. From the way she sipped her wine to the sensual way she popped a cherry into her mouth, the prince couldn’t stop staring at her.

Briefly, he considered taking her right there on the table. His rumbling stomach was the only thing that made him pause. Perhaps after dessert.

“My love, that gown is the most beautiful thing that has ever graced your skin. The beads glitter like diamonds, and the fabric shimmers in the light like fire. You are my love, my light, my flame. The world—”

“When Burne?” Allura asked. “You’ve kept me waiting long enough.”

Burne frowned. The crown … always the crown. “My dear, these things take time.”

Allura pulled away from him and folded her arms across her chest. The shimmering folds of the gown danced like the fire burning in her eyes. “When?”

“After the king’s birthday celebrations, we’ll turn our attention to what’s important.” He glanced around the hall at the slaves standing nearby. For all anyone knew, the princess was pestering him about a baby, and not the date the king’s assassination would take place.

“If not for the celebrations, it could have already happened!”

A slave stifled a chuckle and Burne whirled on her, the chair groaning beneath his weight. “Out! All of you!”

The slaves set down their jugs of wine and water and scrambled out the door. When the door shut behind them, the prince turned to his wife, his voice low. “Enough. We’ve spoken about this at length. It is not as simple as taking my brother’s head. The king’s assassination must be executed with precision. It cannot be connected back to me or anyone else under my employ. And then we need to determine whether this will be a double assassination.” Her brow furrowed, and he continued. “Did you want to leave Maudelyn alive? And what about the nobles loyal to the King? Will they become a threat? All this must be taken into consideration. We must make preparations and be ready to step in the moment it happens.”

Allura’s expression softened.

“My love, you will have your crown, I promise you that, but we must do so delicately. You must understand that it could take months or the better part of a year to put all the pieces in place.”

She sighed and lowered her head, her disappointment equivalent to a crushing blow to his chest.

Burne swallowed the shame rising in his throat, then forced a smile, tipped up her chin, and gazed into her crystal blue eyes. “The celebrations will do wonders for our house, repairing the cracks in our reputation.” He pressed a kiss to her lips. “And when the time is right, my brother will die. And you’ll be there at my side, dabbing your tears, while you accept Maudelyn’s crown.”

She returned the kiss, her tongue darting playfully. “Then I’ll continue to wait.” She combed her fingers through his hair, reached the crown of his head and yanked. She pulled away and met his gaze. “But if your brother is not dead in a year, I’ll kill him myself.”

The prince pulled her closer, reaching around her gown to untie the laces.

A knock at the door interrupted their kissing. Burne ignored it, hoping the bastards would go away, but the knock sounded again. This time more insistent.

“If the castle isn’t burning down, it can wait!” he shouted as Allura kissed his neck.

The door creaked open.

“Can’t you see I’m busy having dinner with my wife?” he snapped, reluctant to pull away from Allura.

A stocky steward stepped inside the doorway and cleared his throat. “I beg your pardon, Your Highness, but this couldn’t wait. A curtained wagon just arrived.”

Burne pulled away from Allura, knocking over her goblet of wine. She shrieked as it spilled onto her shimmering gown. He bolted from his chair and met the steward at the door, leaving his wife to call a slave for help with her dress.

 

***

“A wagon?” Burne said as he followed the steward down a corridor decorated with paintings and tapestries. Caltrop. It was the only thing that made sense. With two days before the king’s grand celebration, the lord was making due on his promise.

Ulric intercepted them, and Burne quickly dismissed the steward.

“Well, what is it?” Burne asked the guard. “Has anyone seen what’s inside?” A dozen images whirled through his mind: beasts from every corner of Arcanthia.

“No one knows.” Ulric replied. “The lord’s guards are adamant about bringing the wagon in themselves and they refuse help.”

“Refuse help!” the prince scoffed. “Someone will have to feed the damn thing.”

Ulric frowned. “I’m afraid they are not allowing us to do even that.”

“Hmph. We’ll see about that. What good is a surprise bestial match if the creature is dead?” He turned to a pair of handmaidens carrying jugs of wine. “You.”

The shorter blond started and nearly dropped the wine.

“Find Hearst. Tell him to meet me in the entrance hall immediately.” Burne turned to the tall, curvy blond. “Take the wine to my chambers.”

It was nearly ten minutes before Hearst sauntered into the entrance hall. “Your Highness?”

“Caltrop’s beast has arrived, but the guards seem to think they can deny me and my staff entry.” Burne jerked his thumb to the studded iron doors. “You’re coming with us.”

Ulric led them to the underground caverns where a few of the prince’s surprises were already being tended to. A curse echoed off the stone walls and Burne rounded the corner to find blood streaming down one of the guard’s faces. An upended metal pan lay on the floor with a slab of meat half-hidden beneath. Behind the bars, a hulking shadow loomed.

“You’re feeding the thing too much,” Burne shouted. The beast’s yellow eyes caught the light of the flickering torch, sending a shudder through the prince. “Go see the medic.”

Idiots! He caught up to Ulric and they followed the caverns deeper underground. His chest was heavy, his legs leaden, and still Ulric led them deeper. “Bloody hell, are you trying to kill me? Where did they put this godsdamned creature?”

A guard bearing Caltruff’s crest stood at the entrance to a shadowed cavern. The bald bastard must have been well over six feet tall, his uniform stretched taut over his corded arms and legs.

“Mind telling me what’s going on?” Burne asked, wiping the sweat from his brow.

“Lord Caltruff has asked that no one go any further.” The guard’s voice was even deeper than the prince had expected. Still, Burne would not be cowed by some lowly guard.

 “This is my castle, in case you haven’t noticed. A lord from the Rock of Piss has no say regarding where I can and cannot go.”

Two more guards appeared at the cavern’s entrance. Although neither was as tall or muscular as the first, they stood impassive as stone statues.

“All the same, that is his request. Lord Caltruff,” the guard said, enunciating the name, “has asked that only his own men tend to the beast until the final reveal. He is afraid the surprise would otherwise be leaked.”

Burne frowned. “Did you bring handlers that know how to deal with this—this ... whatever it is? I will not be held responsible if one of your men is injured because you cannot care for your own surprise. Nor do I want to risk my own men should it get loose.”

“I assure you, Your Highness, we’ve brought along the proper handlers. The creature will be watched day and night by our own men until the celebration’s grand finale.”

The prince eyed the guard, uncertain how to worm his way into that cavern.

“Everything has been taken care of,” the tall guard said when Burne tried to subtly look past them. “You are going to be delighted when you see it. The surprise is as much for you as for the king and everyone else.” He grinned. “We have the situation covered, along with extra guards to ensure that there are no ... wandering eyes.”

Burne’s jaw dropped at the guard’s audacity, and the big brute raised his huge hands, palms up.

“Please don’t take offense, Your Highness. We mean no disrespect. Lord Caltruff just doesn’t want anyone foiling the surprise. It’s the king’s birthday after all.”

“Yes,” the prince mumbled. “I understand.” He spoke calmly, but inwardly he wanted to throttle the insolent lord. He paused a moment longer and exchanged glances with the guards again. With nothing more to say, he and Ulric left the cavern. “How big was the wagon? Did you hear anything? See anything?”

“It was big,” Ulric replied. “Twice the size of any we use to transport our own beasts.”

Hearst frowned.

“What in the fiery hells is it?” But to this, the guard had no answer.

Burne looked to Hearst. “Tell me you have a spell that might reveal this secret.”

“I might have something,” the sorcerer replied.

Burne fought back a smirk, resisting the urge to glance at Ulric. None of the guards knew what Hearst’s powers really were, and he preferred to keep it that way. Not even his own wife knew about Hearst’s secret. Only Killien knew, but damn if he could figure out how Hearst’s shifting abilities were leaked to that scum.

“Then find out what it is and report back. No one holds secrets from me in my own castle.”

 

***

Burne had downed two jugs of wine and was nearly halfway through another before Hearst returned to the dining hall in red robes and his blond hair slick with moisture. The prince paused his pacing and wiped his face with the back of his hand. “What the fuck took you so long?”

Hearst looked around the room at the empty table and the half-eaten plates from dinner, but Burne had ushered both his wife and his slaves out the door a half hour ago. The sorcerer turned to the prince. “I had the chambermaids run me a bath.”

Burne nearly choked on the wine. “A bath? You took a fucking bath? My enemies are plotting against me and I send you down there to gather information, yet you feel entitled to a bath before you fucking report to me?”

“It was necessary.”

The prince slammed the jug on the table. “Necessary?” He bit down on his lip. “Did your robes get dusty while you were snooping around the cage?”

“No.”

“Did you stop to shovel the beast’s shit, take a sample, perhaps?”

“Of course not.”

Burne blew out a breath. “Then what, pray tell, happened that would require you to take a bath before you reported back to me?”

“As I was leaving, I happened to be caught in one of the disgusting guard’s streams.”

“Streams?” Burne asked. “You mean you were pissed on?”

Hearst frowned, and his gaze dropped to the floor. “Yes.”

If the prince hadn’t been waiting on an answer, he would have thrown back his head and laughed. “So, you got close enough to see this creature then?”

“Yes.”

Burne waited, but the sorcerer did not elaborate. “Well then, what is it?”

“I don’t know,” Hearst admitted.

“What do you mean you don’t know? Did you get in there or not?”

“I did, but it’s something I’ve never seen before. It’s a two headed creature—a cross between a lion and a reptile, but it must have stood ten feet tall.”

“Two heads.” Burne fell back into a chair. “I’ve never heard of such a thing.”

“Nor have I.”

“Hmm.” Burne stroked his chin, still sticky with wine. “I don’t know where the bastard found such a magnificent creature, but I must say, it’s an intriguing addition to the games. Though I’m not sure how Caltruff thinks it’ll defeat Killer. By the sound of it, my champion has defeated worse.” He grinned and took a swig from the wine jug. “But we’ll play the lord’s little game. Let him have his moment of surprise during the big reveal. I can’t wait to see his face when Killer slaughters this exotic pet of his.”

He snickered to himself. “My thanks, Hearst. You’ve done well.” The chair scraped against the floor as Burne leaned forward. “Now, tell me. What did you shift into? A beetle or something?”

“Something like that.”

“So when the guard pissed on you ... was it full stream? To an insect that size, that must have seemed like a torrential downpour. I’m surprised you didn’t drown. Did flip you on your back and swim down a river of piss?”

Hearst glared at him, his pale skin turning a shade of pink.

The prince laughed and gave the sorcerer a dismissive wave. “Though I am curious, there’s no need to recount the details. I’m sure you’ll be doing that enough every time you catch of whiff of your hair or lick your lips.”

Hearst clapped a hand to his mouth and gagged.

“That’ll be all.” Burne took a long swallow from the jug, his gaze never leaving the shifter’s horrified expression.

Hearst turned stiffly, his arms pressed to his sides.

“And by the way, you might want to take another bath. Perhaps two. You must have gotten full stream. I can still smell the piss on you.”

The sorcerer was only halfway out the door before he leaned over and vomited on the floor.
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17. The Warrior of Pishen Rock

 

People flocked in from all over the realm for the celebration and the games. Merchants hawked their wares along the paved walkway to the Vamort Amphitheater selling everything from fish on a stick to dubious foreign baubles to expensive whores. Jugglers, dancers, acrobats, musicians, jesters, mummers, knife-throwers, and rare animals on gilded cage-carts fought for space on the street with rushing spectators, pickpockets, and charlatans claiming to be mages. Armories, merchants, taverns, and inns all profited as one extravaganza after another dazzled the spectators and emptied their purses.

And yet Burne shifted uncomfortably on his cushioned seat on the balcony overlooking the arena. Below him, Victus fought against one of Lord Powell’s gladiators. Fifteen thousand people roared in the stands, the sound almost deafening. Still, Burne could not enjoy himself.

His stomach was in knots. He thought the wine would abate his fear, but found he could not swallow more than a few sips.

“Are you all right, darling?” Allura whispered, caressing his arm. “You look nervous.”

Nervous was an understatement. He had one hundred fifty gold coins riding on the battle between Killer and Caltruff’s champion. Preparing the games, alone, had nearly bankrupted him. If the event didn’t garner as much coin as he hoped, he would have a disturbing number of debt collectors, who cared not a whit for his royal heritage, breathing down his neck.

And yet, it was more than that.

If the mountain of debt didn’t crush him, losing to a snot-nosed whelp like Caltruff certainly would. The lord was seated in the row behind him, smiling and chattering like an ass. What did that no-good waste of an expensive suit have up his sleeve? What would make him so certain he would win?

“My love?” Allura asked when Burne didn’t respond.

“Oh.” The prince wet his lips. He couldn’t remember the last time he had been this worried or this sober. “I’m fine, my dear. Nothing to worry about. I was just thinking about my victory speech.”

He had never been so bloody anxious—and at his own games, no less. He shot a glance at where he’d last seen Hearst standing at the end of a row of chairs, but remembered the sorcerer had gone. One of the tittering nobles had spilled wine on him, and Hearst had left abruptly to change his robes.

Burne glanced toward his brother, who was leaning over the arm of his chair whispering into the queen’s ear. She laughed softly, covering her mouth as was the ritual for polite ladies. Burne rolled his eyes and turned away.

At last, trumpets sounded. He blew out a breath, praying to the gods that this day would end in victory and prompt a change in his life.

This was it. The moment he had been waiting for. When people spoke of his ascension, and the changes he had implemented on Vendragon, on Arcanthia, it would begin with the gladiatorial games he had arranged for his brother’s birthday.

The thought set fire to the doubts that twisted and coiled within him. Thousands upon thousands of screaming commoners from across Arcanthia packed the amphitheater. Burne could not help but feel that the battle against Caltruff’s new champion would be the culmination of his efforts—the event that deemed the affair a success or failure.

He took a sip of wine from his goblet, which he’d not touched in nearly an hour, then he stood and smoothed his doublet over his bulging stomach. “Citizens of Vendragon!” he shouted and the crowd’s screaming hushed to a mutter and then to silence. “The gods have truly blessed us. All of the wonderful events you have witnessed have led to this day. Today, we celebrate the birthday of my twin brother, King Rolden!”

Cheers burst from the excited spectators. Rolden dipped his head, offering a slight wave of acknowledgement.

“In the name of my forefathers, I, Prince Burne, present to you the final events! A gladiatorial combat made possible by Lord Caltrop—Caltruff,” he corrected and nodded at the lord, whose grin had faded to a pucker. “My dear friend claims to have a warrior capable of defeating Killer, the Beast of Vendragon!”

A few boos rose up among the cheers and applause. Burne relished each one. “A bold challenge made by many others who have fallen victim to Killer’s wrath! But I never back away from a challenge, and I would see what strength and skill a champion of Pishen Rock might bear. Could this be the one man who can force Killer to his knees and end his undefeated reign? People of Arcanthia, I ask you your predictions. Will Caltruff’s champion prevail against our own Killer and capture his title as Champion of Champions! Or will his blood rain upon the sands?”

Screams and cheers rippled through the crowd. They struck up the Killer chant, and the prince smiled for the first time since the games had begun. He took another swig of the wine—a particularly expensive vintage, so potent it ignited a pleasant fire in his stomach.

He gestured to the gates behind which Killien stood in the dim walkway like the shadow of death. Rib bones from the goblins he had killed during the previous month’s games had been affixed to his pauldrons like curved spikes. Spikes also protruded from the great helm that covered his face. A necklace of bones hung from his neck. He held a shield in one hand and an axe in the other.

Burne took another sip to wet his throat and shouted, “Behold Killer, the undefeated Beast of Vendragon!”

The iron gates in front of Killien screeched almost as loud as the crowd, and he stepped out on the sands of the arena. He raised his arms into the air and loosed a bestial roar to further rile up the bloodthirsty throng.

It took several long moments before the excitement of the crowd died down enough for Burne to continue. “And pitted against the undefeated champion is Titus, the Warrior of Pishen Rock.” A smattering of cheers followed, and the prince stifled a smirk.

The warrior that entered the arena was the most pathetic-looking gladiator the prince had ever seen. From his tattooed bald head and scraggly gray beard to his wiry frame and skinny legs, he was less daunting than even some of Burne’s newest recruits. His pallid skin showed little of the bronze that results from training in the sun—a trait common to any worthy gladiator. Even the twin swords the poor buffoon bore appeared little more than glorified needles—long and narrow, as if the warrior could not handle the weight of a real weapon. Red crystals sparkled on each sword pommel, a gaudy reminder of the Crystal Mines—the only thing that had put the Rock of Piss on Vendragon’s map. Where did the fool of a lord find such a man? By the end of the fight, such ridiculous ornamentations would be nothing but shattered fragments in the sand.

“Your warrior looks like you feed him less than I feed the beasts right before game day,” Burne said over his shoulder. “Where does he train, in his bedchambers?” Laughter among the other surrounding nobles followed this remark. “Against a straw dummy?” More laughter. “Of all the gladiators you could have picked to match against Killer, this is the best Pishen Rock has to offer? My dear Caltrop, your choice in fighters is about as potent as the sour grape juice your lowly rock calls vintage. What makes you so confident—one hundred fifty gold coins confident—he can defeat Killer?”

Despite the prince’s snide remarks, the air of confidence surrounding Caltruff was not easily swayed. “Titus is often underestimated, but his skill with a blade is unmatched, and his speed and dexterity make up for his lack of brute strength.”

Burne shot a glance at the lord’s fat wife, who was vigorously fanning her face. A hint of a wide, mocking smile pulled up her plump, rouge-smeared cheeks like a fisherman’s hooks.

As Burne returned his gaze to the arena below, he smiled. “We’ll see.”

Rolden stood next to Burne. “This will be a fine match,” King Rolden shouted to the crowd. “One I’m sure will be spoken of for years to come.”

“Indeed.” Burne rose his goblet in the air. “A toast to King Rolden.” And to the slaughter of Pishen Rock’s champion. “May the gods honor him on this special day!”

The crowd roared and the nobles drank. Burne turned to the champions below. “Begin!”

 

***

The crowd roared, and Killien, free of the magic-inhibiting collar, strode across the sand.

The combatants faced off against each other, locked glares. Killien watched the Pishen gladiator’s movements, looking for strengths and weaknesses. It took a warrior of exemplary skill to wield dual blades, yet Titus’ battle stance was strangely unbalanced. Even with his twin swords, the way he twisted his wrist and held his right sword higher than his left suggested his right was his dominant hand.

Killien lunged and pressed his attack, slamming his axe down on Titus’ rapier. Titus backpedaled with the force of the blows. Killien did not let up, the ferocity of his strikes left the warrior little time to do more than parry the assaults. A hint of fear graced his pale face and Killien wanted to laugh. He had worried over nothing. Killien swung his axe down and Titus dodged aside at the last moment, escaping a blow that would have most certainly cleaved his skull in two, but the blade grazed the side of his leg, tore a gash in his leather pants, and the flesh beneath.

“The first blood has been spilled,” Killien said.

Titus sneered. “The next is when I rip your still beating heart from your chest.”

Killien lunged at the warrior, bringing down a furious rain of blows that forced the warrior to retreat. He slowed, in no mood to exhaust himself chasing his opponent. “I have to be honest. From the way this fight was built up, I expected a little more.”

Sweat beaded on Titus’ forehead as he crouched, seeming to await Killien’s next attack. Killien charged forward behind his shield, but the Pishen Rock champion dove to the ground, rolled over in the sand, and skittered out of the way.

Then he jumped back to his feet and back-stepped out of Killien’s range again.

Killien began to wonder if the awkward warrior actually wanted to fight … and if he was even a warrior in the first place. He took two steps forward and lifted his axe determined not to let his opponent make a mockery of their combat. But Titus stepped back again.

Killien stood staring at the so-called champion, considering what to do if the coward continued to avoid him. He glared at Titus and noticed the warrior glancing toward the stands where Prince Burne and his assemblage of aristocratic dandies were no doubt drowning themselves in wine.

“Are we here to fight or look up at the princess’ breasts?” Killien yelled at the Pishen Rock warrior.

“Oh, we’ll fight,” the scrawny sword wielder replied.  “Don’t you worry about that.”

The crowd began to grow restless, and a few of the more drunken spectators begin to shower abuse on the two fighters. 

Killien rushed forward and thrust his shield at Titus, but the warrior caught the brunt of it with his sinewy shoulder and rolled away on the sand again.

When Titus bounced to his feet again, he flashed a brown-toothed grin at Killien and spread his arms out to his sides in a grandiose display of bravado. Then he flipped his twin swords into the air. Up they spun and down they came ten feet to either side of him, points sticking into the sand, gleaming pommels straight up.

Killien spat on the sand, frustrated, and took two resolute steps toward his opponent and—sparks exploded from the red crystals embedded in the pommels of the Pishen Rock champion’s swords. A piercing whine rang out, and brilliant snakes of green, red, and yellow light shot twenty feet in the air, leaving colored smoke trails in their wake.

Killien flinched and his muscles went taut. The crowd grew silent.

A crackle of blue energy sparked from Titus’ palm and grew in size and intensity into a ball of blue flame. Killien’s mouth gaped as the warrior cackled and launched the fireball at Killien’s head.

 


 

 

 

 

 

18. Betrayed

 

Killien dodged and rolled, and the ball of flame snuffed out on the sands behind him. Titus reached into a pouch at his belt, grabbed a handful of small crystals, and hurled them at Killien’s feet.

The crystals exploded into bursts of flame that shot five feet into the air. Killien dropped to the sand, holding his shield over his head. Heat licked over his skin and broken crystals clanked off his shield.

A mage! He’s a fucking mage!

A force pummeled into his shield, bowling him over. He took in a mouthful of sand as he rolled back, the residual ripples of the spell continued spreading outward. Killien blinked the sand from his eyes and scrambled to his feet, his axe clutched in his hand.

Before he could straighten, Titus swung his arm. The air shimmered as the magic struck Killien’s shield, ripped it out of his hand, and tossed it aside.

Shit!

Killien drew in a breath, uncertain what to do. The axe in his hand felt strangely inadequate.

Titus grinned as he stepped forward and a blue light appeared in his hand. He thrust his palm forward and blasted jagged shards of ice at Killien’s face.

With a roar of frustration, Killien dropped his axe to the ground and threw a right hook, punching the shards back with a blast of wind magic.

 

***

Burne gasped and smacked his palm against his forehead. What the fuck is Killer doing? He’ll ruin me! “Caltrop!” he screamed, his vision blurred with rage.

Killien thrust a lance of fire, but Caltruff’s warrior somehow caught it in an invisible barrier and hurled it back at Killien.

“Cease!” King Rolden jumped from his seat and stood at the edge of the balcony, his fist raised. “Cease!”

The two combatants fell back, their shoulders heaving, and glared at each other.

Burne shoved his chair back. “What is the meaning of this?” He ignored the surprised squeal of the noble whose knees he’d crushed behind him and turned to Caltruff. He grabbed the lord by the collar and jerked him forward. “What is this trickery? You brought a rogue mage to the arena?”

The lord didn’t flinch when Burne pulled his face within inches of Burne’s own. Caltruff laughed. “To show everyone what a fake you are. I didn’t know for certain, of course, but I had my suspicions. How else could a man be capable of such strength, such prowess? The answer was so simple, I don’t know how I didn’t realize it before.” He shrugged, undisturbed by the prince’s hold on his doublet. “But still, I had to test my theory. If my suspicions proved wrong, I could have feigned ignorance.” His lips peeled back in a wine-purple grin. “But you didn’t disappoint, and now the whole of Vendragon knows what a fraud you are.”

“Brother!” Rolden said brusquely. “Unhand him.”

A hand softly stroked the prince’s arm. It took him a moment to peel his glower from Caltruff, whose eyes and smirk mocked him despite the reddening around the lord’s neck where Burne choked him with his collar. Allura was leaning toward Burne, her bosom nearly popping out of her lustrous gown, as she gently tried to disengage the prince’s grip from Caltruff’s jabot.

Burne gritted his teeth as he glanced around at the other nobles all of whom regarded him with alarm. Always an audience. With a huff, he shoved Caltruff and sent him sprawling back into his seat. “You pathetic worm. How dare you bring this upon my house and foul my games with your trickery.”

“Your Killer is—”

“I’m as surprised as you are at Killer’s abilities! The bastard has clearly been deluding me.” He exhaled an exaggerated breath. “I suppose I should thank you for bringing this deception to light. The gods only know what could have happened to me or my men if that beast had unleashed his powers upon us.”

The lord’s eyes widened as the prince turned the scheme on its head. His scowl deepened, and his caterpillar eyebrows knitted together. “You lying sack of—”

“The only question that remains is what to do,” the prince continued breathlessly as if the lord hadn’t spoken. He gestured toward the two combatants who stood glaring at each other from separate sides of the arena. “Should we let them battle it out?”

The surrounding nobles cheered and raised their goblets. “It’ll make a fine battle,” Lord Powell said with a bright smile. “I’ve never seen such magic. Truly, it would make a magnificent spectacle.”

As Burne had hoped, the other nobles enthusiastically agreed.

Burne grinned. Crisis averted. Perhaps I’ll make even more coin this day than I thought. “My brother, it is your birthday we celebrate, you should have the final say.”

King Rolden did not meet Burne’s gaze. His brow furrowed deeply, slanting his crown forward on his head. “I’ll admit, it is a bit unorthodox.”

“That’s what makes it exciting,” Caltruff’s wife chimed in around the peach she was chomping on.

Queen Maudelyn reached over and squeezed her husband’s arm. Her girlish cheeks were flushed red with excitement. “Oh, do let them fight, dear. I’ve never seen anything like it!”

A heavy silence fell upon the balcony as all eyes turned to the king.

Burne sat rigidly in his chair, gnawed on his knuckle, and stared at Rolden. Say yes, you slimy, crown-stealing bastard. Give me this moment of glory. For once in your wretched life, side with your own flesh and blood. How would he look if his brother said no? Like a fool, of course. Worse, what would happen to the gladiatorial games now that Killer’s magic had been revealed?

The rich wine that had burned his chest on its way down now threatened to come back up.

Rolden pursed his lips and stroked his chin-strap goatee while he hunched in his ornate chair, as if weighed down by the burden of the decision. “This is foolhardy,” he said at last, and Burne hiccupped vomit into the back of his throat.

“You would deny the crowd their wishes?” Lord Caltruff asked, gesturing to the restless crowd, many of whom booed violently while others chanted “Fight! Fight! Fight!”

The king turned to the screaming masses, as if noticing their excitement for the first time.

“Why not let them decide, Your Majesty?” Caltruff continued.

“I couldn’t possibly agree more heartily with my friend, Lord Caltruff,” Burne spluttered, as much as he hated agreeing with the backstabbing noble.

When Rolden didn’t offer a response, Burne stood and raised his hands in the air, determined to take matters into his own hands lest his plans fall to ruin. “Citizens of Vendragon,” he bellowed. “It appears we have come upon an unexpected dilemma. Two mages have somehow infiltrated the arena under the guise of gladiators, our own Killer included.”
            Half the audience seemed to boo even more furiously than before, and the other changed their chant to “Killer! Killer! Killer!” Burne was not exactly sure how this might go. Sweat trickled from his forehead as he waved his arms frantically to quiet the crowd. At last they hushed enough for him to be heard.

 “I ask you, our faithful citizens and spectators, how shall we proceed? Do we let them fight or have them executed for their betrayal?”

Burne ignored the glare that Killien cast up to the balcony.

“Fight! Fight! Fight!” came the crowd’s overwhelming response.

The prince exhaled a long sigh and clapped his hands, ignoring the concern still etched across the king’s brow. He glanced down at Allura seated next to him. A sly smile twisted her full lips. She gave a small, imperceptible nod, and he turned to the edge of the balcony. “It is with great delight that I give you a battle of magic and mystery in the gladiatorial arena! The first of its kind. Feast your eyes on the wonder of powers rarely witnessed by mankind!” He gestured to Rolden. “My brother, if you will give the command.”

Rolden stiffened. The smile he cast to the thundering crowd did not lift the furrow of his brow.

At once, Burne regretted his decision to defer to his brother. The king looked as if he would snatch the opportunity away without a second thought. Rolden raised his hand and the crowd fell silent. He clenched his raised hand into a fist and bellowed his command: “Begin!”

Burne settled back in his chair. Allura flashed him a sultry wink, and he grinned widely. “I dare say, this calls for some wine!”

 

***

Of all things, Lord Caltruff’s champion had to be a fucking mage. Killien spat on the sand, silently cursing his luck. Caltruff’s challenge had all been a ruse, a way to root out Killer’s secret. He glanced up at the balcony, saw Burne lounging in his high-backed chair, relishing the chaos erupting on the sands.

“What’s the matter?” Titus clucked. “Don’t like when the playing fields are leveled?”

Where had Caltruff found this rogue? Certainly, no reputable mage would sell their services to fight in the gladiatorial games. And certainly not in a match to the death. Given the rumors that the prince had spread about Killien, his flesh eating and his carving the bones of his victims, Titus was either exceedingly confident or desperate beyond measure. Either spelled disaster for Killien.

Despite the few spells Killien had mastered, he was yet untrained as a mage. His control of magic was tenuous at best. In the underground caverns he had practiced subtle blocks, thrusts, and solidifying his weapons, but more powerful spells were more difficult to cast, and even more so to control. He could use the spells he’d wielded secretly before, but if this mage forced him to try something more potent, it could explode in all directions.

Killien risked a glance at the gate where Burne’s gladiators pressed against the iron bars watching. A few stared at Killien with mouths agape, but Victus and Merek were visibly enraged, frowning and grimacing. Carac stood next to them, his expression unreadable in the shadows.

“Coward!” the Pishen Rock mage screeched, breaking Killien’s reverie. He waved a spindly arm and shot a spray of ice shards at Killien.

Killien sneered, and crouched behind his shield. The ice clattered off it and melted on the sand. “What is this to you?” he yelled. “A few coins? You are nothing to Lord Caltruff but a pawn in his deadly game. Are you prepared to die to settle some noble’s score?”

A long fire whip appeared in Titus’ hand. He ignored Killien’s questions and snarled back, “I promise you, this will be quick.”

“So you’ve exposed my powers, good for you,” Killien said, hefting his shield again to prepare for the whip. “A clever move, even if it was poorly played.”

Titus let the whip go slack at his side, narrowed his eyes. “Poorly played how, fool?”

“Exposing my powers without entering a death match would’ve been a better idea, would it not? Why put yourself at risk?”

The mage snarled. “I am not at risk, craven. You don’t stand a chance against me.”

“I’ve never been defeated. Now you know why. I’m giving you a way out.”

“Are the rumors built on lies?” Titus barked. “Is the Beast of Vendragon really a coward?”

“Even if you are the more powerful mage, I can still kill you. I’ll give you the opportunity to bow out.” Killien clenched his jaw, trying to keep his voice from shaking. “I will not offer again.”

Laughter ripped from the mage’s bearded lips. “I think I’ll take my chances.”

“Then you are a fool!” Killien shouted. And I am a dead man.

The crowd resumed a chant of “Killer! Killer! Killer!” but for once, the name did not feel like a poisoned dagger to his heart. Instead, he relished their support and let their fervor stoke the fires of his magic. He steadied his feet on the sand, pressed his forearm hard against the back of his shield, lifted his axe to point it at the mage. A blast of fiery molten metal shot from the axe blade.

The shot missed the mage by several feet and sizzled into the sand behind him. “What was that?” Titus crowed, glancing over his shoulder. “Was that meant for me?”

Killien swore and lowered his axe. He would not win a battle of magic against the audacious mage. He had to coax him into a fight. But how?

He hefted his shield again, clutched his axe tightly, and crouched into a battle stance.

“Impressive weapons,” the mage chided. “But you’re forgetting one thing. This is no longer one of your silly hacking contests. This is a battle of magic.” With that, he hurled a cluster of frozen lances at Killien’s chest.

Killien batted most of the lances aside with the blade of his axe, but a few whizzed past the blade, and one grazed his shoulder, deflected off his pauldron, a little closer to his neck than he hoped.

Fuck!

Sweat trickled down Killien’s brow as he dropped and rolled, and a stream of fire passed over his head. Son of a bitch, this guy is good. Killien had never been this close to losing. He’d always had his magic as an advantage, but today, that was exactly where he was outmatched.

The warrior smirked as he conjured a vortex of wind between his palms and punched the concentrated energy through the air. The blast struck Killien’s stomach, stealing his breath away, and the force lifted him off his feet and sent him soaring backwards. He grunted as he landed and skidded across the sand.

The pain was so intense, he wondered if he’d cracked a rib. He pounded his fist against the sand, conjuring his next spell despite the pain that flared in his side. A wave of sand rushed toward Titus, sweeping him off his feet.

“It’s going to take more than that to defeat me,” Titus taunted as he rose from the sand. Suddenly, four mirror images of the scrawny mage appeared before Killien.

Killien grabbed his axe and shield and looked at the five warriors, uncertain which was the rogue mage. The magic was flawless. None of the mirror images flickered or bore translucent limbs. Each was an exact copy.

I’ll kill them all.

He ran toward the nearest one, and whirled his axe. Titus raised his hands to shield himself against the blow, but the blade met no resistance as it sliced through air. The copy faded into nothingness.

Titus laughed and lowered his hands. A feint. And Killien had fallen for it. “Wrong one,” the mage said in a sing-song voice.

Killien slashed his axe through another. Again, the smirking copy faded the moment his blade sliced through it.

“Wrong again,” Titus taunted.

Fuck this. Killien dropped his axe and shield, conjured a ball of flame and pushed. The flames extended, spewing like legendary dragon fire, and he tried to direct the flow from one Titus to the next.

Horror twisted the faces of each of the remaining copies, and Killien knew he had him. If only Killien could maintain his hold on the spell.

The mirror images dissipated just as the flames sputtered and went out.

“You like to play with fire?” The mage laughed.

A bright flash of orange, yellow, and red appeared in Titus’ hands. Killien ducked and rolled, scooping up his shield. The blast of fire missed him, but the mage sent a spray of flame, scorching the sand where he’d been standing moments before.

Killien stumbled, dropped to one knee, and raised his shield as another blast barreled toward him. Seconds before impact, he threw up a wind barrier around the shield. The flames struck with a force he hadn’t expected, but he dug his knee into the sand, pressed his shoulder into the shield and held his head low.

I will not fall!

The roaring flames curled around him, and he had to close his eyes against the blinding light. Sweat streamed down his face beneath the intensity of the heat.

Hold the spell! By the gods, hold the fucking spell.

He gritted his teeth as his arms began to tremble. He couldn’t hold on for much longer.

When it seemed as if he couldn’t bear it anymore, the flames receded. Killien gasped and focused on controlling his breathing. He had to end this before he was burned alive.

His mouth was dry, the leather strap attached to the back of the shield slippery with sweat.

“My, my,” Titus said. “You are full of surprises. Have you had enough?”

Killien’s hand trembled as he drew his energy down his arm and into his fingertips. A rumble echoed throughout the arena. The sound increased in intensity and a hush fell upon the stands. The mage glanced behind him to where he thought the reverberation was originating. The echoes of the arena distorted the sound, amplifying it and making it come from all directions.

Titus looked as if another taunt was on his lips, but his face twisted with uncertainty as if still trying to determine what kind of magic he was dealing with.

The rumbling stopped. The crowd grew quiet. A burst of sand rose and whirled around Titus like a tornado, kicking up stones and fragments of bones from battles long past. Blinded, the rogue mage growled in frustration and thrust his arms out to the side, blowing the whirlwind back. The wind died down and the sand and debris caught within drifted to the ground.

Then the ground rumbled and cracked. Stalagmites encased in jagged blue ice burst through the sands, the mage had no time to react. His mouth opened in a silent scream as a sharp spear of ice-encrusted stone thrust up through the sands and impaled him, entering between his legs and exiting through his jaw. Blood spilled from his open mouth. His eyes were wide in death.

Killien dropped to one knee to catch his breath, his chest heaving from exertion. The crowd erupted in uproarious applause. Even Prince Burne jumped to his feet and began clapping wildly, though his wife had mysteriously vanished.

“And there you have it!” Burne shouted when the cheers began to die down, his hoarse voice cracking ever so slightly. He took a drink of wine and added, “The first gladiatorial magic battle in history!”

 


 

 

 

 

 

19. Unbridled Rage

 

“Congratulations,” Caltruff said, leaning forward in his chair. “You’ve created a monster. And now, you must lie in your mess.”

Burne swiveled in his chair and drove his fist into the lord’s fat-lipped mouth. Sharp pain flared from his knuckles, and the back of the ornamented chair snapped under his weight, but seeing Caltruff’s head snap back and blood and teeth fly from his face was an exquisite pleasure.

The lord sat rigid, shocked, his eyes bloodshot and his mouth dripping blood. Like a rabid wolf, he launched himself at Burne. The two tumbled over the front of the row of chairs. All around them, chairs scraped back. No one wanted to get caught up in the scuffle ... or have blood stain their finely pressed garments.

Caltruff clambered on top of Burne, clutched the prince’s throat, and punched him twice in the face.

“Burne! Caltruff!” Rolden yelled, but his words fell on deaf ears.

“Make way! Make way!” a guard ordered.

Through the flailing limbs, silken hands appeared in Burne’s field of vision, and he realized Allura was on her knees, trying to pull him away. Caltruff, however, was at least three times the size of the princess, and he continued to press Burne to the floor and pummel him.

“Stop this!” she screamed.

Burne’s head was spinning; white dots obscured his vision; blood rushed in his ears.

One of the nobles shrieked, “He hit the princess,” so close it almost deafened him, and Allura stumbled back.

Burne heard the nobles gasp.

The lord stood and stared at the women crowded around Allura. A trail of blood streaked down her reddened face.

“I’m s-sorry,” Caltruff stammered as the guards reached him. Blood drained from his face. “I didn’t mean to. She got in the ... My ring must have…” His eyes darted around at the gathered nobles.

Burne hid his smirk behind his bruised hand as he scrambled back to his feet. “My love,” he said with all the zeal he could muster. Given the pain and redness that flared in his face, it wasn’t a difficult act. “Are you all right? By the gods, you’re bleeding.” It was the smallest of nicks, but he performed as if the bastard had slashed her throat. “Quick, someone fetch a medic! I will not have my wife scarred by this animal!”

He turned to Caltruff, his teeth bared. “You—you must answer for this!”

The lord spat a bloody tooth onto the balcony floor. “You hit me first.”

“Once, yes. I admit I let my emotions run wild, but that does not give you the right to lay a beating on me and strike my wife.” He added some elaborate hand waving and head rubbing he thought would help dramatize his case. His bruises and cut lip would heal, but the shame of striking a woman—the Princess of Vendragon no less—Burne would ride that until the lord was ground into dust.

“No.” Caltruff shook his head. He gazed wildly at the outraged nobles crowding around him. Then he took a step back, his bottom lip quivering. Tears welled in his eyes. “You did this on purpose!” he shrieked. “You set me up!”

Burne almost smiled but decided against it. “I made you act like a lunatic?” He reached into his pocket to retrieve his handkerchief and dab at his split lip.

“Stop this nonsense at once,” Rolden growled, pushing his way through the gathered nobility. “You are both acting like fools, while the products of your rivalry await the opportunity to unleash hell in the sands below.”

Burne knew he shouldn’t risk continuing the charade beyond what he’d already achieved. Time for the grand finale: “Guards! Seize him. I want him arrested for assaulting the princess.”

“No, it was an accident! It was not meant for her!” The guards grabbed Caltruff roughly by his arms. He kicked and writhed trying to free himself to no avail.

“Hold your tongue,” the guard on his left said. “You’ll only make it worse.”

Caltruff’s ponytail had come unraveled and his eyes gaped at the other nobles. “But he lied!” Caltruff twisted and kicked a chair over. “He stole! He cheated all of you!”

The women huddled around Allura, and she played the damsel in distress like a star of the stage. She bawled as if she’d been beaten within a breath of her life, even managed to drool just a little bit for emphasis.

“You conniving bitch!” Caltruff shouted as the guards dragged him toward the stadium steps.

Behind their fans and goblets, the nobles stared and gasped.

“You planned this, Burne! You fucking bastard! You set me up!”

Burne looked around at the gathered aristocrats, then turned to Caltruff with an arched eyebrow. “My friend, the wine must be going to your head. I warned you before of its potency. It has made you mad, Caltrop.”

“It’s Caltruff! Caltruff!” The lord’s eyes bulged as he spat and flung himself forward like a manic prisoner who had inhaled a near-lethal dose of shadow dust. His escort cursed and struck him twice, but still the man persisted. “Caltruff! Caltruff!”

“Take him away,” Burne said, disgusted by the man’s irrational behavior. He gave a dismissive wave and closed his ears to Caltruff—still hissing his own name—and the cries of the lord’s fat wife as she hurried after him.

The king lifted off his crown and ran a jeweled hand through his silver-flecked hair. Deep furrows lined his brow. “My brother, are you all right?”

Burne rubbed his throat, noting the sympathetic expressions around him, and then gave a slow nod.

Rolden frowned and replaced his crown. “I must say I’m surprised at you and the way you’ve conducted yourself.”

“Forgive me,” Burne said, smiling despite his anger. “For a moment, I forgot myself.”

The lines that creased the king’s face deepened. “Is this the usual behavior that accompanies the games?”

Burne pursed his lips, thinking, then said, “On the contrary, dear brother, it is usually a joyous occasion, filled with laughter, cheers, and the roar of the crowd. Look to the common people in the stands. Look at the wonder and excitement in their eyes. Forget this little affair. I’m sorry you had to see such a thing.” Given his exhaustion, trying to exude such excitement was a task. But by focusing his thoughts on the crown and envisioning his brother choking on his own blood, Burne managed to pull it off. He could only hope it was enough.

His brother’s scowl, that look of disappointment Burne knew all too well, deepened. The king rubbed his chin. “After that display, I’m afraid my enthusiasm is waning.”

“Pay no attention to Caltruff’s ramblings, Brother. I have gone to great lengths to give you a birthday celebration like no other.”

That caught Rolden’s attention. He couldn’t refuse such a substantial gift from his own flesh and blood, particularly when Burne had paid so much though owned so little.

The king sighed. “Very well.”

The prince smoothed out his doublet, which was now missing a button or two and stained with a few drops of blood, and then noticed the weary expressions of the surrounding nobles. Despite the growing pain in his throat and his bruised face, he smiled and addressed the finely dressed parasites. “My friends, please, drink and enjoy the games. Don’t let this little hiccup ruin what I promise you will be a glorious battle!” He gestured to the beautiful slaves standing idly behind the royal box. “My ladies, bring some more wine for my esteemed guests!” Maybe it’ll help soothe the burning of my throat, too. He glanced off in the direction Caltruff had disappeared. Godsdamned animal.

 

***

The crowd began the chant...

Killien fought to catch his breath, uncertain of what would happen next.

His magic was no longer secret. No one would ever pit a gladiator or champion against him again. No mage would enter the arena willingly, and Killien could only imagine what would happen if Angelique ever got word that a mage—rogue or not—had been killed in the arena. Worse, that a mage had been enslaved, his magic locked by a goblin-made collar.

Killer’s reign as undefeated champion looked as if it was at its end. Battling the mage had taken a lot out of him. He was not used to expending such energy. But as exhausted as he was, it was also exhilarating to finally give his magic free rein.

Now it was time to repay Burne the favor.

The prince was too busy relishing in the crowd’s cheers to sense Killien’s intense desire for revenge.

A wicked grin spread across Killien’s face. He still had no plan, but he might not get another chance.

“I give you Killer, the Bestial Mage of Vendragon,” Burne shouted, egging on the crowd.

They exploded in applause again, and Killien sent a blast of wind slamming into the stone arches supporting the balcony. The spell missed the precise pillar he was targeting and its cast was much wider than he had intended, which dispersed the flow of energy. But it struck the stone all the same, sending a network of cracks up and down the stone arches. The crowd’s chants and cheers turned to screams, and a stampede toward the exits quickly ensued.

The royal balcony shuddered, and Burne wavered and caught his balance on its wobbly railing. At first he thought it was the wine. Then a loud rumble of stone echoed like thunder, and the balcony shifted, dropped a foot, and crunched down in the crumbling columns below it. Most of the nobles tumbled to the floor or sat down purposely to avoid falling. The king rolled down the steps and crashed his head into a toppled chair. Burne held onto the rail and vomited on the stampeding throng below him.

“How do you like the show now?” Killien shouted up at him. He should have turned around and made a run for it, but he still hadn’t figured out how he would escape the arena.  He circled the circumference of the sand field. “Does it please you to watch men die? To sit upon your high seats, safe from harm, and root for blood?” He paused for the space of a few breaths, but the spectators who had stopped rushing for the exits were too stunned to respond. “Which of you will join me here on the sands of death?”

The spectators, eyes wide with fear, turned away again and crushed toward the exit tunnel. Killien spun toward Burne and glared at the prince clinging to the balcony rail. Killien felt energy surging within him, invigorating him with a power—a lust for vengeance—he’d never felt before.

The prince smirked down at him, vomit still trickling down his chin, and shouted, “Gladiators!”

 


 

 

 

 

 

20. A Clash of Steel

 

The gate opened and nine gladiators that had been watching the games from the corridor stepped onto the sands, their weapons held at the ready. The crowd at the exits rushed back down into the stadium and scrambled for seats. As Killien looked into the menacing glares of the men that stalked up to him, his mouth went dry.

He knew that several of the gladiators had waited years for this moment. At long last, their prayers were answered, and the opportunity to unleash their hatred on Killer presented itself, all with much of the crowd reseated and roaring excitedly as if the games were just beginning. Victus and Merek trudged ahead of the other men, rage twisting their faces.

Killien’s confidence disintegrated to dust. Killing a rogue mage in self-defence was one thing, but murdering his fellow gladiators was another. He didn’t want their blood on his hands. Sold on rumors and lies and desperate for fame, they hated the idea of Killer, but nothing more.

If he revealed himself, would they listen to him? Could they get past their hatred for Killer to see the gladiator they trained with? He wanted to kick himself for not building a rapport with the men. The prince had forbidden it, but he could have worked around it, done something.

Why the hell had he helped to sell the lie? He could have kept quiet about his wounds from the pits.

Victus spun his axe as a taunt. No one hated Killer more than Victus. But as Killien scanned the gladiators before him, he saw that each one stalked toward him, eyes filled with menace. They’d been ordered to kill. But the hatred in their eyes stemmed from more than an order.

Killien’s stomach clenched as they approached. He had expected Victus and Merek, but hadn’t realized Anthony, Walden, Odis, and Milo would also join. Most surprising were the three new recruits—Jarrett, Kolby, and Tim. Worse, they appeared as angry as the others.

Victus held his axe out to the side to bar the path of the other gladiators, but his gaze remained fixed on Killien. “No one touches him.”

“Victus, it’s Killer,” Merek said, holding his longsword. “And he’s a mage.”

“He’s a traitor!” Odis yelled. “No way I can let you take on that beast by yourself.”

Milo smirked. “No way we’ll let you have all the fun is what he means.”

“I said no one fucking touches him!” Victus shouted over his shoulder. “Not until I’ve had my chance.”

The gladiators fell silent. Victus grinned and pointed his axe at Killien. “It’s just you and me.” Victus roared a battle cry as he charged ahead of the others and swung his axe down at Killien’s head.

Killien dodged the blow, and the blade furrowed the sands where he had stood. “Stop!” He prayed the bastard would listen. “You don’t want to do this!”

Victus snickered. “Like hell! Do you know how long I’ve waited for this? The number of victories you’ve stolen from me? I should have been the champion, but somehow you were pushed ahead of everyone and served the title on a silver platter.” With a growl of frustration, he swung his axe in a wide arc, but Killien barely had to move to dodge it. Victus staggered from the weight of the reckless blow, but regained his feet. “And now we find the truth of your endless victories. You’re not the skilled fighter everyone thought you were. You’re a gutless coward who uses magic! You’ve shamed the prince’s house. The warriors you’ve fought in the past, sponsored by many of the nobles that fled from that balcony, have lost fortunes to a fucking fraud.”

Killien lowered his axe and took a step forward. How could he make them understand? “If you’ll just listen—”

A guttural scream burst from Victus’ lips and he bulled forward, swinging his axe in rapid downward slashes from alternating sides of his head, forcing Killien to retreat. “Your time in the light is over! And I will see you to your grave!”

At the promise of blood, the crowd shouted and clapped. The gladiators watching the fight roared, pumping fists and weapons into the air.

Killien had no choice but to fight back. But not like this. He dropped his weapons and sent a blast of magic to block his path. An invisible shield slammed into the burly, scarred gladiator, throwing him back.

“Are you that much of a coward that you cannot fight without magic?” Victus screamed as he clambered up from the sand awkwardly, axe in hand. “Do you fear the crowd will see who you really are and find your skills lacking?”

“Victus, stop!” Killien grabbed hold of the spiked great helm that covered his face and hurled it to the sand. “It’s Bait.”

Gasps rippled among the gladiators that flanked him.

“Bait, what the—” Anthony asked.

“A spy!” Victus shouted.

 “I am not a spy,” Killien replied. “The prince has spun a web of lies. Killer is not real. He’s an idea, a villain to help the prince fill his coffers. I don’t bathe in my victims’ blood or have the cooks grill up their flesh. I doubt the bones on this godsdamned necklace are even human.” He snorted. “I fought as Killer, yes, but I am a slave, just like you.”

Merek stepped forward and laid a brown hand on Victus’ pale shoulder. “Killer was with us all along!”

Victus shook him off. “You are nothing like us,” he growled, his chest heaving with rage.

“You tricked us!” Merek pointed his sword.

This set the men in the back to murmuring and holding their weapons in battle grips.

“Just listen to me,” Killien said, “and then decide if you still think I am not one of you.” He took his eyes off Victus, testing the angry gladiator, and slowly turned in a circle to address all of the men. In his peripheral vision, he saw Victus stand and listen with the others.

“The Prince threatened to kill my family if I didn’t do as he demanded, if I didn’t win every battle.” He stared Jarrett in the eyes and the boy lowered his blade. A glimmer of hope settled into Killien’s chest. He continued around the circle. “I was tortured, sent down to fight in the pits—”

“What a crock of shit!” Victus shouted, and Killien snapped his gaze back on him. “You lie to save your own ass.” Victus turned to the others. “Somebody cut out his tongue before he soils the prince’s name any further.”

The crowd, whom Killien had nearly forgotten, cheered at this and screamed for blood  ... any blood.

Victus stepped forward with his axe ready, but Killien backpedaled and the whole circle shifted along the sands until it ran up against the protruding stalagmites and the bloody mess of the Pishen Rock mage.

Killien continued, but didn’t take his eyes off Victus this time. “Everything I did, I did for my family. I became the beast to protect them. Do you men have families?” When this plea was met with silence, he quickly continued, knowing his time to convince them was nearing an end. “The collar you see me—”

“Enough of this prattle!” Prince Burne shouted before Killien could spill the one secret that could create a wedge between the humans and mages. “Silence his tongue, lest he spew more lies!”

Victus attacked first, swinging his axe. Killien dodged and rolled, snatching his discarded axe and shield from the sand. He jumped to his feet in time to block Victus’ next attack. The other men darted in and out like asps.

Killien spun, dodging and blocking the attacks with his axe and shield. He parried a sword thrust at his throat, ducked below the blade of an axe, and kicked one of the men in the groin, sending him crawling along the sand, howling. He held them at bay without magic, hoping to convince them he was on their side and trying not to kill them.

He spun a reverse roundhouse kick that slammed Merek in the temple and knocked him to the sand. Regaining both feet beneath him, he caught a glimpse of the three recruits he had befriended standing at the rear of the men, holding their weapons at rest. At least something he’d done had caused them to pause. If only he could reach the others. But the other gladiators pressed their attacks, forcing Killien to retreat behind a large, leaning stalagmite.  The ice from his spell had melted, leaving rough stone protrusions that jutted out of the sand. He kept the towering rock at his back and parried as many strikes as he could, only using his magic to enhance the strength of his shield.

Killien dodged another axe swipe at his head, but a blade slashed his arm, and another trailed across his midsection nearly gutting him. It was too close. He would not just let them cut him down like a dog. He roared and threw himself into the melee, prepared to fight until the bitter end.

He rolled away from the stalagmite, axe held out to the side. He sliced Walden’s Achilles tendon and Milo’s thigh, and jumped into a low crouch. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of Victus hovering above him, axe held high ready to strike. Killien whirled around. Shit! He wasn’t going to make it.

Victus jerked his head up and howled, and dropped the axe behind his head. Behind him, Jarrett dodged the falling weapon. He held a bloodstained dagger in his hand. Victus fell to his knees, and toppled forward, face down on the sand.

Jarrett smiled at Killien.

Killien straightened and blew out a breath.

“I believe you,” Jarrett said. Kolby and Tim gripped their weapons and fell in beside Jarrett.

Killien frowned and nodded toward the others. “I just wish they would.”

 

***

Twice, Kolby’s sword was knocked out of his hands, and twice Killien saved his ass at the last possible moment. This could not go on. He was grateful for the three recruits that stood with him against the six men, but the fact remained that they were still recruits—young and lacking the skill of the veteran gladiators who closed in on them.

At least half of the crowd had stampeded from the stands, afraid of the magic. The nobles had long since fled, including the king and queen, leaving only the prince, who now stood in the stands next to Hearst, Ulric, and Rickshaw.

Victus rose unsteadily to his feet, his face red and covered in sand. His chest was heaving and his eyes were murderous as he picked up his axe and stared at Jarrett. “You fucking little prick!” He staggered forward.

Shit! I thought the bastard was dead! Killien stepped between them. “Victus, this is folly. The prince has been lying to us all. You don’t have to fight. This is not worth dying for.”

Jarrett frowned, his dagger poised.

 Victus stepped closer, sweat mixing with the sand that clumped to his bare chest. “Kicking your ass is worth risking everything. So you’d better strike hard and fast or you’ll find my axe cleaved into your back.”

Killien thrust his axe to the sand. There was no getting through to Victus. When the gladiator lunged again, Killien sent a pummeling blast of wind that struck Victus with a concussive blow. The gladiator’s breath whooshed out as his body folded and he was sent soaring back. He landed with a grunt nearly thirty feet away. A streak of blood marked his path, the wound on his back likely torn open.

Killien turned to the recruits to find them already exchanging blows with the gladiators that foolishly fought against them.

“How will we escape?” Kolby asked, parrying a sword blow from Milo that almost knocked his sword out of his hand a third time.

Killien blocked a massive blade that was headed for Tim’s back. “I’m working on it,” he growled, panting.

Kolby’s eyes bulged. “You don’t have a plan?”

Killien laughed bitterly as he scanned the stone wall that encircled the arena’s sands. “I had one, but it didn’t work. Now, I’m making it up as I go along.”

“I’d imagined my death would be little more heroic,” Tim said solemnly, parrying a blow intended to sever his head from his body.

Killien’s head jerked to the former soldier. “No one else has to die today.”

Tim frowned as he looked to Walden still lying on the sand, blood pouring from his heel.

“They made their choice,” Killien said, glancing at the blood still dripping from his arm and the laceration across his stomach. “Best make yours now.”

Killien knew he had to make a choice, too, and it was to not die, no matter what.  He flung a blast of flame at Victus, who lumbered forward, but the spell went wide and seared the edge of the front seats in the stands behind the gladiator. Luckily, the front row was empty and the fire only left a charred trail in front of the shrieking spectators a few rows up.

“What are you doing?” Kolby asked, his eyes wide with horror.

“Sorry! I’ve never given my magic free rein before. It might take some practice.”

“You’re going to kill us!”

“Focus,” Jarrett said, his voice trembling. “Don’t let your fear control your thoughts. Concentrate on your power.”

Killien nodded. Easier said than done. Still, he had to get a hold of himself. 

“Stop him!” Prince Burne bent over the stone ledge that lined the stands and frantically waved his hands at the guards standing at the far gate from which Titus had entered the ring. “Release the beasts, you fools!”

Two guards disappeared down the corridor, while two opened the screeching gate, and reappeared a moment later, screaming and running onto the sand, where they dove to the sides of the open gate. A loud roar echoed from the tunnel and two massive grizzlies emerged from the darkness. Their torsos were big and round as ale hogsheads. Their thick brown coats were matted with dried blood. Swollen red welts, pus-oozing sores, and black charred scars that appeared to be from lightning sticks showed through their fur.  One stood on its hind legs and roared again, and its head nearly reached the top of the tunnel archway. They bounded onto the arena sand, their muscle and fat shifting in waves as they ran toward the astonished men.

The crowd roared with renewed excitement even as they clambered for seats higher up in the stadium.

The gladiators stopped attacking Killien and turned their weapons on the bears.

“They’ll make nice coats for the winter!” Merek hollered as he readied his sword despite the purple swelling at his temple and around his eye.

No sooner had he finished his bravado than two enormous, though half-starved, lions loped out of the tunnel, wailing and growling. 

“He’s going to kill us all!” Anthony shouted. A few of the men crept behind stalagmites and looked, to Killien, like they might start crying.

Killien deplored that he’d be the death of these men whether he killed them or not. “Your life is worth more than this!” he yelled. He grabbed his axe and shield from the sand. “The fight is not yours. Stand and fight with me!”

Victus laughed, a cruel, haughty sound. He dug his feet into the sand. “This is the most glorious set up yet. When the prince declined my offer to battle you, I was disappointed. But this—” He gestured to the oncoming beasts. “This is more than I could have hoped for. An epic battle that will go down in history.”

An epic massacre is more likely.

Victus turned from the beasts toward Killien. “I offered to prove that there could be two champions. I rescind that offer. There can be only one.” With that, he hurled himself at Killien.

 


 

 

 

 

 

21. Unleashed

 

Burne watched in dismay as a lion leapt for Victus, and bowled him over. The prince threw up his hands. “Has fate turned against me? My best gladiator charges Killien and a lion—a beast meant to kill the bastard—fucking takes out Victus!”

Killien ran to the gladiator, who was on his back, the haft of his axe the only thing between the lion’s sharp teeth and his head. Killien roared and slammed his axe down on the lion’s back. Burne gaped. “I ordered the men to kill him and the bastard is still trying to save them!”

On the sandy field below him, lions and bears attacked and the gladiators fought them back with shields, axes, and swords.  Men and beast were dying on the sands, yet still Killien fought on. Burne shook his head. “How the fuck is Killien still alive?”

“You trained your gladiators well,” Ulric said. “Perhaps, too well.”

Burne whirled on his heel and grabbed the guard by his leather armor. “Killien’s blood will stain those stands! I want his head mounted on my castle wall!” A grizzly was tearing the arm off of Odis. Merek and Anthony fought off the attacks of a lion.

The prince’s stomach dropped. What if it wasn’t enough? What would happen to him if Killien lived? He would kill the bastard’s family, but it might not be enough. Would Killien come after Burne? Would he go to Angelique—the head mage in Aradia—and speak of what had happened? He had covered Killien’s iron collar well, suiting all the slaves with harmless replicas, but if Killien ever went to Angelique about it…

The prince could not risk Killien spreading any rumors. “Why haven’t they killed him already?” Burne growled. He clung to the stone ledge. It was taking too long. “More! More! Release them all!” Burne shouted, nearly throwing himself over the ledge.

Hearst held a hand on his shoulder to keep him from falling. “Pull yourself together, Your Highness!” the shifter said. “This has gone on long enough. Half the people have already run out of the stands.”

Burne turned to stare at the sorcerer. The king and queen, the rabble of nobles, and half the common folk had already left. He would not let Killien get away with this. “Get me a fucking archer!”

“An archer?” Hearst asked, his brow raised.

“Yes, an archer! Are you deaf?” The sorcerer continued to stare at Burne as if he’d gone mad. “Your Highness, there are no archers posted in the arena.” Hearst’s expression remained flat, but Burne didn’t miss the sorcerer’s condescending tone.

“Don’t talk to me like I’m a fucking snot-nosed whelp. One of the guards must know how to shoot a fucking bow!” The prince turned to Ulric. “Tell me my guard isn’t that incompetent.”

“Send for Ramy,” Ulric said to Rickshaw.

The elder guard frowned. “I’m not sure Ramy has his bow with him.”

“Then find one!” Ulric snapped, shooting a wary gaze at the prince.

Burne turned to Hearst—his Royal Sorcerer—who was standing there like a bleeding idiot. “Do something!”

“You know I cannot,” Hearst replied haughtily. His voice lowered and he shot a glance at Ulric. “Not if you want my abilities to remain a secret. Even now, I should not be here, lest someone start to question why the Prince’s Royal Sorcerer did not offer magical aid.”

As much as Burne wanted to toss the secret of the man’s shifting abilities aside and see Hearst transform into a monstrous beast, he was not ready to give up his wild card. Not yet.

A spell slammed into one of the columns of stone arches supporting the amphitheater and the platform shifted. Burne felt his stomach drop and almost let it drain from his ass. He let loose a string of curses so vile, Hearst stepped back.

It was another few minutes before Rickshaw sprinted through the aisle, Ramy at his side, bow in hand.

“About fucking time!” Burne snarled.

“Apologies, Your Highness,” the young guard said. He turned to the battle below and reached a hand into his quiver. His first arrow tore through the neck of a bear, causing it to stumble and fall.

“Killer!” Burne turned and screamed at the guard. “Aim for Killer, you useless scum!”

Ramy drew the arrow to his cheek and loosed, but a burst of flame from below turned the arrow to ash in mid-air. The guard growled, reached into his quiver, and grabbed another arrow. He loosed, but the arrow ricocheted off an invisible barrier Killien had cast above the field.

Burne stood gaping, pulling his hair and clenching his teeth. “How can this happen?”

He turned to look for Caltruff. If Burne was going down, the pompous lord would go to the hells with him. Only then did he remember that the lord had been dragged off by the guards.

 

***

Killien hoped the shield he’d cast over their heads would hold even though it magnified the heat of the sun beating down on them and scorching the sand beneath their sandaled feet.

Six gladiators remained alive and still fighting, including the three new recruits that he’d done his best to protect. Anthony had joined Killien against the beasts. Victus and Merek had not, and they stood apart from the tangle with the bears and tigers. The remainder of the gladiators were sprawled on the burning sand either bleeding out or half-eaten by the lion who seemed to enjoy carrion more than carnage.

A bear, bleeding from its nose and mouth, and from an arrow protruding from its neck, bounded toward Killien. Killien dove. The bear caught his foot and sent him spinning. He landed on one knee. Just as he was rising, a tiger he hadn’t even seen enter the arena rushed toward him, all fangs and yellow eyes.

Bloody hell!

The tiger pounced. Killien dropped his magical shield and prayed Ramy would soon run out of arrows. He hurled a flurry of ice and snow and ducked his head to the sand. The beast froze solid in mid-flight and slammed into the stalagmite behind Killien, splintering it into a shower of stone. The bear, spooked by the explosion of magic, roared and turned.

That had been too close. He stood and glanced around the arena. How many more of these damned beasts are left to kill?

He scanned the arena. Two bears and a lion remained.

The bleeding bear bounded toward Jarrett. Killien took a step toward the boy, but realized he would not get there in time. He snapped a fiery whip from his wrist. It sparked, sizzled ... and disappeared. No! He conjured the arcane weapon a second time, and this time, the spell held. He charged the grizzly and lashed the whip, praying he didn’t set fire to Jarrett in the process. The whip coiled around the bear’s neck, nearly scoring Jarrett’s cheek. Killien yanked it back. Blood spurted and the beast’s head tore from its shoulders and rolled across the sand. Its body collapsed next to Jarrett.

A grizzly with multiple slashes across its snout bounded toward the brothers.

“Behind you!” Killien yelled. He cursed as an arrow struck the sand three feet away. He looked up to Jarrett and Kolby, but the recruits weren’t watching. They were too worried about the lion Victus and Merek were circling to pay attention to the dangers that surrounded them.

A slab of broken stone that had fallen from the balcony lay at the base of the wall. Killien’s hands trembled as he cast a net, using his wind magic, then hurled the stone at the oncoming grizzly. The stone missed the charging bear by several feet and plummeted to the sand, whirling up a cloud of dust. “Shit!”

He cast the net again, grunting as he hefted the massive stone. Even with the magic, he felt as if he had hurled it with his bare hands. The stone slammed into the grizzly’s head. Four feet from where the recruits stood, the bear dropped, its skull caved in.

Victus buried his axe in the last lion.

Killien swept his gaze around the arena. The beasts were dead and six bloodied gladiators remained.

Victus pointed his axe at Killien. “You’re dead.”

“No! No! No!” Burne screamed from the stands. “Guards! Release whatever beast Lord Caltrop brought! Now!”

 

***

The gates squealed open and a ten-foot-tall, two-headed beast emerged.

Chimera.

The name was whispered through the stands.

The monstrous beast, formerly thought to be the figment of a drunken tale, had two heads: a lion’s with the curved horns of an antelope, and a black-scaled dragon’s head. Reptilian spikes ran through the center of its mane and down its back. Its black wings were folded and tightly bound. Even Prince Burne and Lord Caltruff weren’t fool enough to allow the creature free range. As if the two heads were not enough, Killien realized that its scaled tail thickened and extended into three hissing cobras.

The spectators brave enough to remain in the stands screamed.

Curiously, no welts or burns marked the majestic creature’s hide. All of the beasts Burne had ever unleashed into the arena bore evidence of mistreatment.

“What the fuck is that?” Victus exclaimed, wonder and awe temporarily replacing his anger.

Unease settled into the pit of Killien’s stomach. “That is a godsdamned chimera. That is how we die today.”

The lion roared, the cobras hissed, and a huge gout of flame erupted from the maw of the dragon.

Merek stepped back, but Victus only grinned wider.

“Be prepared to see a legend born,” Victus said to Killien. “Merek, today we rise.”

Victus let loose a battle cry as he held his axe high and charged toward the monstrous creature.

Killien’s mouth fell agape. The bastard thinks he can sever one of the monster’s heads with his first strike!

The chimera advanced on the gladiator, its horned head lowered, and bowled Victus over.

Victus rolled and twisted as he jumped to his feet for another go. “It wants to play a game.” He readied his axe. “Let’s play.”

The dragon snapped its teeth at Merek. Victus brought his axe down again, but the lion’s head swiveled out of the way.

Merek snarled and thrust his longsword. The first strike missed, the second left a bloody score down its hind leg.

Killien scanned the area, looking for traps he could set. Spikes along the edges of the stalagmites? Or would that backfire and kill the very people he was trying to protect? He was weaponless and exhausting quickly. Magic in such close quarters could be disastrous for the gladiators around him, not to mention put him in a magic-induced coma if he overexerted himself.

“Bait, catch!” Anthony hollered and tossed him a bloodstained sword.

The lion gnashed its teeth as Killien grabbed the sword’s hilt, and its fangs snapped down on the spot where Killien’s arm had been a moment before. In the corner of his eye, a bright flash of red and orange flame burst from the dragon’s mouth. It was so close, Killien could feel the heat licking his skin.

The trio of cobras extending from the creature’s tail hissed and darted for the recruits. “Why do we always have the shitty end of things?” Kolby asked, wildly swinging his sword to bat away one of the snake heads.

The dragon spouted a gout of flame that scorched Merek’s shoulder. The gladiator hissed and cursed, his dark skin bloody and charred.

Tim snorted. “I’d rather take whatever comes out of this end than endure the flames and fangs of that end.”

Anthony roared, drawing the heads of the chimera. The lion’s head snapped its teeth at the bearded warrior, and the dragon’s fire grazed his arm. Anthony howled and retreated.

“This is my victory,” Victus growled. “I refuse to let anyone steal it!”

Victus and Merek chased the chimera, taking turns lunging toward each of the heads, and ducking behind the stalagmites every time the dragon released its flame. Blood leaked from the beast’s stab wounds, but the chimera didn’t slow.

Killien felt his magic ebbing. There was still so much to do, and a monstrous beast to kill, yet his body was failing him. He was about to attempt another spell when the chimera skidded closer to where Jarrett stood. Behind the recruit, a tiger he’d thought dead, rose from the sands, blood dripping from its fur.

The dragon roared. Killien grabbed Jarrett and dove to the ground. A burst of flame passed over their heads, so close Killien wasn’t sure if it had burned a patch of hair from his skull.

“Thanks,” Jarrett whispered when the flames had receded.

Killien flipped on his back in the sand just as the tiger lunged on top of him. His fingers grabbed a discarded knife by the blade, and he thrust it up into the feline’s jaw, cutting his palms in the process. Blood washed over him, and the tiger slumped beside him.

He heard Merek shouting for Victus. The chimera leapt on top of the dark-skinned gladiator and pinned him down. Merek cried out once more before the lion chomped down on his neck. Victus took advantage of the distraction and swung his axe at the lion’s head. His blade bit into its throat. A gush of blood spilled out of its mouth and onto Merek.

Victus withdrew his blade, screaming, and then turned to face the black dragon head.

The dragon swiveled its head and roared, an explosion of flame bursting from its fanged maw.

Victus loosed a gut-wrenching cry so full of agony that it temporarily stopped the other beasts in their tracks. Flickering flames crawled up the screaming gladiator.

Killien jumped to his feet and sprinted toward the burning gladiator. He slammed his open palm downward midstride, and a geyser erupted at Victus’ feet, instantly dousing the flames. Victus collapsed to the ground, his blackened body shaking violently. Large chunks of flesh had burned away and his wounds were so deep they exposed the bone and tendons beneath. Half of his face looked as if it had melted off. His quickened breaths were shallow.

A convulsion seized the gladiator; he gasped, and then stilled. Many of the spectators were screaming hysterically as they stampeded toward the exits. Stories would be told of this day, but Victus would never be the hero he had sought to be.

The chimera advanced. One of the cobra heads hung limp, while the other two had been cut cleanly off. Anthony whirled his axe, but his swipe fell short as the beast picked up speed.

Killien sensed his energy ebbing. He’d never worked so much magic, much less had the opportunity to try it. Now he felt the exhaustion that resulted from the use of so much power. He didn’t know how much more he could handle.

Killien charged at the creature. Its yellow eyes gleamed and its chest contracted as if prepared to unleash another burst of flame. He stared down its gullet and the orange and red flame barreled toward him. With one hand still clutching his blade, he sent a blast of ice at the dragon’s head.

He cursed as the spell went wide and the chimera barreled toward him. A second before it could reach him, he slid on the sands beneath its belly, dragging his blade through its soft belly flesh. A tangle of blood and intestines spilled out and Killien’s skid brought him to the chimera’s hindquarters just before the monstrous beast collapsed.

The shouts of his fellow gladiators called him to his feet before he had a chance to catch his breath. He swayed on his feet and stumbled back a step, his vision blurring.

“Bait!” Jarrett screamed.

Killien looked over to find that the ice he’d cast at the chimera had caught the recruit’s leg. He lay in a pile of rubble, his leg trapped beneath a mound of ice that had climbed halfway up his thigh.

“Jarrett!” Kolby screamed. He sprinted toward his brother and grabbed Victus’ axe midstride. He staggered with the weight of the weapon but kept running.

“Get me out of here!” Jarrett coughed, pounding the sand with his fist.

Kolby stepped beside his brother, lifted the massive axe, and brought it down, the momentum nearly driving him to his knees. Yet Kolby didn’t stop. He lifted the axe again and began hacking away at the mound of ice surrounding Jarrett’s leg.

“Watch the leg! Watch the leg!” Jarrett shouted.

A wave of exhaustion and nausea pummelled Killien like a blow, sending him staggering back a few steps. The arena spun around him.

Not now. If he stopped fighting, he’d die. His friends would die. He had to pull himself together.

Killien leaned over and spat blood on the sand. He straightened and blinked away the haze that clouded his vision. He was pushing himself too hard. If he continued at this pace, he might pass out.

He glanced at the axe and shield he’d tossed to the ground during the fight. They weren’t far, but even so, he risked severing Jarrett’s leg and taking his eyes off the battle for too long by hacking away at the ice.

He’d have to use magic instead.

Killien turned to the recruits and tried to catch his breath. “Kolby, stop. You’re going to chop off his leg.” He sucked in a breath. “I’ll free him. But you’d better back away.”

Kolby lowered his weapon and shuffled back, his eyes filled with fear.

Killien tried to give the recruit a reassuring smile, but failed. His hands trembled uncontrollably, and his heart thudded wildly against his chest. I don’t think I have anything left.

He loosed a breath. Try. You have to try.

Bloody bile rose in his throat and he had to force himself to swallow it down. For Jarrett, he could do this. He had to...

Twice, a small flame flickered on his fingertips, but he was shaking so badly the fire went out almost instantly. Come on! He gritted his teeth, forcing his body to calm, despite the chaos that surrounded him. He cast the spell a third time and the flame took. He pushed the energy against the surface of the ice surrounding the blond recruit’s leg before his magic could dwindle away. The ice melted and Jarrett pulled his leg free.

He glanced over at his comrades to see Anthony and Tim heading toward him. Their victory was not met with cheers or applause. The few pockets of spectators still watching remained silent.

The beasts were dead, the opposing gladiators slain. All that was left was to find a way to escape the arena and fight past the guards.

The gates squealed open and a dark shadow appeared.

 

***

“Betrayers!” Carac shouted from the tunnel. He strode out across the arena, whip clutched in his hand, sword sheathed on his hip. He spat on the ground. “All of you!”

Carac. How had he forgotten about Carac?

The dark-skinned trainer had bided his time, waiting out the beasts, only to strike when they were at their weakest. Killien tried to recoup some energy by saying nothing.

Anthony and Jarrett rushed toward Carac, weapons raised. The trainer snapped his whip, and it coiled around Jarrett’s neck, sweeping him off his feet and sending him crashing into Anthony.

“Jarrett!” Kolby screamed as he darted toward his brother. Tim reached Jarrett first and severed the whip with his sword. Jarrett gasped for breath, clawing at the coils of leather still wrapped around his neck. Kolby dropped to the sand to help.

“Enough!” Killien shouted. “Your fight is with me, not with them.” He clenched his fists at his sides to keep himself from shaking.

The broken whip hung from the trainer’s hand, but even at half its length, it was still a deadly force. Too many memories had been permanently etched into Killien’s back. “I will take down anyone who goes against the prince’s wishes,” Carac growled.

”That is folly, Carac. By the gods, lay down your arms. You are outnumbered.”

The trainer’s expression remained flat. “It matters not.”

Was there no getting through to him? “Why do you still fight for Burne?”

Carac straightened. “I accept my place. There is no higher honor than serving the prince.”

“Even at the price of your family?” Killien didn’t know for certain if the trainer had a family or if the prince had even threatened him, but he had sensed there might have been some truth to it.

“My family is safe so long as I obey.” Carac’s expression remained firm and resolute. Just like his loyalty. “I cannot let you leave this arena alive.”

“Then I hope the prince is merciful with your family, because you are destined to fail.” Killien’s words held more confidence than he felt. Carac’s fighting skills surpassed each of the men’s on a good day. Even outnumbered, the gladiators’ only chance was to work together. Against Carac—wounded and exhausted as they were—they didn’t stand a chance.

But Killien’s axe and shield lay in the sand halfway across the arena and his magic was about as useless as if he was wearing Burne’s wretched collar. Never before had he felt so unprepared for a fight.

Anthony lunged for the trainer, his brute strength making up for the wounds he’d suffered. Their blades met and locked. Yet even the giant could not match the strength of the dark-skinned trainer. Carac shoved Anthony back and thrust his sword into the warrior’s side.

Anthony howled and fell back.

Killien looked to the half-eaten and disemboweled corpses strewn across the sand. There had to be a weapon he could steal. He doubted he had the strength to wield an axe or a shield, but perhaps a sword or mace.

Tim darted toward the trainer.

“Don’t attack him by yourselves,” Killien yelled over his shoulder. “Defeat him together!” His gaze fell on Merek’s longsword. He lay on his back, his lifeless eyes staring up at the sky.

Grunts, yells, and cries of pain sounded behind him. Killien grabbed the sword and rushed back to the fight. He was tired, with slashes to his legs, arms, and abdomen. He felt as if he might collapse at any moment. Fight or die, he silently repeated to himself.

Tim, Anthony, and Jarrett attacked Carac simultaneously. Kolby lay moaning on the ground. Carac parried and spun, even outnumbered his moves seemed effortless. The gladiators were exhausted, suffering from multiple lacerations. But they refused to give up.

Anthony’s axe bit into the flesh of the trainer’s arm, but Carac neither cried out nor broke form.

Killien darted in, striking high and low. Adrenaline alone kept him fighting though his body should have given up. Their swings quickly became reckless. Carac side-stepped one, and dodged another. A cut traced down the side of his face, and several others marked his chest and arms. Blood dripped from Carac’s mouth. Still, the bastard refused to go down.

The sword in Killien’s hand became too heavy to lift, and his vision started to blur. He staggered from exhaustion. They had not fought through beasts and gladiators to fail now. But his sword arm refused to respond.

One last spell. All he needed was one last spell to end this.

Not far behind the trainer was the bear with the crushed skull and the bloody stone slab that had brought it down. He inhaled deeply, then summoned the strength for one final spell. The stone rose. Killien bit down on the wave of nausea and vertigo that threatened to bring him to his knees. Sweat poured over his brow, and his hands shook violently.

One. Last. Spell.

Mere feet off the ground, the stone vibrated and then dropped to the sand.

“Give up. You have nothing left,” Carac snarled at Killien, then parried a strike from Tim’s blade.

Behind Carac, Anthony hefted the massive stone over his head, blood dripping from his side, and smashed it on Carac’s head.

Bone shattered and blood sprayed as Carac crumbled to the sand.

“Never take your eyes off your opponent,” Anthony said snidely, repeating the trainer’s own rules of combat. He wiped away the blood that had splattered his cheek.

Darkness edged Killien’s vision. He stumbled forward and laid his hand on a stalagmite for balance. The arena, the carnage, spun around him.

“Bait, are you okay?” Anthony’s voice seemed distant.

Killien dropped to one knee.

“Bait! Bait!” Kolby said as he and Jarrett gathered around him.

Killien gave a slow nod and tried to blink away the white spots that dotted his vision.

Anthony reached a rough hand down, grasped Killien’s pauldron, and pulled him to his feet. “You can do this, Bait!”

Another hand locked under his arm, and Killien realized that Jarrett had fallen in beside him.

Killien stumbled a few steps, his knees felt like they were filled with gruel. Not when we’re so close. His vision began to clear as he summoned the last of his strength.

“How are we going to get out of here?” Tim whispered, shooting a glance at the gate.

Killien scanned the gates the animals had entered from. Each was closed and likely locked.  Sneering guards peered through the gate, cudgels in hand.

Killien brushed some sand from the cut on his arm. “I don’t know.” He regretted not planning an escape from the arena, but how could he have known what chaos would happen here?

Shrill cries shattered his thoughts. He shot his gaze to the gate where he had heard the sound. A mob of goblins were attacking the guards in the tunnel. Shnak was sitting on a guard’s shoulders, pressing his fingers into the guard’s eyes. Others bit and stabbed the brutes that had abused and mocked them in their servitude.

“The goblins!” Tim shouted.

“They’re helping us?” Kolby asked, incredulous.

Hope surged within Killien’s chest. He looked up to the stands where Burne stood with Hearst, Ulric, Rickshaw, and Ramy. The shouts of the guards fighting beyond the gate drowned out the prince’s screams and insults.

Killien turned to Jarrett, Kolby, Tim, and Anthony—the only ones to survive this massacre. “Let’s get out of here.”

The shouts of the guards ceased as the last one dropped to the ground, blood spurting out of his neck. The goblins cheered.

And turned their backs on the gladiators.

“No!” Killien screamed, his voice hoarse. He ran to the gate, stumbling every few steps. “Shnak!”

Shnak, covered in blood, dagger still in hand, glanced toward them.

“Please, just open the gate. Don’t leave us in here.”

The goblin sneered and turned away.

“Please.” But the goblin started off toward his friends. “You owe me,” Killien shouted. He hadn’t wanted to come to this, but he was out of cards to play.

Shnak whirled on his heel. “I owe you nothing!”

“I helped you once.”

“Oh, that’s right, you did.” But the goblin’s tone was anything but grateful.

Killien grabbed onto the bars of the gate. “Please—”

The goblin thrust a lightning stick against the gate. The bars sparked and a jolt of electric current traveled up Killien’s hands and arms. Pain flared through his body and violent tremors seized hold of him. Still, he could not let go of the bars.

“Stop! Stop!” Jarrett screamed.

Anthony reached for the lightning stick.

Shnak jumped back, snickering and waving the lightning stick before them.

Killien drew in heavy breaths as he dropped his hands from the bars. Pain thrummed up his arms, and his knees felt ready to buckle.

“Saving my ass once does not make up for all of the goblins you killed!” Shnak spat a glob of phlegm on the dirt floor. “Kill Burne and I’ll consider saving your worthless lives. He’s the one who condemned the goblins to slavery. I’d love to shove a lightning stick right up his ass and watch his eyeballs fry in their sockets. Him and Carac—”

“Carac’s ... dead,” Killien said breathlessly. He pointed a shaky hand behind him to the mutilated corpse of the dark-skinned trainer.

The goblin’s bloodshot eyes bulged. “Ohhh! It looks like he suffered! Not as bad as I’d been dreaming of, but you humans lack creativity.” He snickered and glanced behind him to a guard lying face down in a pool of blood. His leather armor was shredded and burnt. Half-hidden beneath his arm was a ring with three keys. “All right, I’ll get you out. But if the key doesn’t work, you’re on your own.”

The goblin wiped the bloody keys against his leg. The lock opened with the first key—their first stroke of luck amidst a mountain of obstacles. Shnak pushed open the creaking gate and ran toward Killien, panting and waving. “This way!”

Killien grabbed a torch from a sconce on the wall and hurried after the goblins.

“We know the way! We know the way!” Shnak shouted gleefully. Killien had no other choice but to believe the goblin.

The gladiators followed the goblins into the underground tunnel, side-stepping the gutted corpses of the guards sprawled along the ground.

They wound through the dank, underground passageways. Torchlights flickered across the stone walls. Muttered curses and bare feet slapping on the stone floor echoed in the tunnels before them.

“You saved him once?” Jarrett whispered.

“From a beating from Carac.” Killien glanced at the bony goblin ahead. The crisscross of scars across his back suggested that he had suffered many beatings. “He and all the goblins are slaves just like we are.”

“Ha!” Anthony snorted. “There’s got to be more to it than that. Maybe they need us to stand against any guards that bar the exit.”

Killien shrugged. “They didn’t need any help with the others.”

A stream of light filtered through the darkness up ahead. When they reached the exit, the only guards they saw were the mutilated corpses on the ground.

 


 

 

 

 

 

22. Surrender

 

Freedom. Killien breathed it in. It had been so long since he had seen the outside of the castle walls. A few corpses bearing the prince’s crest were sprawled across the cobblestoned street, along with the odd goblin. A few of the guards bore burn marks; others had been stabbed repeatedly.

Killien followed the path of corpses, figuring it was probably the safest route. Several bloody footprints marked the way. He assumed they were from whoever who had trampled the guards, but they soon faded.

The city was strangely silent except for the flies buzzing on the corpses, and the fading light added shadows to the squat buildings that lined the street and the abandoned merchant stalls. Killien wondered where all the spectators had disappeared to so quickly. The goblins alone couldn’t have possibly killed all the guards.

The gladiators made it halfway down the street before several guards appeared from the shadows of doorways and street corners to block their path.

But they were five gladiators. Even with Killien as exhausted as he was, they were still better equipped than the twelve guards that barred their path.

“Going somewhere?” a voice asked from the shadows. Killien couldn’t be certain which of the guards had spoken.

“Stay out of this,” Killien growled.

“Bait, behind—” Jarrett’s warning was abruptly cut off, and Killien heard a startled cry behind him.

Killien turned to see Anthony’s muscular form face-down on the ground, a black scorch mark across the small of his back. Ulric, stood above him. Rickshaw and another guard Killien didn’t recognize stood on each side of him.

“Do not go any farther,” Ulric said, a lightning stick poised in his hand.

 “You cannot stop us,” Killien replied, trying to sound less tired than he was.

Ulric’s scowl deepened. “We can and we will.” The other guards gathered around him.

“I do not wish to fight you,” Killien told him. “For all anyone has to know, you were knocked out by Killer the Undefeated. No one will question you, and you’ll get out of this alive.” Killien sighed and tried to conjure a ball of flame, but his magic sparked and guttered out. Again he flicked his wrist, desperately trying to channel more power. Pain seared his hand with the effort, but he refused to show it on his face. His magic remained out of his grasp. “Fight, and it’ll be your blood that paints the ground red.”

Ulric’s lip curled into a snarl, baring his tobacco-stained teeth. “Stand down.”

Fools. Loyal, yes, but fools all the same. “Fine. Have it your way.” He took a quick step forward and drove his fist into Rickshaw’s jaw, then brought his leg up and slammed his foot into the man’s chest. The guard soared backward, slamming into two of his comrades. The other gladiators readied their blades.

“Halt!” Ramy shouted. The haughtiness of his tone made Killien turn. Ramy looked at Killien and shouted, “Drop your weapons.”

To Killien’s dismay, Ramy stood behind Kolby, the guard’s nose crooked from the blow Killien had delivered him in the cell. He held a dagger at the recruit’s throat.

Killien was so angry he could have killed the recruit himself. The boy had been lagging behind the whole time—now it had cost him. Escape had been within arm’s reach, and now his hopes were fading as quickly as the evening light. For a brief moment, he considered leaving Kolby behind. It would have been so easy. And yet, he knew in his heart he couldn’t let him be killed after these recruits, as untrained as they were, stood with him—even in the face of death.

“Go on, Bait,” Kolby urged beneath the guard’s muscular arm. A look of defiance twisted his pale features, but Killien was close enough to see tears welling in the boy’s eyes. “Leave us. Save yourself. You’ve waited too long for this.”

Indecision and weariness warred in Killien’s mind.

“I said drop your weapons,” Ramy snapped.

If Killien left, everything would be for naught. Who knows what hell Burne would unleash if he returned to Burne’s castle? But he couldn’t leave these men. For their betrayal, they would be killed far swifter than Killien.

“Surrender.” Ulric still flashed that toothy grin, as if realizing he had Killien right where he wanted. “You have nowhere to go.”

Freedom. A fleeting dream.

Killien swore and his lip curled up as he looked to the others. “Drop ‘em.” Sparks glinted off the cobblestones as their blades clattered to the street. The guards could demand they surrender their weapons all they wanted. He was the weapon.

“Hands behind your back,” Ramy ordered.

Killien complied, and Ulric roughly grabbed a hold of him.

“Now walk,” Ulric said with an air of triumph. “And don’t even think about trying anything funny. The slightest false move and Ramy will slit this boy’s throat. You understand me?”

“Yeah,” Killien said bitterly.

“You know, I never expected you’d ally with the goblins,” Ulric said. “Truth be told, I’m surprised you were even able to strike a bargain with those filthy creatures.”

Killien frowned, and his eyes darted to the shadowed nooks and doorways of the alley. Were the goblins watching them even now? If they were smart, Killien knew, they’d have fled for freedom.

Killien glanced down at Anthony’s motionless body. He and the three recruits would have to get out of this on their own.

 

***

Half a dozen guards Killien didn’t recognize were waiting for them in Vamort City Square. They forced the gladiators onto a rickety wooden prison wagon with iron bars and bound their wrists and ankles. Two big guards hauled Anthony’s hulking form inside. The gladiator landed with a thump, but remained motionless. Killien wasn’t sure if the man was even breathing.

Once they were loaded up, Ulric took the driver’s seat and snapped the whip at the horses. The other guards marched behind the wagon.

Instead of leading them back into the city center as Killien had expected, they headed the opposite way, rumbling onto a deeply rutted road toward the outskirts and the woods.

Not long into their journey, Killien heard angry shouting up ahead. A massive elm had fallen across the road. After several curt words, the guards decided to make camp at the side of the road and deal with the tree in the morning.

The guards threw down bedrolls and made a fire at the side of the road. They kept the gladiators confined to the cart with one guard left to stand watch.

Kolby whispered into Killien’s ear. “They’re going to kill us, aren’t they?”

“Death by hanging if we’re lucky.” Killien sighed and turned to the three boys. “Look, I’m sorry I got you into this.”

“Don’t be,” Jarrett said brusquely. “We couldn’t stay there to fight and die for another man’s coin, prince be damned.”

Tim nodded. “Perhaps King Rolden will be merciful.”

If that’s even where we’re going.

“I wouldn’t count on it.” It came out blunter than Killien had intended, but he saw no point in disguising the truth. Bitterness and anger swelled in his chest. He’d been so close to his dream of freedom and reuniting with his family; now he’d never felt so alone.

He slumped back against the bars, his fight draining from him, fatigue taking over. He’d rather die than be returned to that dank, piss-smelling cell.

Prince Burne was right. Although he had created the persona, Killien had brought it to life. He was more Killer than he wanted to admit. And no matter what happened, he could never lift Killer from him. It was a part of him as much as his own limbs.

Killien’s eyes fluttered open, his lids heavy. Night was still hours away, but after what he’d put his body through, it begged for sleep. Through heavy-lidded eyes, he scanned the camp. The guards were stoking the fire and pulling a pot from their supplies.

His stomach grumbled at the thought of food. A few morsels would help him recover from the strain the magic had left on his body. But the thought was futile. No one would be slipping anything through the bars tonight.

“This lock looks pretty old and rusted,” Tim said. “I’m willing to bet I could pick it.”

“Or you could use your magic,” Kolby added.

Instinctively, Killien reached for his collar, and was surprised when his fingers touched skin. He couldn’t remember when he’d been so long without it. “My energy stores are depleted.”

“It’s just a lock,” Kolby pressed. “Surely, you could conjure up the strength to bust through one rusted lock.”

“And then what?” Killien said. He was almost too tired to move. “We have no weapons, no idea where we are.”

“If we’re headed to the gallows anyway, what does it matter?” Jarrett asked. “At least we tried and didn’t sit around waiting for death.”

“What about Anthony?” Kolby asked, glancing toward the bearded warrior. “We can’t leave him here.”

“If he’s not dead yet, he soon will be.” Killien growled. “And so will you if you even think you can lug his hulking ass out of here.”

Like a beaten dog, Kolby lowered his head.

Killien exhaled deeply and closed his eyes. He didn’t want to think or argue. His body longed for rest—something he had been frequently denied in recent months. His eyes were burning, his limbs felt leaden, and his head was pounding. He’d clearly overextended his magic energy.

Mages had died from expending all their inner power. And still these gladiators wanted more. The same as the crowds shouting for blood or the prince clamoring for coin. Nothing he did was ever for himself or ever enough.

You are nothing but a walking corpse. A rabid dog on a leash. The world was crashing down on him, and he felt powerless to stop it.

“If you could just—” Kolby began.

Killien’s eyes flared open again. “I told you I can’t. Don’t ask me again.”

“Fine,” Tim grumbled, pulling at the ropes that bound his wrists. “I’ll do it myself.”

“With what?” Killien didn’t know why he was snapping at the only men who had ever tried to stand with him. He was just too tired, too hopeless.

“There’s always a way.” Tim grinned. He raised his hands from his lap, and the ropes that had bound him moments before fell slack.

Killien shook his head. “That’s a knot, not a lock.” Sleep beckoned him—or given his wave of dizziness and double vision, it threatened more than beckoned.

The recruit smiled and shrugged.

“Wake me up when you figure that out.”

The former archer did not appear disheartened by the challenge of picking the lock or Killien’s pessimism. Killien dropped his head back against the bars and quickly drifted into a slumber.

Hushed whispers awakened him from his rest. He gazed around the empty wagon and thought at first that he might be dreaming.

Son of a bitch, the bastard did it.

The scent of stew and the laughter of guards shook the fog from his mind. His eyes snapped open as he realized it was still twilight and the guards were still sitting around the fire. What the fuck are they doing? They are going to get caught for sure! He peered through the bars, wondering where the recruits had run off to.

The guard that was supposed to be watching the wagon was standing by the fire, his wooden bowl held out toward the man serving the stew.

Killien turned his gaze on Anthony. The warrior’s unconscious form lay sprawled along the opposite side of the wagon. Idiots! Idiots! Idiots!

A head poked in the open gate. “Are you coming?” Tim whispered, his triumphant grin visible in the evening shadows.

Killien willed himself to move, noticing for the first time that the ropes that had bound him lay in a tangled heap at his sides. Slippery little thieves. He crawled forward on leaden legs. He didn’t know how long he’d drifted off, but certainly it hadn’t been long enough.

And making a run for it through the camp while the guards ate their supper was not how he would have chosen to do it. “How did you—”

“I’ll explain later,” Tim whispered. “Let’s get out of here.”

Shouts and curses rang out of the dark, followed by a sickening thump.  Tim fell limp on the dirt next to the wagon.

Bloody hell.

In minutes the three young men were back in the wagon, their wrists and ankles bound, bruises on their cheeks, and their garments soiled and torn.

Tim turned to Killien and scowled. “Not a word.”

Killien laughed bitterly. “Why wouldn’t you have waited for darkness when the guards were asleep?”

“Because we might be dead by then,” Tim retorted.

“They’re not going to kill us. Not yet. Otherwise we wouldn’t have been shoved in this cage.” He shook his head. “Any more bright ideas?”

“You can lie down and die if you want. I’m going to my grave kicking and screaming.”

The remark wiped the mockery from Killien’s face, and he turned his attention to the shadows of the forest.

 


 

 

 

 

 

23. Denied Vengeance

 

“Well, looky here!” Ulric exclaimed. “Another one of Prince Burne’s escapees!”

Killien turned and peered through the bars. In the fading light, he recognized Shnak, the iron collar still clasped around the goblin’s neck. Ropes bound his wrists, but it didn’t stop the little imp from making crude gestures at the guards.

Ulric shoved the goblin and sent him stumbling forward. “Thought you little bastards could outrun us, huh? Bludgeon a few of my men and burn a few others with the lightning stick?”

“Pity, it wasn’t you,” the goblin hissed. He spat at the guard’s feet. “I’d do it all again to see your rotten flesh sizzle and convulse. To see you foaming at the mouth and shitting yourself.” He snickered, and his wide bloodshot eyes flashed with mischief. “There’s still time.”

Ulric kicked the spindly goblin in the back, forcing him to the ground. Shnak’s squat face landed in a pile of horseshit. He lifted his head, coughing and spitting.

Ulric stepped on Shnak’s back and yanked the goblin’s head back with the few hairs that sprouted on the little imp’s head. “How’s that taste?”

The goblin cursed and spit.

“What do we do with him?” Ramy asked, looking over from the cook fire, spoon in hand.

“I say, we put him in the cage with the others.” Ulric laughed. “We can have some fun with him later. But first things first, I’m starving and I don’t need this little shit-eater ruining my appetite.” Two guards Killien didn’t recognize shoved the goblin forward. Ulric unlocked the wagon and the guards pushed Shnak inside.

Once the camp had settled down and the guards had returned to the fire to finish their stew, Killien turned to Shnak. “What are you doing here? How did they get you?”

The goblin scoffed and wiped a crusted brown smear from his cheek. “You think I’m stupid enough to get captured?”

Killien’s brows furrowed.

The goblin lowered his voice and glanced toward the guards circled around the fire. “I’m here to warn you. They have your father.”

“My father?” Killien looked around. “Who? Where?”

“Not here, you fool! In a camp down the road.”

“I don’t understand. What’s he doing here?” After all these years, it didn’t seem real that his stepfather could be shouting distance away.

The goblin rolled his eyes. “Looking for you, you imbecile.”

Killien’s eyes narrowed. Something wasn’t right. There was something the goblin wasn’t telling him. No one would allow themselves to be captured and shoved into a cage of prisoners likely headed to the gallows just to deliver a message. “Why are you helping me? I had to beg you just to open the gate.”

Shnak sneered. “You killed my friends.” His sneer lessened. “And saving my green ass that one time doesn’t make up for it ... but still ...” His voice trailed off. “Besides, your father is very powerful. I may have use for him some day.”

And there it was. The truth. Or a half-truth. Things still didn’t seem to add up. But what would a goblin want with a mage too exhausted to fight?

“Blackmail?”

“Tsk. Tsk. Deals, debts ... call it what you will.”

Killien tried to imagine his father in a prisoner wagon like the one they were in but couldn’t. “How are they keeping him hostage? If he’s locked in a barred cage like this one, he could easily use his magic to bend the bars or punch a hole through the bottom.”

Shnak’s brow arched as he cocked his head to the side. “Same way they controlled you.”

Killien’s shoulders slumped, and a cold fear settled into his chest. “They threatened to kill my family.” He knew all too well just how threats, particularly threats to a loved one, could be more powerful than any weapons or any form of physical torture. And it seemed someone had found a way to trap one of Aradia’s most powerful mages.

“You,” Shnak corrected. “They threatened to kill you.”

Killien winced. That was worse. His exhaustion slipped away as anger took its place. “We have to go. Now.” He frowned as he scanned the camp and the twelve armed guards. “But my magic is dry.” He glanced at Anthony. The giant, bearded warrior was still unconscious, with streams of dried blood encrusted to his side. They couldn’t leave him behind, but they couldn’t carry him either.

He turned away and swallowed his rising guilt. Just another victim who would suffer for something Killien had done. Killien could only pray the gladiator never awakened.

He sighed and glanced at the solid iron bars that surrounded him and the guards standing nearby. “How will we get out of here?”

Tim frowned and looked at Shnak. “I picked the lock, but they caught us before we got very far.”

The goblin smirked and his bulging eyes flashed with mischief. “Why bother picking a lock when you have a key?”

Killien glanced down at the too-small loincloth folded between the goblin’s scrawny legs. There was no place to hide a key, so where did the goblin think he was going to get it?

Shnak pressed his fingers to his chest and started dry heaving. Killien’s eyes narrowed. Was this an act? A way to cause a distraction? The plan, if it was a plan, didn’t make sense. The goblin’s bloodshot eyes grew redder, brimming with tears. Spittle ran down his chin.

You’ve got to be fucking kidding me. He’s choking! Killien wanted to scream for the guards, but knew his shouts would fall on deaf ears. No one cared if the goblin lived or died. He shuffled closer. He’d be damned if he let the goblin die when they were so close to finding out what had happened to his stepfather.

Jarrett awkwardly patted Shnak’s bony back with his bound hands as the goblin coughed and gagged.

Still, the guards didn’t as much as glance over their shoulder. They were too busy shoveling food into their faces and laughing around the campfire.

The goblin shoved his filthy fingers in his mouth.

“What are you doing?” Killien exasperated.

“He’s going to vomit it out,” Jarrett said.

“Vomit what out? What is he even choking on?” Killien didn’t know what to do. He reached out to pull the goblin’s arm back, but the goblin swatted his hand away. The coughing and heaving ceased, and Shnak pulled something silver from his mouth. Thick strings of saliva hung from a small tarnished key.

Killien glanced toward the guards around the fire. “Where did you get that?”

“Goblins have very slippery fingers.”

Killien looked down at Shnak’s slobbery digits, and he curled his lip up in disgust.

“That’s not what I meant. Pockets, purses, you name it. If a goblin brushes by you in the market, you can bet they’ve made away with something. And if you’re fool enough to try and wrestle with one, well…” He shrugged.

“So, you swallowed the key?” Killien whispered.

The goblin gestured wildly. “Well, where else would you have me hide it? Do you see any pockets?”

“That’s disgusting.”

“Disgusting he says!” Shnak snorted. “Just be glad I swallowed it and didn’t shove it up my—”

“Thank you,” Killien said before the image could fully form in his head.

Behind him, someone groaned. The wagon creaked as Anthony rolled on his side and moaned. His eyes opened and he looked up, his brow wrinkled with uncertainty. He sat up on his elbow, looked to them, the wagon, and the goblin. “What did I miss?”

Kolby smiled. “Oh nothing. Shnak here was going to show us a little trick.”

Killien dropped his gaze to the gladiator’s blood-speckled hands. Since Anthony remained unconscious when the others were thrown into the wagon, no one had thought to bind him. Killien’s chest was tight with nervous tension as he looked around. “I think Anthony’s got a better one. Quick, untie us.”

It took far longer than Killien would have wanted for Anthony to untie them. His big hands were slow and clumsy with the guards’ knots. After the recruits had broken free last time, the guards had made sure to bind them with tight intricate knots that even Tim could not wriggle his way out of. Killien couldn’t help but keep glancing over his shoulder, believing that at any moment one of the guards would spot them.

The evening shadows could only conceal so much.

But the guards were preoccupied with food and drink and two of them seemed to be fighting over the leftovers.

“Are you ready?” Shnak asked once the last rope was shed. “One key. One shot at this.”

Killien looked to Anthony, uncertain if the musclebound warrior was up for this after only just regaining consciousness.

“Let me at them,” Anthony growled.

Killien turned his gaze to Kolby, who nodded. “What’s the plan?” he asked the goblin.

“What do you mean, what’s the plan? We get out.” The goblin shook his head and shuffled toward the door.

“Yes, I know but—”

With hands faster than any thief Killien had seen on the streets of Duumhold, the goblin reached between the bars and clicked the lock open.

Shnak jumped out. Killien was about to follow when the first guard noticed them.

“Hey!” one shouted over a mouthful of bread.

Ulric stood. “Where the fuck do you think you’re going?”

Tim groaned and whispered, “What now?”

“That’s on Killer!” the imp shrieked. “Hit them with fire, wind, a magical fart—anything!”

Killien rolled his eyes. “There’s no such thing as a magical fart.”

“You’re a mage! Of course it’s a thing!”

Killien was still too worn out to attempt any kind of spell. He had survived the dungeons and streets, slavery and the pits, he could handle a dozen guards.

Ulric withdrew his lightning stick as he stepped away from the fire.

Fuck I hate that thing. “Ever notice how much you hide behind that?”

Ulric shrugged. “Nah. It’s more of a challenge. I like to see how much abuse you can take. I have yet to see you piss yourself.”

Killien scanned the twelve guards now standing before them. He had five gladiators and one goblin against twelve men. Even before the games, the odds of getting past them would have been laughable. But they were exhausted, injured, and weaponless. Killien scanned the guards. At least three of them had lightning sticks. The others held cudgels or swords at the ready and were grinning at the beat down they were about to deliver.

“You know what’s even better?” Ulric cocked his head to the side and twisted his lips into a silly grin. “We’re on the road. There’s no one to hear your screams, no games to prepare for, and no prince’s orders to follow. After what you pulled, the prince no longer cares if you live or die.”

Killien snorted. “If that were true, we wouldn’t be in a prison wagon.”

Ulric’s grin didn’t falter. “I said the prince doesn’t care. Our orders involve bringing you in alive. But no one said anything about what condition you needed to be in.” He twisted the lightning stick in his hand. “Now, I’m not a violent man, but I’ll use as much force as necessary to ensure obedience.”

Anger—and the need to escape and rescue his father—drove away Killien’s exhaustion. He may not have had access to his magic, but he didn’t need it. He’d been caged too long, his obedience kept in check by the threats to his family. Now his stepfather was caged in a camp down the road. Nothing and no one would stop him.

He lunged at Ulric.

Ulric swung the lightning stick. Killien evaded it, but the stick struck another guard to his right. A jolt of electricity shot through Ulric’s own man. The guard convulsed and dropped to the ground.

Killien grinned. That was one way to whittle their numbers.

Shnak jumped on Ulric’s back, clawing and biting the man’s face and ears. The guard reached for him, but the little imp was as slippery as a fish—clawing, climbing, and biting.

A cudgel slammed into Killien’s back and he stumbled forward. He turned, caught the weapon and slammed his boot into the guard’s stomach, wrenching the cudgel from the guard’s hand.

The guard fell back.

“Kolby!” Killien shouted and tossed the weapon to the recruit. Out of the five of them, he was the weakest fighter and would need every advantage he could get.

Kolby caught the weapon in the air and slammed it into Rickshaw’s stomach.

Ulric howled and Killien caught a glimpse of Shnak on the guard’s shoulder, spitting a bloody piece of flesh to the ground.

In the moment of distraction, a dagger bit into Killien’s side. He caught Ramy’s wrist—still gripping the hilt—and wrenched it. Bone snapped and the man howled. Killien pulled the dagger from his side, grimacing as the blade slipped free. “Are you really stupid enough to give me a weapon?” Three guards attacked him with swords and cudgels. Killien whirled on his heel, slicing the throat of one and an arm of another. He drove his boot into the shin of the third. And plunged the dagger into the man’s chest.

Beside him, Anthony stomped on the knee cap of a big guard lying on his back. The man howled. The warrior grabbed the man’s cudgel and slammed it down on his skull with a sickening crunch. Blood, flesh, and bone fragments spattered Anthony’s arms and legs.

“By the gods, you didn’t have to kill the man like that!” Kolby exclaimed.

“Can’t take the chance of him coming after us.”

Five men lay dead or dying. Two sported wicked burns from the lightning sticks and shuddered involuntarily. Blood made the ground slick. Killien breathed hard as he scanned the camp.

Jarrett dropped and rolled next to a fallen guard. He grabbed the man’s sword and jumped to his feet to stab the man fighting Tim.

Ulric screamed and hurled the goblin off his back. More than anything, Killien wanted to slit the man’s throat, but there were still too many guards between them.

He ripped a cudgel from a guard and slammed it down across another guard’s chin. Rickshaw came at him with the lightning stick, but he batted it away with the cudgel. It snapped and sparked. Anthony punched a bald guard in the face and the man crumpled to the ground.

Shnak whirled through the shouting men. One grabbed him. The goblin spit and clawed, whirling in the guard’s grasp. When he broke free, he had a lightning stick in hand. He jabbed it into the gut of the guard he’d been wrestling with. The guard doubled over and vomited. “How do you like it?” the goblin snickered.

Blue energy sparked as the goblin slipped through the fighting men, zapping guards. Men howled, stumbled, or fell.

Killien’s gaze fell on Ulric. Blood and sweat trailed down his face. Several gashes marked his cheek and half of his right ear had been bitten off. A cudgel hung in one hand and a lightning stick in the other.

“Just let us leave. No one has to know what happened.”

Ulric parried Killien’s thrust. “I’ll know.” He struck again. “The prince will know.”

Killien feinted a wide slash and drove the sword straight into Ulric’s abdomen. The guard’s eyes widened. He coughed, blood spilling out of his mouth. Still, Killien didn’t pull away. “It didn’t have to be this way, you know.”

Ulric coughed. “Yes … it did. The prince would have never let me … live.”

“You could have lied. Chosen not to fight.” Killien pushed the guard to the ground. Ulric struck the ground hard, the sword still wedged in his stomach. His back arched and his fingers contracted.

“You fuck, you fuck,” Ulric sputtered, his face contorted with agony. “Are you that … fucking stupid?” Even facing death, the guard retained the same hatred and sneer. “Kill me now.”

Killien paused. He had longed for this day, to get vengeance on those who had beaten him, but there was something beneath the hatred. Fear?

“Kill me!” the guard repeated, but this time the words came as a desperate plea. “Or my family dies.”

Killien sucked in a breath, and a wave of exhaustion crashed down on him. His knees threatened to buckle as he stumbled back a step. The prince had threatened the guards. It shouldn’t have surprised him. Burne had used Killien’s family to ensure his obedience, why would it have been different for anyone else?

Still, he had never thought about anyone under the prince’s employ. He had assumed the guards’ behavior was their own and not facilitated by a selfish, cruel prince. And yet, everyone thought the same about Killer.

Nausea clenched his stomach. He stared down at the man that lay dying at his feet. Although Ulric had abused him and treated him like a dog, Killien couldn’t help but feel sorry for the man. Killing him would be a mercy. It would save him, save his family. And yet Killien’s guilt stayed his hand.

“I said fucking kill me!” Ulric shouted, coughing and spluttering blood.

Killien tensed, then closed his eyes.

“I’ll do it,” Anthony said behind him.

“No.” Killien raised a fist. He met the guard’s gaze. The guard was cold, callous and stubborn even on his deathbed. And yet, Killien pitied him. He released a deep, shuddering breath, grabbed the hilt jutting from the guard’s bloodstained armor, and drove the blade deep. Ulric jerked, made a choking sound, and lay still.

It was a long moment before Killien looked up and to the others. The camp was eerily quiet, with only the soft moans of the injured. “Let’s go.” He was about to turn away from the carnage, when his gaze settled on the lightning stick that had rolled a foot away from Ulric’s hand. He snatched it from the ground and grabbed its ends, ready to snap the foul weapon in half, but he stopped himself. He might have need of it later. “Gather the others. These foul devices should not be in the wrong hands.”

Jarrett and Tim gathered the other two lightning sticks, leaving the broken one where it lay.

Anthony grabbed a bloody cudgel from the ground and smirked. “I say we grab a few of these too. I smell another beat down coming on.” Despite being knocked unconscious, burned by a chimera, and stabbed by Carac, the bearded giant’s lust for blood and vengeance had not faltered.

Kolby approached the fire and peered into the cookpot. “There isn’t much left, but we should stop and have something.”

“We don’t have time,” Killien grumbled.

“You, especially, need to make the time.” Kolby shoved a half-eaten bowl of stew into Killien’s hands. “Take it.”

“Kolby—” Killien said.

“Shut up and eat. Your magic has taken a heavy toll on you, Bait. If you want to save your father, you’re going to need it.”

Killien sighed and took the bowl. The stew was watery, with only a piece of carrot and two cuts of onion floating in it. “Thank you.” He brought the bowl to his mouth and slurped it down. “It’s Killien by the way. Bait was just another name the prince gave me to disguise my identity.”

“Killien,” Kolby said as he served each of the others a small portion of stew. “You and the prince have many secrets.”

“You don’t even know the half of it.”

“At least we’re out,” Jarrett said. “I don’t know where we’ll go or what we’ll do, but we’re free.”

Killien shook his head. “For now. We still have one last fight.”

“Can we go now?” Shnak blurted out. Stew dribbled down his chin. “Or were you planning on pontificating the nature of freedom and servitude as slaves while you feed your fat bellies?”

“Let’s go.” Killien tossed his bowl and strode through the corpses to find the weapons he needed. He spotted a dagger and cudgel and grimaced as he bent down to grab them.

“What about your side?” Kolby asked, gesturing to the two-inch wound where the dagger had stuck.

“Don’t worry about it,” Killien grumbled. “I’ve suffered far worse.”

Pain shot through his side with each step, but he ignored it. The wound would need stitches, but he could worry about that later. His stepfather’s life hung in the balance.

Shnak led the way down the road and over the monstrous tree that had fallen. “This way,” he said, pointing to the trees.

“I thought you said it was farther down.”

“It is, but do you really want to just stroll down the road covered in blood, or would you like to sneak into their camp and surprise them?” The goblin didn’t wait for an answer. He shook his head and kept walking, muttering something to himself.

He led them a few hundred feet into the dense forest, through brambles and over fallen logs before he turned in the direction they’d been heading earlier. Pain flared in Killien’s side. From the corner of his eye, he saw Kolby and Jarrett watching him warily, but Killien refused to look the recruits’ way. He wasn’t certain how deep the wound was, but he couldn’t afford to think about it, let alone be slowed down by it. Who knew how many guards they would have to fight to get to his father?

Shnak held up a finger and they slowed. “It’s just beyond those trees.”

They crept forward. Killien silently cursed every thumping foot and snapping twig.

In a small clearing, six men lounged around a fire. A pair of rabbits hung from a spit. A big man stood next to a tree where two horses were tied. He used his dagger to slice his apple, and fed a piece to the black horse nudging his arm.

“Craziest thing I ever saw!” said a tattooed man sitting near the campfire. “You’d think that Killer had a death wish taking on all those gladiators, not to mention the bears and tigers!”

A man with a shaggy beard took a swig from his wineskin. “Wish I could have seen it. Sounds like it was a helluva good time. The prince never lets us see any of these grand displays I’ve been hearing about.”

“Grand.” A man with a receding hairline spat. “The little cheat was a mage the whole time. Undefeated, my ass.”

“Mage or beast, that Killer still beat incredible odds. The prince unleashed everything he had at the gladiator—even a chimera—and the little shit still got away.” The tattooed man tipped the wineskin to his lips. “He’s out for blood now.”

Killien allowed himself a small smirk. If only you knew.

“A chimera?” The man with the shaggy beard laughed. “No such thing!”

The men continued to banter back and forth. Killien continued to survey the camp. He noticed a wagon behind a copse of trees to their left. A hunched figure sat inside it. A bag was draped over the man’s head and his hands were tied behind his back. Beside the wagon, five goblins were bound together.

“I thought you said this was about my father,” Killien snapped under his breath. “Not rescuing your slippery little friends.”

Shnak’s black lips curled up. “How long’s it been since you saw your father? Are you really going to question me?”

“How do I know if it’s even Vaughn?” The man in the wagon could have been anyone. He bore no identifying clothing, and the hood draped over his head masked his face. There was no sign of black leather or the violet cloaks worn by Battlemages. For all Killien knew, it could be anybody.

“I spoke to him,” the goblin whispered.

Killien frowned. “How can I trust you?”

“It’s a little late for trust issues, right now.” Shnak snarled. “Are you in or are you out?”

“Fine,” Killien huffed. If the goblin was bold enough to betray him, he would deal with the little imp later. His expression softened as he looked around the camp. “Is this it?” Killien asked, searching the trees for scouts or a hidden archer. “I expected more men to guard such a powerful mage.” Then, he remembered what Burne had said about his stepfather. Vaughn, the great Battlemage, no longer existed. He was downtrodden and frail. A man on the edge, his will to live crushed by the loss of his wife.

Killien fought back his tears. He was too late to save his mother, but he’d be damned if he’d let his family suffer the same fate.

“All right, but we do this my way this time.” He clenched the hilt of the dagger he’d looted from the guards and exchanged glances with Jarrett, Tim, Kolby, and Anthony. They each nodded in turn.

Killien stood and hurled the dagger at the guard with the shaggy beard. It lodged in his neck and the man went down with a groan. The others jumped to their feet and grabbed their weapons.

“Bandits!” one of the men shouted.

“Kill them!” another shouted.

His stepfather—or the man in the wagon at least—started; his hooded head darted back and forth. His hands and wrists were chained.

The horses whinnied and stamped their feet.

Killien twisted the cudgel in his hand and scanned the odd assortment of men to determine who would be the biggest threat.

Shnak emerged from hiding and pressed the button on his lightning stick and blue energy flashed and crackled. “Told you bastards I’d be back. Who wants to bend over and get the chance to smell your ass burning from the inside out?”

The tattooed man’s eyes bulged. “What the hell is that?”

“I heard you like bloody contests and magic.” The goblin pointed the lightning stick at the men. “Here, let me show you a trick.”

The goblin charged. Killien and the other gladiators followed, cudgels, swords, and lightning sticks crushed bone, severed arteries, and scorched flesh.

The men, whoever they were, didn’t stand a chance.

The bound goblins shrieked and whooped, egging on the gladiators. In the wagon, the prisoner remained still and silent.

Killien slammed his cudgel across the tattooed man’s face. Bones shifted and blood spattered. The man cried out and dropped to the ground.

Killien glanced over at the cloaked prisoner. The man’s lack of response reinforced Killien’s fear that this was not Vaughn at all, and Shnak was as slimy and manipulative as goblins were rumored to be and had used them solely to free his friends.

A big man nearly twice as wide as Killien swung his hatchet. Killien blocked the clumsy strike at the last second and took the big man out at his knees. The man crumpled to the ground, his hatchet falling harmlessly to the dirt.

Killien nearly gagged at the pungent odor that wafted up from the man’s trousers. The big man had loosed his bowels and was whimpering like an imbecile.

Snot poured down the man’s face, and Killien raised the cudgel, if only to save the man some dignity. The man raised his hand in the air. “Please, don’t kill me!”

Despite the blood roaring through his veins, Killien paused. “Why the hell not?”

“I’m just here to look after the horses. I am not a guard like the others.”

“Who are you?”

“I work for King Rolden … in the stables. I came with a few of his guards.” The big man glanced toward the man with shaggy beard and the dagger through his neck. “I don’t know who those men were. They were the ones who tied up those goblins.”

“And the man in the wagon?” Killien tightened his grip on the cudgel.

The big man closed his eyes, tears streaking down his cheeks. “I don’t know who he is or how dangerous he is. But those men—I think they were cutthroats. I didn’t want to share a fire with them, but the others...” He looked to the corpses and dying men around him and sniffled, wiping his nose with the back of his hand. “Please, I only attacked because I thought you were gonna kill me and the horses.”

Killien stared at the big man, who was looking more pathetic by the second.

“Take whatever you want,” the man cried. “Free the goblins and the prisoner. Just leave me and the horses be.”

“I’m not going to kill you or the horses,” Killien snarled. He kicked the hatchet out of the man’s reach, then looked up to Jarrett, Kolby, and Tim. “Keep an eye on him and anyone else who might still be alive.”

The goblins squealed behind their gags. Killien walked past them to the wagon, his chest tight. He had waited for this, dreamed of this, and yet it didn’t feel real. I swear if it’s a random thug under that hood, I’m going to kill that double-crossing goblin!

He grabbed the lock, and then turned to Shnak, who was untying the goblins. “Where’s that key?”

“I don’t have it. You’re lucky I had the first. But you can bend me over and search for another if you don’t believe me.” He muttered something to the other goblins and they started chattering and cursing under their breath.

“You want a key? I’ll give you a fucking key.” Anthony strode over where an axe lay beside a tree stump. He took the axe, crossed the camp in a few long strides, and started whaling on the lock.

Metal clanged as the axe repeatedly bit into the lock. Slivers and sparks shot out. One bit into Killien’s arm. “Anthony!” he shouted. But the giant warrior could not hear over the clangor of metal.

Within a minute, the lock shattered. Anthony grinned widely. “See? Who needs a key?”

Tim rolled his eyes. “I’m sure one of the men would have had it in their pockets had you bothered to check.”

The bearded warrior waved the comment away. “Waste of time.” He grabbed the barred door and swung it so hard, he nearly ripped it off its hinges.

“Vaughn?” Killien asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

The man inside the cage froze. He flicked his fingers and a rivulet of fire snaked through the ropes, burning them away, and snuffing itself out. With a trembling hand, he pulled the hood from his face.

“Killien?” The sound of his stepfather’s voice took Killien’s breath away. After all this time…“ It is you … I’ve found you.” Vaughn reached through the bars, and Killien rushed to his stepfather’s waiting arms.

“How did you find me? It’s been so long I—”

“I never stopped looking for you.” Vaughn squeezed Killien tighter, then pulled away to meet his gaze.  “It’s only recently that I felt like I was being watched. At first I thought I was being crazy, but the same faces kept coming up. A week ago, I got smart and started to follow one of these watchers. But they found me last night. I asked them where they were keeping you, and they said they’d kill you if I fought back.”

Killien looked down to the charred ropes at his stepfather’s side. “You could have escaped anytime.”

“But then I would’ve been no closer to finding you.” Vaughn gave a tired smile. “My, what a man you’ve turned into.”

Killien looked deeply into his stepfather’s face. He appeared as strong as ever. Only a few silver streaks in his hair marked the passage of time. It felt wrong. A forbidden meeting in a dream that if Killien opened his eyes would wisp away into memory. “How can this be?” Killien asked. “I was told you were a husk and Ciara and Kol fared no better, especially after—” he swallowed and forced the words out “—after Mother died.”

Vaughn’s head jerked back in amazement. “Died? Who put such nonsense in your head? Your mother is alive and well.”

Alive.

Killien was elated, but anger flared in his chest. It was all another lie the prince had used to torment him. And Killien had fallen for it, and even mourned her death in the darkness of his cell. His hands curled into fists. He determined then, if he ever saw the prince again, he would kill him.

For Burne, he would live up to Killer’s name. “I’m going to kill him.”

The wagon creaked as his father climbed out and jumped to the ground. “Come. I’ve been on the road too long. Now that I’ve finally found you, it’s time to go home.”

Home. After eight years, Killien had almost forgotten what it was like.

“And what about my ... crimes?” Killien lowered his head as shame slithered up his back. Suddenly, he felt as if he were a twelve-year-old boy again. “Will the Mage Council even allow me back?”

Vaughn scoffed. “Oh, they’re hesitant ... and stubborn as ever. But you are my son, even if not in blood, and my word holds quite a bit of sway.”

It had to be a dream. It couldn’t be real. Not after all he’d been through. His gaze remained on the bloodstained grass and mud. “I thought you had given up on me.”

“By the gods, no!” Vaughn gripped Killien’s shoulders. “Do you know how many men I sent after you? Angelique forbade contact at first. But you are my son. I couldn’t turn my back on you.” He squeezed Killien’s shoulders. “They were quite good at hiding you. Each time we caught a hint of your trail, it led to a dead end. Even after all these years, somehow your mother and I always knew that you had survived and that, someday, the gods would see you returned to us.”

Killien glanced at his comrades, who were gaping wide-eyed at his stepfather. “It’s not that easy. We just betrayed the prince and killed a bunch of his guards. The prince might already have a price on our heads.”

Vaughn gave him a nod. “I’ve heard. The men in the camp could not stop talking about a magical gladiator battle in Prince Burne’s arena. As soon as they spoke of it, I knew it was you.” His expression dimmed. “I don’t know what you’ve been through. By the sounds of it, it’s a lot, more than you should have ever had to handle, but I can assure you, we can work this out. If need be, I will speak to King Rolden.”

Anthony and the three recruits exchanged hopeful gazes, but Killien remained uncertain. “You think that’s enough?”

“We are training Battlemages to fight for him. Should he refuse, he toes a very thin line.”

“But we are not mages,” Jarrett said with a frown.

Killien turned and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “No, but you’ve done something most haven’t.” He looked back to his stepfather. “Vaughn, years ago a shadowspawn breached the wall. These two young men, along with their sister, killed it.”

Vaughn stared at the three recruits. “Truly? And you survived?”

There was no pride in either of the brothers’ expressions, only the haunted look of two boys still drowning in grief. At last Jarrett sighed and said, “My brother and I were the only ones who survived the attack. We have nothing to return to.”

“Then joining the Shadowguard on the Black Wall is your best course. You will be clothed, fed, and housed, and it is there you will gain the vengeance you seek.”

“A soldier on the Black Wall?” Anthony said, twirling the axe in his hands. “Always thought I’d die in the arena. Never thought I’d have a purpose beyond entertaining those greedy fucking nobles. But a soldier who gets to fight strange hellish beasts and protect Vendragon? Hell, the prince wouldn’t even pit me against the bears and tigers for show.” He extended his hand to Vaughn. “Count me in.”

“I’m not sure it’ll be as glamorous as Victus is making it out to be, but we’ll do anything to avenge our family’s death and prevent another breach,” Jarrett said. Kolby and Tim nodded.

Shnak finished untying the last goblin. He shot a glance at Killien and gave a nod of thanks. “So long, Killer, perhaps your father will show you that magical fart.”

Vaughn arched a brow.

Killien snorted a laugh and met his stepfather’s gaze. “Don’t ask.” He gave Shnak a little wave and then the goblins scurried off into the forest.

Killien turned back to Vaughn. “And what of me?” He tried to swallow the lump in his throat. Although joining the Shadowguard was admirable and surely was a better alternative than facing trial for his crimes, he could not envision himself standing on the wall, waiting for the beasts to attack.

Vaughn’s smile brightened. “Word of your skill will reach Angelique’s ears. From the sounds of it, you managed to put on quite a show, defeating a swarm of beasts without any arcane training. Given the quandaries Arcanthia is facing, those skills are rather in demand right now.”

There had to be a catch. The gods could not shit on him for so long, and just suddenly retreat with their tails between their legs. “What are you saying?”

Vaughn’s smile brightened. “Is it not obvious? We’re going to head back to Aradia and convince the Mage Council to let you begin your training as soon as possible.”

“Training for what?”

“To join the ranks of the Battlemages. Together, we will combat the darkness beyond the Black Wall.”
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