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Dedication


For Rhys, there are far too many reasons to list why.






Book Description


Shen was separated from his family during a volcanic eruption when he was three-years-old. No one has ever come forward to claim him, but he refuses to believe he’s an orphan. Trained to be a sword fighter at an Arena, he uses the Battle Circuit to travel the country looking for clues about his family. All he has is a gold medallion known as the ‘Mark Of Kings’. 
*
This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.






Name Pronunciation


Like many names there is more than one way to pronounce the following ones. These are the pronunciations used in this story. 
Names:
Alam (al-am)
Daen (day-en)
Eda (ed-ah)
Edris (ed-riss)
Elidan (ell-i-dan)
Eira (eye-rah)
Evir (eve-ur)
Ferdaeus (fer-day-us)
Hagen (hay-gan)
Haskel (has-kel)
Janek (jan-eck)
Josip (jos-sip)
Kiara (key-ah-rah)
Marna (mah-na)
Paia (pay-ah)
Sansin (san-sin)
Thean (thee-an)
Tige (teeg)
Yerlan (yer-lan)

Other pronunciations:
Avellum (ah-vell-uhm)
Avesto (ah-vest-oh)
Bellauris (bel-lah-ree-is)
Farim (far-rim)
Saerun (say-run)
Saripa (sah-ree-pah)
Tollo (tow-low)




Prologue


The market place of Saripa was the busiest it had ever been. All week, ships had pulled into the harbour with survivors from a volcanic eruption that had destroyed six islands that had been close together. The men, women and children deposited in Saripa were sent to the market place. Their names and destinations were written in a large book people were calling the Survivors’ Book. Some people had already found family and friends with the help of the book, but there were countless people left hoping another ship had picked up their loved ones. Many feared the worst. 
“Bring the next group,” a bearded man bellowed from behind the large table where he wrote names in the Survivors’ Book. Set up over him was a white awning while everyone else was forced to stand in the hot summer sun.
A group of young children were brought forward and some of the smaller ones were sobbing. Each child was asked their details and a short description written if they didn’t know much. Townspeople from the crowd were then asked if any could take in the child while a search was made for their family.
The last child was brought forward. He’d stood apart from the other children, solemn blue eyes calmly watching the proceedings. Like the other children, he was smudged with ash from the volcanic eruption. He might have been alone, but he didn’t have the lost expression of some of the other, younger children. He held himself straight, his chin up as if he expected his family to step forward at any moment to collect him.
“Name.” The bearded man wiped at the back of his neck with a stained handkerchief.
“Sen,” the boy said.
“Sen.” The man wrote it down.
“No.” The boy shook his head vigorously. “Shh Sen.”
The man frowned. This time he dabbed at his forehead. “Shh Sen?” He stared at the boy who once again shook his head. “How old are you, lad?”
“Free. Four soon.”
“Ahh, you’re fairly tall for your age. Now, what was your name again?”
“Shh Shh Sen,” the boy tried again.
“Shen?”
The boy nodded.
“Well Shen, where are you from?”
Shen shook his head.
“Then who are you, lad?” The patience in his voice sounded forced.
“Mama’s favourite little prince. Be king one day.”
Laughter trickled through the crowd. The bearded man smiled briefly before he mopped his face with the damp handkerchief. “We don’t have kings in Rimalis. And none of the islands had them. Maybe you were visiting from another country.”
The mayor from the islands stood amongst the crowd, fanning himself with a folded square of paper. “We didn’t have any important visitors. And certainly not royalty.”
“What’s hanging around your neck?” The bearded man pointed to the leather cord that disappeared inside of Shen’s tunic.
Shen held up the small gold medallion that hung from the leather cord at his neck. “Mark of Kings.”
More laughter came from the crowd, louder this time. “Where’s your crown?” one man called out.
“Where’s your sword?” a woman asked.
“Here, borrow mine lad.” A man stepped forward, laughing, and offered a sword to Shen.
“That’s too big for the boy. Can’t you see the sword is half the size of him? My dagger’d be more than big enough.” Another man came forward with a long dagger, holding it out to Shen.
Bowing slightly, and a little clumsily, Shen took the dagger and held it like he knew how to use it. Even his stance changed.
“Looks like he’s ready to take on everyone,” a woman yelled out.
“Should put him in the Arena,” another called. “He’d probably suit it better than the ones you’ve already sent there.”
“I’ll take you on, boy.” A man stepped forward, drawing his dagger. He laughed as he glanced around the crowd, grinning when a cheer rose from the group. “I’ll match you dagger for dagger. To keep things fair.” He winked at a young woman near the edge of the crowd.
A quick nod was the only answer Shen gave before springing forward, knocking the dagger from the man’s hand.
“Hey, I wasn’t ready,” the man protested when everyone laughed at him. He hurried over to his dagger and grabbed hold of it before he faced Shen. The grin disappeared, replaced by a glare. “Try that again, brat.” 
Within minutes, his dagger lay on the ground and the crowd laughed and clapped, the oppressive heat forgotten with the unexpected entertainment. The man glowered at the dagger where it lay.
Another man stepped out of the crowd and everyone fell silent. He looked at the boy thoughtfully, his weathered hat shielding an equally weathered face. Stepping near Shen, he gripped the boy’s chin with calloused fingers and tilted his head back. “You want to be a king, Prince Shen?”
Shen nodded his head, staring up at the man who towered over him. No fear filled his solemn gaze, only curiosity.
“The only kings we have around here are the ones in the Arena. Do you want to be king of all the Arenas in Rimalis?”
Shen didn’t hesitate. “Yes.”
“Mark it down in the book.” The man let go of Shen’s chin to turn to the bearded man. “I’ll take Prince Shen.”
A brief nod and the nib of the pen scratched across the page. “Prince Shen to stay with Derric Bartley, Head Master Trainer of Saripa Arena.”




Chapter One


Shen hurried through the corridors of the boys’ dormitory, his sword in the sheath at his side. Stepping outside he strode along the covered walkway, not seeing the familiar sights of the many buildings of the Saripa Arena, with its living and training areas. He barely acknowledged the good mornings from the other students also headed towards the training hall. Today he officially turned fifteen. Old enough he could leave this Arena and travel the Battle Circuit. He’d waited for this moment for what felt like forever. 
He automatically rubbed his fingers across the medallion that hung on a leather cord around his neck. The only tie to his past. He vaguely recalled faces, but nothing that could help him find them. Other than the medallion, he knew as the ‘Mark of Kings’, he had no idea who his family was. He planned to change that.
Reaching the training hall, he glanced around at the handful of other trainees and Novices who were practicing. He almost turned around and walked out when he saw Hagen. The last thing he wanted was to put up with the boy who’d hated him since the day they’d first met. He’d stopped Hagen from picking on Edwin who, along with his older sister Lara, had become one of his best friends.
It hadn’t helped that Hagen was a year older than Shen and had been the most talented trainee until Shen arrived. Hagen’s father, a Battle Master, had been training him since he’d been old enough to hold a sword.
Hagen spotted him and swaggered across the room, several of his friends following. “If it isn’t the Prince of Losers.”
Shen fought the urge to hit Hagen, the smirk annoying him. The boy was broad shouldered with blond hair and pale blue eyes, looking much older than his sixteen years. “What do you want?”
“Are you still planning to run away today?”
“I’m not running. I’m joining the Circuit.” He wished he could focus only on searching for his family, but he needed to earn money to provide for himself. As Derric had told him, after he’d tried to run away countless times during the first few years, if he wanted to get further than hiding on a ship in the harbour then he needed to learn some skills to help him find his way home.
“You’re only leaving today so you don’t have to face me in the Competition being held in three days. You know I’d beat you.”
He almost laughed at Hagen. “What makes you think you can beat me when you never have before?”
Hagen stepped closer, getting in Shen’s face. “Because I haven’t been fighting children for the past year like you have. I’ve been going against Novices. Fighters that have been trained at all the different Arenas.”
He hadn’t seen anything during any of the Competitions held at the Arena to make him worry he’d lose against Hagen. “I’ve got better things to do than stick around here to fight you. Besides, I already know I’d win.” He always had. He tried to step around Hagen.
Hagen grabbed him by the arm. “Scared to prove it? Why else would you be running away?”
Shen went to shove Hagen from him, prevented by someone grabbing his other arm. He turned his head. His glare disappeared when he saw it was his friend, Janek, Edwin behind him. Janek had black curly hair and dark brown eyes while Edwin had green eyes and sandy brown hair that always looked in need of combing.
“We don’t have to wait for the Competition.” Edwin’s hands were curled into fists.
Janek released Shen’s arm before stepping up beside him, facing Hagen. “I would have thought you’d be past the need to constantly prove yourself.” He shrugged. “But I guess when you’ve got a father as talented as yours, to live up to, it’s not surprising you feel like a failure.”
“I’m not a failure.” Hagen pushed past the three of them and headed outside.
Shen turned to watch Hagen and his friends leave before turning to Janek. “Thanks.”
Janek smiled, half shrugging. “One day you’ll fight him, but not today.” His smile momentarily turned into a grin before his expression became serious. “You don’t want to risk missing out on your papers. The trainer will be here any second and you know what they’re like about fighting outside of practice and Competitions.”
As if to prove him right, the trainer arrived and they hurried away from the door, moving into place.
Shen tried to concentrate, but it was impossible. It was his last day. As much as he wanted to seek out his family, an unsettled feeling rose in him. He couldn’t stop thinking about what he’d leave behind. His friends and the Arena that been home to him for eleven years and four weeks. The unpleasant sensation in the pit of his stomach grew.
He recognised it as fear. Fear of what he might or might not find on his journey. Mixed in with the fear was guilt. Lara had pointed out days ago that he had a family. Her, Edwin and Janek. But what about his birth family? He needed to find them too. Yet every time he met Edwin or Janek’s gaze as he practiced against them, with his sword, it felt like an accusation. That his friends blamed him for deserting them. He knew they didn’t, but the guilt and fear stayed. They were two emotions he wasn’t used to feeling. He tried to ignore them, but they insisted on clinging to him like fog to a pond on a winter morning. It was a relief when training was over and he could hurry from the room.
“Shen. Wait up.” Edwin ran after him.
Shen glanced at Janek who slowed to match his pace on his other side. What did the two of them have to be so happy about? “I’m only going to the dining hall. You’d think after all these years you’d both know the way.” He tried to keep his voice light.
“We’re coming with you.” Edwin continued to grin at him.
“To the dining hall?” Why did Edwin need to tell him that? They ate together every day. He ignored Janek’s chuckle.
Edwin shook his head. “No, to find your family.”
“What?” Shen stared at Edwin, his green eyes full of excitement. The look he usually only had when there was an upcoming Training Battle.
“We talked about it and decided we’d come too. We can come back here any old time.” Edwin lightly punched his arm. “You didn’t think we’d let you have all the fun.”
The smile Shen had tried so hard to force earlier now came easily. Guilt and fear evaporated. “Are you sure?” He looked between both his friends. Janek was grinning too.
“What? Can’t wait to get away from us?” Janek asked. “You couldn’t be so lucky.”
“Will you be ready to go today? We can wait another day if you want.” He hoped that wouldn’t happen. Now they were joining him he couldn’t wait to leave.
“Today. We’ll be ready, today,” Edwin assured him.




Chapter Two


Shen couldn’t stop grinning as they strode towards the dining hall. After getting their plates filled, they headed to their usual table and Edwin spent most of the meal talking about fighting techniques. Once breakfast was finished, they headed for the parade ground where they lined up and waited for the morning notices to be completed so they could leave behind their days as trainees. 
Eventually the Master Trainer reading the notices stepped back to let Derric Bartley, Head Master Trainer of Saripa Arena, come forward. “Today we have nine youngsters moving on from being trainees to first level Novice. They’ll begin the long journey towards claiming the title of Master Trainer. Some may even go on to become Battle Master or even Battle King. Few will go that far. In the whole of Rimalis there’ve only been a handful of Battle Kings. But you’ll have enough to do to pass each of the ten levels of Novice, Blade and Master. Before you can compete at any Arena you need to receive your Battle Book and papers so you can prove you’re a Novice. The blade tattoo that was done on your left wrist this past week is only half the proof you need to battle at Arenas. Well, come on. Come forward if you wish to become a Novice.”
A murmur of noise rose from the assembled students as the trainees stepped forward. Friends clapped them on shoulders and congratulated them as they passed. Once they’d received their Battle Book and papers they moved back to their places on the parade ground. Derric made several comments about conducting themselves honourably and showing the rest of Rimalis that Novices from Saripa were superior in both ability and principles. The students began to fidget as he continued to speak. When he dismissed them the noise level increased as some people clustered around the new Novices.
“Are you all ready to fight with the big people now, Prince of Losers?” a voice said from behind Shen as he and his friends were about to leave the parade ground. “Or are you still running away?”
Shen spun to see Hagen. He should have known Hagen would try and ruin this moment. He refused to let Hagen’s comments bother him. His backpack and bedroll were packed. He was ready to leave. And his friends were joining him. Soon he wouldn’t have to see Hagen ever again.
Lara joined them. “Ignore him, Shen. He doesn’t really want you to stick around and fight him in the upcoming Competition. He knows he’ll lose, but he doesn’t want anyone else to realise. Not that he has a chance at a gold medal. He hasn’t won any yet.”
“It looks like the Princess of Losers has come to the rescue of her little darling. Not that you have any idea what you’re talking about,” Hagen sneered.
“I’ll have you know the silver you won last week doesn’t make you any better than the rest of us. Especially since it’s your first medal. The five bronze I have are worth one and a quarter gold. Your silver’s worth half a gold. What’s that make you if I’m the Princess of Losers?” Lara demanded.
A few chuckles were heard from people who’d stopped to watch the argument. They ended abruptly when Hagen glared at them. The small crowd that had gathered, quickly dispersed.
“Watch your backs.” With one last glare at each of them, Hagen strode across the parade ground.
“He makes me so angry. I wish someone would do something about him,” Lara said.
Janek glanced in the direction Hagen had taken. “As if anyone would. No one wants to be on Hagen’s bad side. Remember the kid that went against him? The one who ended up having all that unusually bad luck? I still think it was Hagen. If he can’t beat you in a fair fight, he’ll pay you back outside the Arena when you’re least expecting it.” 
“Then I wish he’d go on the Battle Circuit so we don’t have to put up with him all the time.” Lara moved her hand in a shooing motion. “Forget about him. Let me have a look.” She grabbed hold of Janek’s papers and Battle Book. “Don’t they look new. My Battle Book is starting to look worn already. I mean, the leather cover is fine, but the pages inside are looking tatty. Let me see the rest of them.”
“They all look exactly the same.” Edwin reluctantly handed his papers and Battle Book to his sister.
“Oh hush. Let me look.” Lara flicked through the empty pages of the Battle Book.
“I can’t wait till my first win is written in here.” Edwin took the book and papers Lara handed back to him.
Lara’s gaze rested momentarily on each of them. “So, what are you planning on doing this afternoon? Are you going to town to celebrate? Especially since you don’t have to get permission now. I have money left from my last Competition so I’ll shout you all a meal. Besides, we should do something for your birthdays.”
Shen shook his head. “You know I don’t celebrate my birthday. When I know my real birth date, I will.”
“At least come into town and celebrate becoming a Novice,” Lara said.
“Ah… Lara.” Edwin had a hard time meeting the sharp green gaze of his sister.
“What have you done?” Lara’s hands went to her hips. “I can’t take my eyes off you for a second without you getting into trouble. What did you do this time?”
Shen shook his head and took a step backwards when Edwin turned to him. “Your sister. Don’t bring me in on this.” He’d learned the hard way not to get between Lara and Edwin when they were having a disagreement.
“You aren’t. You’re going with him.” Lara pointed accusingly at Shen. “How dare you?”
“Well…” Edwin’s voice trailed off.
“You’re not going. You’re my only family.” Lara glared at her brother. “I didn’t carry you all that way to the ship years ago to lose you now.”
“But-” Edwin tried again.
“I don’t want to argue about this.” Lara turned to Shen. “How could you? I thought you’d know how important family is. I might never see him again. Rimalis isn’t exactly a little country.”
The guilt Shen had been feeling earlier, returned.
“Why don’t you come too?” Janek asked.
Lara’s mouth dropped open. “Ohh.” She looked at each of the boys then grinned. “You better not leave without me. I need at least an hour to pack. Anyway, you can see the storeroom clerk and he’ll issue you with a set of travel clothes and money. He’ll also want to inspect your room since you’ll no longer need it. I’ll meet you by the courtyard fountain,” Lara threw over her shoulder as she hurried away. The three boys were left speechless, staring after her.
“You’d think we’d be used to her by now. Her sudden changes in direction exhaust me and half the time I don’t know what has happened.” Janek shook his head as if that would clear it.
Edwin laughed. “She reminds me of those storms that come in off the ocean. They come at you so quick you don’t have time to prepare and before you can brace yourself they’ve left and you’re wondering how you ended up drenched.”
Shen looked around the group. “Let’s get ready. Although Lara will probably keep us waiting ages.”




Chapter Three


They waited for Lara for over an hour. Edwin was about to look for her when she breezed into the courtyard with a group of friends who’d come to see her off. They waited impatiently as Lara hugged and exchanged laughing comments with her friends. 
Shen picked up his backpack and slid his arms into the straps. He looked towards Lara again. She hugged one more friend before joining them.
“You’re lucky we didn’t go without you,” Edwin muttered. “We’ve been waiting here all day.”
“It wasn’t all day. It isn’t lunchtime yet. Besides, I had trouble getting all my stuff to fit in my backpack.” Lara adjusted the straps of her backpack. “You don’t know how hard it is to fit everything in something this size.”
Edwin slowly shook his head. “We didn’t have a problem.” When Lara started to argue, he interrupted her. “Let’s get going or it’ll be midnight before we leave the grounds.”
“Have you seen the storeroom clerk yet?” When everyone nodded, Lara groaned. “Have we got time for me to drop in and see him?”
“Already done it for you. Told him you’d asked me to get your gear, ‘cause it’d take you so long to pack. It’s in my backpack.” Edwin grinned at his sister, who glared at him. “Well, it was the truth, wasn’t it? You were an hour late.”
Turning her back on her brother, Lara asked Shen, “Where to first?”
Shen didn’t need to stop and think about how to answer. He’d known for days what he wanted to do first. “The harbour. I need to find out all I can about the group of islands The Island was before the volcano erupted and they became a single island. Maybe some of the people who’ve settled back there will know who my family are. And after we’ve finished at the Harbour Master’s office, I hope we can find a ship heading there.”
At the harbour, they made their way to the Harbour Master’s office where they were told to wait if they wanted to talk to one of the clerks. Another hour’s wait saw Edwin pacing the reception room, glancing out the window each time he passed it.
“Oh sit down, Edwin,” Lara said.
“I hate waiting.” Edwin passed the window again.
A door opened and a clerk, hair sticking out in all directions, motioned them forward.
“Finally,” Edwin muttered.
The clerk led them along a corridor to a dusty room where the bookshelves along the walls looked like they’d explode from the amount of leather bound books and loose paper shoved into them. The clerk sat behind a cluttered desk and ran his fingers through his hair as he glanced at each of them.
“Sit, sit. Get right to the point,” the clerk muttered in a hurried voice.
“We want to know about The Island. What can you tell us about the last eruption? Where did all the survivors go? Where are they now? And have many of them returned?” Shen asked.
“How about I serve you up the moon on a platter?” The clerk ran his fingers through his hair again, making it stick out in different directions. He muttered under his breath as he moved to one of the shelves, pulled out a book and pushed loose pages back into place as they threatened to fall on the floor. He placed it onto the desk in front of Shen.
“What’s this?” Shen asked.
“Updated Survivors’ Book. If you’re one of them, find your names and update your details at the desk. The girl will do it for you. And have a look to see if any of the names are familiar. Ask the girl to find out where the rest of the ships came from that picked up the survivors. We weren’t the only town to send ships.” He fell silent, staring at them. “Well? What are you waiting for? You can see I’ve plenty of work to do.” He pointed towards the shaky pile of paperwork that sat on the floor beside his desk, nearly as tall as it.
“Thanks.” Shen rose to his feet and headed for the door, the book clutched under one arm. It felt good to have a starting point. He couldn’t stop smiling.
“Leave it with the girl.” The clerk frowned. “Can never remember their names. They change too quickly. Haven’t had a decent one since Eda retired.” He continued to mutter as they let themselves out.
“So strange,” Lara whispered as they returned to the reception room.
The woman behind the desk looked up as they entered the room. “Was the clerk able to help?” 
“We need to update our information in the Survivors’ Book and find out where the other ships took survivors.” Shen held out the book.
“Find your names while I find the information. No changing the details yourselves and no taking the book out of the building. I won’t be long.” She disappeared through the door they’d come through, leaving Shen holding the book.
Lara laughed softly. “Like stepping into another world. I don’t think they belong in this one.”
Shen returned to the seats they’d sat in earlier and opened the book. He skimmed each page, looking for their names.
“Are we in there?” Edwin sat beside Shen, leaning towards the book.
“Give him a chance.” Lara sat on the other side of Shen, pushing her brother back.
Shen glared at Lara, whose arm was in the way. “I can’t see through you either.”
“Then stop taking so long,” Lara said.
“Weren’t you the one saying to give him a chance?” Edwin asked.
Shen ignored the argument and found their names before Edwin and Lara had settled their differences. As he rose from his seat the woman came back into the
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