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      Her heart pounded hard enough to echo off the stone walls around the arena.  Above, the crowd jeered, ready to see blood.  Leyli took a breath, the sound loud in her ears as her eyes moved to the pile of swords in the center.  The rules were clear: kill or be killed.

      Time crawled.  Acid burned at the back of her throat.  Her chest felt like it would explode from the stress of her beating heart.  Clenching her sweaty palms did little to stop the trembling in her fingers.  She had to wake up soon.  This had to be a bad dream.  She couldn't die like this!

      Four men stood in the arena with her.  They were scared.  Tossed onto the sands of the gladiatorial arena whether they liked it or not, they all waited for the call.  None of them were fighters.  The only thing they had in common was that their lives mattered little to the rest of the world.  Their new job was to quench the bloodthirst of the masses.  They would either die or live to try again.  If they survived long enough, they might earn their freedom.  If not, their lives would be spent to keep the populace amused.

      Above, the crowd was thrilled with the idea.  She was terrified.  Leyli had watched her brother practice the sword, but he'd always been covered in padding to prevent injury.  In her entire life, she'd never seen true violence.  For twenty-two years, she'd been sheltered behind rich fabrics and gilded doors, but she could do this.  Her family were fighters.  Her brother's weapons trainer had a voice that carried, so she'd heard enough.  Don't hesitate.  Strike the vitals.  Stay out of reach unless you're sure you can make the kill.  Do not tempt fate.  Relax.

      The air slid from her lungs, and she forced tense muscle to soften just as the gong sounded.  The men rushed forward.  Sandals dug into hot sands, and they screamed, hoping to terrify their opponents.  Panicked, Leyli bolted for the side.  Let them kill each other.  There was only one person in the arena she stood a chance against while he was still fresh: the old man to her right.

      His eyes were trying to watch the others as she hit him hard from the side.  The pair of them crashed into the sand and he swung, missing her by a mile.  Clenching her hands together, she brought them down on his face, screaming out her rage.  Bone snapped and blood rushed from his nose as he struggled, but she was in the better position.  Fear gave her strength even as he hit back.  She just had to hit harder.  She just had to keep hitting until he stopped, but she couldn't forget the others.  They were armed - and she only had this one chance.

      Over and over, she pummeled the grandfather until he stopped moving, then she ran.  The diaphanous pink gauze of her nightdress tangled around her legs, but she refused to slow.  The last three men were too busy to notice her, and a trident lay within reach.  Her lungs burned, her eyes squinted against the glare on the sand, and her chest hurt from the hammering she'd just taken, but she would survive.  She was the King's daughter.  She was stronger than all of this.  The Domn of Lanmont would not dispose of her so easily, nor with his hands so clean.

      The trident's handle was rough against her palms, tiny grains of sand biting into her flesh.  The pronged end was heavy, but Leyli didn't slow.  Rushing forward, she rammed it into the back of a man paralyzed with fear, his eyes locked on the pair dueling for their lives.  With a strangled cry, he collapsed, the weight of his corpse wrenching the weapon from her hands.  Desperate, she grabbed his fallen sword.  Victory lay in surprise.  No one thought the delicate girl in the fancy pink dress would be a threat.  None of them had prepared for this, and there were only two left.  She couldn't give up now.

      The men fought.  The one on the right swung, his blade slicing deep into the other man's arm.  The one on the left stabbed, piercing the first's chest.  Heaving the sword over her head as she ran, time slowed.  Leyli's eyes were locked on the thick muscle across the closest man's shoulder, the rhythm of his pulse throbbing in his neck just above it.  With all her might, she buried the blade deep, feeling the bone beneath, but this time she didn't let go.

      She screamed like a wild animal and pulled, wrenching it out of the body while flinching away from a blow that never came.  The first man was already dead.  In the sand around her lay four corpses.  Blood stained what had once been her nightdress.  Above the stone walls, people stood, their fists reaching for the sky, their mouths open with cheers.  The only thing Leyli could hear was her own heart, still beating as the reality of what she'd done tried to catch up.

      She'd killed three men.  By her own hand, she'd taken the lives of real people.  The sword fell from limp fingers and her knees turned to water, but she refused to crumple.  Instead, she took a breath.  It was so loud in her ears.

      "Move, bitch!" a guard yelled, holding a spear in her direction.

      Slowly, the words pushed through the terror drowning out her mind.  Leyli looked at him, then at the solid walls.  The guard pointed at a small, black opening, then gestured again with the spear.  His mouth moved, but her ears heard only cheers, her mind unable to keep up.  They were celebrating the death of innocent men.  Men whose crimes hadn't been worth the price of their life!

      "Start walking, or I'll put this spear into your guts and let you die slowly."  He gestured a third and final time as the crowd began to calm.

      She stepped back.  The sand burned her feet through the thin leather soles.  Her throat was so tight she couldn't catch her breath.  Her heart ached from working so hard, and a pain burned in her side.  All she wanted was to lie down, but Leyli walked.

      At the gate, two men grabbed her, shoving her into the shadowy hall.  Sand gave way to stone, their steps rebounding from the ceiling.  Scared and confused, she stumbled forward.  The guards weren't cruel, but they weren't forgiving.  They just hauled her toward an open cell, metal bars making up the front wall, then pushed her through the door.  She hit the dirt and stayed, too shocked to even try to stand back up.

      From the cell beside her came a voice.  "There's a chamber pot in the corner.  When you retch, try to hit that.  You'll be glad you did later, and I won't have to smell it."

      She looked, trying to adjust to the darkness after the glare of the arena.  Just as her stomach rebelled, her eyes found it.  Lurching forward, she made it – barely.  Her long brown hair spilled around her face, but Leyli didn't care.  She just heaved out everything she could, but nothing would purge the memories of those dead faces.

      When her stomach finally gave up, she leaned back and sighed.  For a moment, she didn't move, but once she knew her intestines would stay still, she scooted back to lean against the wall.  Even climbing onto the feeble bed seemed like too much work.

      "You going to cry?" the man beside her asked.

      She huffed a wry laugh.  "Not yet."

      His chuckle was warmer, almost sympathetic.  "Good.  Save it for tonight.  You'll go out three more times today - unless you die.  Keep your muscles loose and your mind clear."

      "Done this before?"

      He paused before answering.  "Once or twice.  Get rid of the skirt.  Shame won't kill you, but getting tangled might."

      Leyli leaned her head back against the cool stone wall.  "Why are you helping me?"

      "Because someone helped me on my first day.  I also won't fight against you today, so I don't care if you live or die."  He sighed as the guards moved toward his cell.  "You get to rest for this fight and one more, then you're up again.  Use your time wisely.  I suggest praying."

      The men escorting the gladiators were all well armed and muscled.  They looked like soldiers, but not the common type.  Four of them converged on the cell beside her, and Leyli heard the command.  "You're up.  Let's go."

      Her neighbor chuckled like it was some kind of joke.  "What's the game?"

      "King of the Hill.  Theodian, Bernadino, and Tore all have their champions in against you."

      The cell clanked open and the guards encircled the man.  Leyli looked as he passed her chamber, striding forward like he owned the place.  Broad and tanned, his right arm was covered in metal scales from shoulder to elbow.  Leather straps held the armor on.  A small patch rested over his heart for minimal protection.  Ornate vambraces were buckled over his forearms.  Matching greaves covered his shins, but his clothing was little more than a Rhian style leather-strip skirt held on by a wide belt.  Silky brown hair was pulled away from his face, falling to his shoulders.  He was gorgeous, the kind of man women dreamed of and giggled over.  He also looked like a true gladiator.

      He turned, and their eyes met.  His were hazel, almost green, and so calm.  She'd seen that look in her father's eyes when he made a decision he hated.  Resigned.  The gladiator looked at her like he didn't expect to see her again.  She wasn't sure if it was his death he was preparing for, or hers.

      "Fight well," she said softly.

      He ducked his head in acknowledgment but didn't bother to reply.  Evidently, he'd given her all the kindness he had left.

      That's when she realized his advice actually meant something.  Everyone knew that for a man to live long enough to earn armor like his in the games, he had to fight well.  Leyli pulled herself to her feet and stretched before her muscles could freeze up.  Next, she had to do something about her dress.  She'd been raised to be proper, not foolish.  Right now, her virtue came in second place to her life, but without any tools, all she could do was tear the fabric.  Thankfully, it wasn't a durable material.

      She tried but couldn't quite rip off the length of it.  When one of the guards walked past, she dared to call out.  "Pardon me?  I'm assuming I'm not allowed a weapon, but can you tear this?"  She held the cloth through the bars.

      The man's eyes ran across her body, but he stepped closer.  "Gonna show off those legs, honey?"

      Shame hit her at his suggestion, but she wouldn't let him know.  Jigging her head in a nervous nod, she agreed before he said something worse.  "Yes, sir.  If you'll help me get rid of the extra."

      He grinned and pulled a dagger, cutting a notch in the weave.  "That should help.  Might be a bit short."

      "Won't matter if I'm dead."  She smiled, trying to convince herself it was true.  Then she realized he could have information.  "Oh!  Do you know who the man is in the cell beside me?"

      He cocked his head slightly.  "The Lion?"  He gestured to the open door.  "He's out there right now.  That's the Lion of Lenlochlien.  One hundred and ninety-seven victories.  Don't worry, they won't put you against him today."

      "Thank you, sir."

      His eyes roamed down her body.  "Rip that skirt high enough, and I might slip you a dagger at the gate."

      She blushed but held in the shocked gasp that tried to burst out.  Leyli had been taught to be demure and respectable.  She'd never even kissed a man that wasn't her father!  The only people who saw her bare legs were her maids, but she wasn't stupid.  This wasn't the same world where she'd grown up.  Here, she had to use every advantage she could get, no matter how shameful it was… or give up and die.

      That wasn't something she was willing to do.  Like the Lion said, shame wouldn't kill her.  She also wouldn't care about it if she was dead, and if she lived through this, she'd learn to get over it.  A dagger in her hand was simply an advantage she couldn't pass up, and she was strong enough to ignore the jeers and comments.  They wouldn't cut half as deep as a sword.

      Tearing at the fabric of her dress left only a finger's length under her buttocks.  She had tunics that covered more.  While she was pulling off the decorative sleeve caps, the crowd erupted in cheers.  A minute later, feet rang out on the stone ramp.  When Leyli looked up, she wasn't surprised to see the Lion.  What shocked her was the gore across his body.

      His eyes found hers, then swept over her legs.  The corner of his lip shifted.  It certainly wasn't a smile, but she figured that was as close as she was going to get.  Then he moved to the front of her cell.

      "Turn, I'll pull the other.  Tie your hair up to keep it from your eyes."  She obeyed, shocked that his guards didn't try to stop him.  The Lion lowered his voice.  "Take the weakest.  Leave the stronger to wear themselves out.  The excess cloth?  It's a noose.  Never give up anything you can get your hands on.  Anything can be an advantage."

      She licked her lips, trying to remember all of that.  "Thank you."

      "You're welcome.  Are you scared?"

      "Terrified."

      Finally, he smiled.  "Good.  Use it."

      He tugged the last of the chiffon from her arm and tucked it into one of the bracers he wore.  She glanced up, and their eyes met.  No words were needed; his expression said it all.  Rage simmered, but it wasn't alone.  Fear lurked as well, proving that death wasn't something a person got used to.  The Lion blinked – and turned for his cage.

      "All right, girl.  You're next."

      She grabbed the scrap cloth and wound it around her arm.  Anything could be a weapon.  Any advantage was one she'd use.  She just had to keep surviving.  If she could make it long enough, maybe her father would find her.  Maybe the Domn had already been caught.  Maybe someone was on their way.  She just had to keep fighting and keep winning.  She might be a princess, but her family had fought hard for the right to rule.  She could do the same.

      "Just like before?" she asked.

      The guard chuckled.  "Yeah, 'cept this time you're going against the shits who didn't lose last time."

      "Then they won't be so lucky this time," she swore, trying to convince herself it was true.

      As she walked toward the bright opening to the arena, she heard the Lion talking to the guard behind her.  "I think that one might be a real bitch."

      "She won't live to see the sun fall."

      The Lion's laugh disagreed.  "I wouldn't bet against her.  She has the eyes.  You can always see it in the eyes.  That one's a survivor."
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      The guard at the gate brushed her ass, sliding his hand high over her rump.  Leyli flinched at the contact, but when cold metal pressed against her spine, she realized he'd just kept his promise.  Glancing back at him, she forced herself to wink playfully.  The man tipped his head in response.  She had a length of cloth and a dagger.  It was more than any of her opponents should have, but she could only hope.

      When the gate opened, she stepped out, twisting her hair into a cable that she looped onto itself.  With it knotted out of her face, she was as ready as she could get.  Walking forward, she waited for her eyes to completely adjust to the bright light.

      More weapons waited in the middle.  This time, the men she'd fight looked like killers.  Big and burly or lean and lithe, they had the advantage.  That meant she had to be smarter because she couldn't be stronger.

      To her left stood a massive man with a bald head.  He was older, but not old.  To her right was a wiry young man who looked like he didn't mind killing.  Across from her was a farmhand and what looked like a retired soldier.  The guy to her right and the soldier were the biggest threats.  That meant she had to take out the behemoth or risk running across the group for the farmhand.

      They were all stained with blood, even if their clothes were common.  She watched the men eye her, just like she'd been doing to them.  She was the weakest fighter on the field, and she knew it.  She was also the smartest.  Forcing her body to relax enough to keep breathing, Leyli tried to look innocent and naive.  Wide eyes – which wasn't hard to fake – and darting glances were enough to convince them she was harmless.

      Unfortunately, the monster beside her looked like he planned to take her out first.  Which worked out, because she had plans for him.  As soon as the gong sounded, she pulled the cloth from her arm and rushed him.  It wasn't hard to wrap it around his neck.  In fact, it was shockingly easy.  The man hadn't expected that.  He'd almost shoved his own neck right into it.  Then she twisted.

      He pawed at the noose, trying to break free as she pulled the dagger from her undergarments.  Leyli had no idea where the heart would be from the back, but she knew one thing.  Punching as hard as she could, she hacked at his spine.  The metal cut deep, his legs gave up, and the man screamed.

      She dared to look at the others before shoving the dagger into his neck like a priest with the sacrificial bull.  Blood soaked the cloth, but she remembered the Lion's words.  Keep every advantage.  As it stood now, she didn't need to risk the pile of weapons.  She had all she could use.

      The lean man who'd been on her left killed the farmhand.  The soldier had taken the opportunity to arm himself and stood waiting.  Leyli scurried out of sight.  If the wiry bastard thought she was easier, he'd come after her, leaving the advantage to the soldier.  Instead, she needed to move around the edge.  If she could catch the soldier, she could distract him with the scarf long enough to...

      From the corner of her eye, she saw movement.  The lean man rushed at her back.  With a terrified scream, Leyli turned – right into his fist.  Pain slammed across her cheek and eye, but she shoved her dagger forward.  The first swipe was a weak cut.  The man hit her again, so she stabbed harder.  This time, she felt skin part.  Before he could hit her a third time, with her ears ringing, Leyli ran.

      The soldier pounced on the wounded man, finishing him off.  Desperate, she headed toward the cache of weapons, hoping for something she could use.  They were piled on the only decoration in the place.  A waist-high stone hill – probably what the Lion had defended in his own fight – offered little in the way of concealment, but it was an obstacle.  It was something to put between her and the man who wanted to kill her.

      She ran around it and spun to face her enemy.  "Don't hurt me!"

      He looked at her and sneered.  "That's what they all say.  I'm not losing, bitch."

      Then he charged.  Rushing to the right, he tried to catch her, but Leyli was quick.  She ran, ducking low enough that he couldn't easily see her.  With her heart thudding hard, she tried to listen for his steps.  If she looked up, she'd give away her advantage.  Unfortunately, he was probably used to the fear of combat.  There was only one way she could beat him.

      Spinning in place, she rushed in the opposite direction.  The soldier saw her, his step faltering, and she slammed her entire body into his side before he could get his weapon up.  Screaming in panic, she shoved, knocking him away.  His temple hit the stone.  His chest hit the sand.  The grunt that came out sounded stunned, so she pushed him into it again from behind.  This time, he fought back, but fear gave her strength.

      Like a mad woman, she forced his face into the rock over and over, her hands tangled in his short hair, but he battered at her with hard punches.  Each one hurt, but he couldn't get a good grip behind him.  She couldn't stop.  Tears were leaking from her eyes and a primal cry was stuck in her throat even as she felt him go limp.  Then her legs buckled.

      Kneeling beside his body in the sand, tears ran down her face, and her hands shook.  She barely caught her breath before the guard showed up, his spear pointed at her just like the first time.  Leyli looked at him and nodded, closing her eyes before she pushed herself back to her feet.  Trembling all over, she grabbed her dagger, tucked it into the waistband of her underthings, then headed back to the dark gate.

      The guards took her arms.  The one on her left grabbed the dagger from her waist, his hand going up the remnants of her dress without shame.  Leyli made no move to stop him.  She knew better.  When they pushed her into the cell this time, she didn't collapse.

      "Two more rounds," the Lion said softly.

      She groaned and dropped onto the tiny bed.  Her fingers trembled.  "How many for you?"

      "Just one more, today.  Eat this."  His hand reached toward her cell, the bars preventing him from truly making it.  In it was a golden-brown roll.

      Her stomach despised the idea.  "No thanks."

      "Eat it.  If you're running on fumes, you're at a disadvantage.  Puke it if you have to, but at least try.  It's just bread."

      Nodding her head, even though he couldn't see it, she leaned over for the roll.  "Why do you get all the goodies?  Nice armor, by the way."

      "I earned it.  Kill enough people and you'll get it, too."

      She pulled off a piece of bread and looked at it.  "Yeah.  What are my other options?"

      Silence hung in the alley before he answered.  "Die."

      Leyli forced the bread into her mouth and chewed.  It tasted like raw cotton.  "How do you do this?"

      "How did you?  Eight men, little girl.  That's what it took for you to live this long."

      "Can we not talk about that until I get this in my stomach?"

      This time, his laugh was warm and loud.  "Ok.  Sure.  You know how much you owed?"

      "Owed?"  She couldn't follow the change in subject.

      "Yeah.  You're in with the debtors.  Means someone traded you for money to pay off what they owed.  If it wasn't you, then had to be your father or husband."

      "No husband.  I think it was my cousin."  She wasn't about to tell this stranger what kind of life she used to lead.  His help would probably dry up.

      The Lion grumbled.  "Then no, you have no clue.  You'll find out tomorrow.  Each fight pays off your debt.  You can either earn your way out or live through two hundred and fifty fights.  Whichever comes first."

      "The guard said you have almost two hundred."

      "Yep.  Just finished one ninety-eight.  Next is ninety-nine.  Tomorrow is my big two hundred.  Then I get two weeks of training."

      "Nice.  I've got two.  Guess I'll be here a while."

      She heard a thump as he leaned against the wall to match her.  "Three years.  Probably take me almost another to finish.  If I live that long."

      "Any more tips?"

      He sighed.  "Don't die.  They'll come after you first from now on.  Just keep moving.  If they can't catch you, they can't kill you."

      "Right," she said softly.  "Just don't die, because that's so easy."

      Somehow she managed to finish her roll and suck back some water.  The biggest miracle was that it stayed down.  All too soon, they came for her again.  The guard slipped the dagger back into her clothes while she waited to go out, so at least she hadn't lost her advantage.

      The third round was worse than the previous two.  The Lion was right.  They came for her first.  Running as fast as she could, she evaded them long enough for two of the men to kill the others.  Then they both turned on her.  Tossing her blood-stained skirt at one, she somehow managed to cut the second's arm deep enough that the first attacked him.

      Then it was just the two of them left.  Leyli knew she looked terrified.  She was!  Thankfully, it seemed to bother the man enough that she was able to get inside his guard and plunge her tiny dagger into his ribs.  Pushing as hard as she could, she felt the pop.  When the blood pooled in his mouth, she knew she'd hit something vital.

      It took a few more stabs before he stopped struggling, but each one made him slower.  When he finally collapsed, she felt like she'd been hit by a bull.  This time, the guard didn't point the spear when he came to escort her back.  Instead, he grabbed her elbow to steady her.  Leyli counted it a small victory, trying to ignore what it had taken to get it.

      Her feet hit stone and a hand grabbed her shoulder.  Exhausted, she turned, expecting a guard.  What she saw was a line of metal scales leading up to hazel eyes.  The Lion was massive!  Looking up at him from the ground, she hadn't realized it, but standing face to face, she felt like a mouse about to be swallowed.  There was no doubt he was a killer, but his hand was gentle on her arm.  Then he ducked his head.

      "Well fought.  Give Tinas back his dagger.  They won't let you take it to the cell."

      Behind her, the guard chuckled.  "I prefer to take it."  Then he demonstrated.

      The Lion's eyes narrowed but never left Leyli's.  "I think they should call you the Wolf, because you're one hell of a bitch.  Congratulations."

      "Thank you, sir.  Good luck."

      He shook his head.  "Never wish your enemy luck.  Tomorrow, I may be the man that kills you.  Besides, he's a fickle god."

      Then he turned and walked onto the sands.  Around the arena, the fans screamed with enthusiasm.  She let out her breath in a rush, but the guards made no move to hurry her back to her cell.  Taking the opportunity, she turned to watch.

      The Lion walked to the hummock in the center and waited.  Around him, staff were clearing away the bodies of Leyli's victims.  Others were bringing in props.  The fans didn't care.  They were too busy calling out cheers for their favorite gladiator, and he was doing everything to encourage them.

      Tinas gestured to the side.  "There's another door over there.  That's where they'll send in the criminals."

      "Criminals?"  She turned to look at the guard who'd been kindest to her.

      He nodded.  "Yep, it's how the local towns kill off those too dangerous to keep alive, and the crowd loves it.  Eye for an eye, and all that.  They send them in unarmed, and he gets to kill them all."

      Leyli looked back at the man standing in the center of the arena.  "Ever think it may not be a privilege?"

      "No, and you shouldn't either.  It's an easy win for him.  One more step toward getting out of that cell he calls home."  He put his hand on her shoulder and turned to the hall.  "C'mon, let's get you some water before you're up again.  Odds are still running against you."

      She let him lead her back.  "Tinas, what happens if I win?"

      "Then tonight you sleep and tomorrow you do it all again, but the team owners will be shopping.  If you're lucky, someone will buy your debt who's willing to train you.  If you're not, you're thrown against the real gladiators until you die."

      "Any advice?"

      The guard smiled kindly but shook his head.  "No, little Wolf.  Being a woman helps.  Not many ladies able to live past the first round, and a lot of fans will pay to see one.  I'll see what I can hear about your opponents for the next round.  Good luck."

      Her world had just turned upside down.  She took a deep breath and tried to embrace it before telling the guard, "Thanks, I'm sure I'll need it."
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      For an hour, she got to relax and catch her breath, but Leyli wasn't stupid.  She paced slowly around her cell, keeping her arms moving.  In her pampered life, she'd never worked her muscles like this, and if she got stiff, it made it easier to kill her.  Beside her, the Lion said nothing.

      Eventually, Tinas came back to collect her.  While they walked to the entrance, he tried to give her as much information as he could.  "Four men.  A hunter, a guard, a butcher, and a boxer.  Stay away from the boxer.  He can take a beating, and I'm not sure you could get close enough to stab him."

      She nodded slowly.  "And what are they calling me?"

      He flashed her a toothy grin.  "The Lady."  At the entrance to the sand, he held out the dagger.  "Good luck."

      "Would you do me a favor?"

      "If I can."

      She took a deep breath, feeling the panic start to rise.  "If I die, can you tell the Lion thank you?  The two of you made my last day a bit better."

      "Don't quit now," Tinas said softly.  "No one thought the Lion would win either, but look at him.  You can do this, little Wolf."

      Then it was time.  She walked onto the sands, watching the men enter from their own corners.  Pausing well back from the collection of weapons, she finally took the chance to actually look around.  There was no need to see her competition.  She knew what they were – bigger, stronger, and meaner than her.  She wanted to at least see her new world.

      The walls around the fighting pit were twice as tall as a man.  Above that were seats.  They were all filled.  Commoners in rough cotton and wool leaned over the edge, screaming at the fighters.  At each end were groups in finer clothing.  Above it all, the sky was turning orange as the sun fell toward the edge.  Never in a million years would she have expected to be here.

      She was supposed to be a queen.  At worst, a domna.  Her sole purpose in life was to make an expedient marriage and strengthen the nation of Norihame.  Until last night, she'd never even left the city of Oberhame.  She'd barely stepped outside the palace grounds!  Now, she stood in some village sporting arena, fighting for not only her life but the security of her father's lands.

      The thought hit her like a fist to the gut.  She had to survive this.  Her father and brother might be dead.  It was possible that she was the last of the Aravatti line.  She had to survive long enough for someone to save her.  That meant she had to save herself.  She was the daughter of a warrior.  She might be a princess, but that didn't mean she had to be weak.  The Aravatti had strength in their spines and had never been ashamed of using it.

      Leyli took a breath and let her eyes close for a moment.  She would do this.  She would not die today, and when she got free, she'd make it up to the families of the men she'd killed.  The gods had put her in this hell for a reason, but they never gave people a task too strong to bear.  The guard called her a wolf.  Little did he know it was the beast that adorned her family crest.

      She would become the Wolf.

      This time, when the gong sounded, Leyli waited.  The butcher rushed the boxer.  The hunter turned to stalk her, but the guard was after him.  She paced the edge, the tiny dagger heavy in her fist, heading toward the men on the far side.

      The screams of the crowd drowned out the cries of the men on the sand.  Over and over, the boxer pummeled the poor butcher, but he fought back.  Fists flew between them until the boxer got the advantage.  Dropping his weight on the other man, he slammed his hands into the butcher's skull.  Blood poured from both his knuckles and the other man's nose.  The sound of flesh on flesh was disgusting.  That's when she surged forward.

      He never saw her coming.  With her teeth pulled back in a snarl, Leyli plunged the dagger into the boxer's neck, yanking it out quickly.  Next, she hit him along the spine, hoping to at least incapacitate him.  As he crumpled, she attacked the weakened butcher, hacking savagely at his exposed throat.  The man barely had the sense to clutch at the wound before she was moving again.

      The hunter stood across the sand from her, the guard dead at his feet.  As the sky darkened, they stared at each other, both looking for an advantage.  She shifted her hand on the dagger, securing her grip as she unraveled the cloth from her arm.  He carried a sword.  In the center were more weapons, but they offered her nothing.  The only things Leyli knew how to do were evade and surprise, but those options were gone.

      That meant she needed to make new ones.

      She was a wolf.  She was an opportunistic bitch, and the man before her thought she was a timid little lady.  While her heart thrummed, the fear fled to the back of her mind, settling in like an old friend.  She could do this.  She would do this.  She just had to be something he didn't expect.

      With a roar, she rushed toward him.  The hunter braced, lifting the sword, ready to strike.  Above them, the crowd cheered, thrilled to see the suffering of others – and Leyli hated them for it.  She hated all of them.  This was not something to laugh about.  This was life and death, and only the gods should have the power to ruin lives.

      At the last minute, the hunter pulled back to swing.  She hit the ground, tossing the scarf out toward him.  Weighed down with the blood of a past kill, it caught his legs, just heavy enough for the hunter to notice.  When he dared to glance down, she took the chance.  She knew how meat was prepared for the kitchen.  That's all this was.  A hard swipe at the back of his knee cut deep.  She saw the panic flare across the man's face as the joint crumpled.  Before his leg hit the ground, she cut again, this time at his arm.

      If he couldn't run and couldn't swing a sword, he couldn't win.  Leyli focused on that – and kept hacking.  The man struck back.  His foot kicked at her leg.  His good elbow crashed into her nose, followed by the hilt of the sword, but she wouldn't stop now.  She couldn't.  The pain was far away, only her fear controlling her.  She had to win.  She had to kill this man before he killed her.  She had to make the Domn pay and protect the nation.  This fight was about so much more than a pathetic girl in a tattered pink dress.

      It was about winning, and Leyli had to learn how.  As she shoved the dagger into the man's chest, she knew she'd done just that.  She was a wolf, and she wouldn't be stopped.  The roar burst from her lips as she stabbed the man again and again until he went limp.

      She didn't wait for the guard.  Taking a deep breath, she stood and marched back to her den, refusing to think about her battered and bloody body.  The crowd screamed.  People threw things into the arena for her, but Leyli ignored it all.  She was still alive.  She could do this.  Blood trickled down her face, but it was one more annoyance in a world that wanted to see her dead.  She wouldn't give in.  With her chin held high, the Wolf wanted only the security of darkness.

      Tinas met her at the gate and she handed him the dagger.  He passed her a cloth in exchange.  "Your nose is bleeding.  It might be broken."

      "It'll heal."  She kept walking.  By now, she knew the way.

      Beside her, Tinas just chuckled softly, waiting until she was inside her cell before locking the door.  His eyes caught hers, and he nodded, then stepped aside.  Finally, she was alone.  Leyli dropped onto the bunk and sighed.  Sixteen men.  She was responsible for the deaths of sixteen men, and her lungs didn't want to breathe.

      From the cell beside her, she heard, "Who won?"  It was the Lion.

      Tinas chuckled, a clank sounding like he leaned against the bars.  "She found it.  Took a beating, but she walked out on her own feet."

      The Lion sighed loudly.  "Send my wine to her tonight?  She'll need sleep if she wants to live through tomorrow."

      "You know what they're planning?"

      "Yeah."  The Lion's voice was nearly a growl.  "The team owners want to thin out the field of recruits.  They'll try to kill off as many as possible tomorrow, then fight to buy the best."

      "So you want to buy her wine the night before you kill her?"  Tinas sounded shocked.

      The Lion said nothing for a moment.  "No.  I want to make sure she has a chance.  If the gods are kind, I won't stand against her.  If they're cruel, I'll kill her quickly."

      "Yeah."  Tinas sighed.  "Sleep well."

      "Not gonna happen.  Marino's making money tonight," the Lion grumbled under his breath.  "Guess they should've named me the Stallion."

      "Nah.  Your roar is too loud."

      The men laughed, then steps receded down the hall.  While Leyli tried to relax, the arena grew quiet.  Voices that had been cries earlier were now just murmurs, and the halls echoed with empty cells.  Above her, the sound of feet was loud as the crowd departed for the night.  Alone in her bunk, her mind finally had the chance to work, and the thoughts in her head weren't kind.

      She remembered their faces.  The men she'd killed all looked the same at the last moment.  Brown eyes, blue ones, or green, they all were scared.  They were so scared, and she'd been the monster they feared.  She, the proper young lady who knew how to sew and direct the palace staff.  She, the princess who could identify any nobleman's banner.  She'd killed them all.  She'd ruined their families.  She'd shattered bones and rent flesh.  She'd become everything she despised in the world.

      Her stomach clenched and she launched herself into the corner.  Once again, her face hung over the chamber pot as she purged her body of what she could.  Unfortunately, the memories stayed.  When her stomach was empty, her body tried to keep going.  Raw, wrenching gags rang out against the stone, broken by gasping coughs, but she had to retch.  She had to do something, and this was the only option she had left.

      "Don't fight it," the Lion whispered.  "Get it out while you can.  Drink more so you can hurl more, and just let it happen."

      Leaning back, she reached for the jug of water and drank straight from it.  Stale and dirty, the taste elicited another round.  Then she drank again.  This time it stayed for nearly a minute before coming back up.  Over and over she repeated the process until her body stopped trying.  That's when the tears started.

      Leyli refused to howl like a woman.  With her jaw clenched against the anguish, she just let the tears fall.  Her hands shook and her nose ran.  Eventually, she had to sniff.  Pain shot through her face, and she gasped.  From there, the sorrow took control.  The life she knew was over!  Pulling her knees to her chest, she buried her face in them to muffle the sound, struggling to breathe around her mess of a nose.

      "Hey."  The voice was gentle, but she couldn't look up.  "Little Wolf, I brought some wine."  It was Tinas.

      She nodded but refused to show her face.  "Thank you," she blubbered.

      "It's ok, honey."

      From beside her, the Lion disagreed.  "It's not.  Leave her alone."

      "Yeah."  Tinas sighed.  "Dinner's coming soon enough.  If she drinks all the wine first, she may not stay conscious long enough to eat."

      "She will," the Lion said.  "She'll do what she needs to survive.  Stop worrying about her.  She's a fighter."

      "No, I'm not," Leyli muttered.

      "Yes," the Lion assured her, "you are.  You've already proven it.  Your father would be proud."

      She sucked in a breath and looked at the hall.  "You know my dad?"

      He chuckled.  "No, but I know men.  Having a daughter as strong as you would make any father proud, alive or dead."

      Or dead.  The words cut deep.  She didn't even know if her family was still alive.  She didn't know who sat on the throne.  "Does anyone follow politics?"

      "No," both men said, but Tinas sounded confused.

      Leyli just nodded before shifting closer to grab the wine.  "Then I guess it doesn't matter.  What town is this?"

      "Valview."  Tinas squatted down to look at her.  "You didn't know?"

      "No.  Last night I fell asleep in Oberhame.  This morning, I woke up here."

      "The Wolf of Oberhame," the Lion said.  "Now that is a good name."

      "I'll tell the announcer."  Reaching through the bars, Tinas rubbed the edge of her arm before leaving her to suffer through the long night alone.
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      The wine helped. The food helped more.  Leyli was nearly asleep when a glow in the hall woke her.  Glancing over her head at the bars, she saw three guards escorting a cloaked woman.  Maybe she was the wife of a team owner?  Leyli didn't know so closed her eyes again.

      The lock to the Lion's cell clicked loudly.  "We'll be down the hall if you need us, ma'am."

      The woman giggled, but it wasn't a sound that suited her.  "No, I'm sure I won't need you."

      The door creaked as it opened and banged when it closed.  No one spoke for a long time, not until the light was long gone.  Then Leyli heard her neighbor's voice.  He sounded bored.

      "You paid my owner for an hour of my time.  You've paid me nothing for the lack of sleep."

      The woman's voice was thick.  "Make me happy and the necklace around my throat is yours."

      "That'll do."

      Her response was a feminine gasp.  What came after that was hard to block out: the sound of cloth, flesh sliding against flesh, and too much heavy breathing.  Leyli felt her face growing warm.  She didn't mean to listen, but it wasn't like she had a choice.  Instead, she shoved her pillow over her ears, but that only helped so much.  The grunts and moans still leaked through.

      The woman had paid for an hour, and the Lion gave her every second of it.  When her moans became screams, flashes of dead men's faces danced behind Leyli's eyes.  When the Lion groaned in completion, she remembered the last gasp of her opponents.  When the guards returned to collect the woman, Leyli ignored it all, fighting back another round of tears.  She was a slave, fallen from the highest place possible to the lowest.  Not only was she intended to kill for amusement, but they'd also sell her body, and nothing she could do would stop it.

      She tried to sleep, but couldn't.  What difference did it make?  She'd never come back from this.  Her whole life was ruined.  She was ruined.  Her value to the country had vanished the moment her cousin abducted her.  Why was she even trying?  At best, she'd be married off to some widower who could spend her money and ignore her.  At worst?  They knew she was here and hadn't come for her because she was now worthless.

      Minutes ticked past.  Down here, below the arena, the warriors took what reprieve they could.  Snores echoed and water dripped in the distance, but the silence only made it easier to hear her sobs.

      "You're supposed to be sleeping," the Lion whispered.

      "I don't care."

      He paused for a moment, and she heard his bunk creak.  "You have to care.  You have to keep fighting."

      "Why?  So they can sell us like whores?"

      "Yes.  It doesn't matter what they do to you so long as you keep living.  Bend, break, but don't ever give up.  Then one day, you win and walk out of here a free woman with your life in your control."

      "You don't understand."

      He chuckled.  "Trust me, Wolf, I do.  Every woman that comes to me adds to my future.  Every guard I befriend is one chance to get ahead.  When your only other option is death, you do what you have to to survive.  You learn to win."

      "And what do we win?"

      His answer was little more than a breath.  The sound of it was as cold as winter ice.  "Revenge."

      Staring at the dark ceiling, she let it wash over her.  If she could live through this, she'd learn to fight.  They'd never expect that of her.  If they even recognized her by the time she was done, they wouldn't see a woman as a threat.  No one would believe the once pampered princess could live through this.  If they killed her family, then the least she could do was kill them back.  Maybe they'd ruined her, but she'd survive just to avenge the royal name.

      "I can do that," she finally said.  "I can make them all pay for what they've done."

      "Yeah."  The Lion took a long breath.  "And don't let anything stand in your way.  Do whatever you need to in order to get there.  You're stronger than all of this.  Say it over and over, and eventually you'll believe it."

      "I am the Wolf of Oberhame," Leyli whispered.  "I cannot be defeated."

      "Exactly."

      Somewhere in the night, she
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