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My name is Xanthea; it is the one I chose. I was hatched with another.

This is the story of choices, both for good and ill, that brought me to this place—and gave that name meaning.

I did not come here by myself. But I am alone now. So it falls to me to add our story to those already recorded here.

I am a warrior, no poet, no writer of tales. What follows is my honest account. I will begin twenty-six days ago—the day the first ripple began.
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I walked into the brightening east—toward home, and the person I’d left behind.

Over my shoulder, the ocean waves rolled red in the dawn. I glanced—but didn’t let it linger. I couldn’t fail her again.

It wasn’t long before I came upon rusted ruins—ancient bones of a world whose makers had long ago joined them. Even in the hatching sunrise, they felt like watching things.

The hairs rose on my neck.

Not a sound, or a movement. But something pressed against the edge of my awareness. A presence; quiet, nervous, watching.

My long hair whipped about in the breeze. I should have bound it. Too late now.

My hand closed on my rapier’s grip, grounding me. Breaths came quicker. My training steadied them. Dropping my pack, I took a defensive stance. Ready.

“I know you’re there,” I challenged. “Step out and face me.”

The wind rustled. The insects hummed. Nothing.

Then the voiceless reply.

Figures detached from the shadowed ruins a few paces ahead. Rapiers glinted crimson like fresh blood in the dawn.

Bandits. Three to my one.

My heart kicked—hard. Not fear. Determination, and the knowledge that every time a blade was drawn, someone paid for it.

Drawing my rapier from over my shoulder, I stepped forward.

The lead one’s brow creased, then he called over to me, “Who are you?”
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My eyes locked with the bandits, each of us gauging the other’s intent.

Their fear of me was obvious. I couldn’t blame them; my black hue, my writhing hair, coalescing from the dark western horizon. It would unnerve anyone.

I took advantage of it. “Life or death. The choice is yours,” I said, my voice as guttural as I could muster.

The leader’s blade lifted. Concern tightened his eyes and his grip, his stance firming.

Behind him, the other two shifted about, sweat beading on their temples. One nudged the other. Without a word, both turned and bolted off down the road.

The remaining one’s eyes never left mine. No coward.

I shifted to flank him. “It seems your advantage has fled with your men.”

“Not mine,” he replied, countering my move. “Just fellow travelers.”

I took an offensive stance, closing on him. “You should follow. I’m well trained with this,” I said, gesturing with my point down the road.

“I’m relieved to hear it,” he replied. “These roads are thick with dangers.” He leveled his rapier to mine, closing to sword length. His blade didn’t waver. Not once.

My damp grip tightened. Until then, it had only been training. I didn’t want this. But it would be him—or me. “Are you one of them?” I said, swatting his blade with mine.

The clang retreated into the rubble.

“I assure you, I’m not.” He hit my blade back.

We circled again, gauging, testing. His footwork was impressive. He was trained.

“Then why were you hiding?” I asked, nodding to where they’d emerged.

“Hiding?” He replied, seeming offended. “Hardly. But your appearance had us thinking a tortured spirit haunted these ruins.”

It was always the same—fear and trepidation. “I’m no such thing,” I snapped back. 

“Your pardon, I can see that now. Though, in fairness, I’ve never met anyone like you in all my travels.”

“You’ve traveled just far enough then.”

He chuckled, “I see your wit is as keen as your blade.” Relaxing, he lowered his weapon. “It seems we’ve misjudged each other.” He then bowed with surprising grace and manners. “Koar,” he offered—a traveler’s greeting, cautious but polite. “I am Kal Mors of Helios. And you are...?”

No one of importance—the reply was on my tongue. But something about him snagged it there. Perhaps it was his age, twice mine. Or his manner. Whichever, something in me felt I could trust him. I released the tension coiled in my muscles, thankful this was not the day I would have to take what had been given—life.

Seeing me relax, he sheathed his sword, extending his arm

After a hesitation, I stowed my weapon and took his arm in reply. “Koar, I am Xanthea of Helios,” I offered. 

His head tilted. “Helios? How intriguing.”

“I can’t imagine how,” I replied with a touch of unease, letting his arm go and stepping away to my pack.

“My father once mentioned seeing a child in the city with hair and skin dark as night, and eyes of the sky.“ I thought it was just one of his tall tales—until now.”

“Rumors like that are why I travel alone,” I replied, binding my hair atop my head. I would cut it—tomorrow. I picked up my pack and walked past him.

“Home?” he called after me.

Stopping and half-turning, I nodded.

“Well, it seems our destination is the same. As I’ve lost my company, I’d enjoy yours.”

It was a rare offer, and one I’d always declined. Yet his charm was disarming. It was unsettling how it pierced my guard. “I’m better with a sword than conversation,” I said over my shoulder.

“I’m happy to carry both,” he replied, catching up to me and pointing to my pack.

Hitching it up on my shoulder, I waved him off.

“Self-reliance suits a warrior,” he said. “But if you tire, the offer remains.” He gestured down the road. “Shall we?”

I found myself nodding—not quite sure why.

Into the brightening dawn, I set off toward home with him beside me.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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As the day progressed, he entertained me with tales of his adventures. I found myself enjoying them far more than I expected. Still, as he spun his weave, I wished Dejana could have heard. Tales from the far-flung places and peoples of the world were always her passion.

I shoved the thought aside; No. Mares was a dangerous place. Safer for her, it was a hazy horizon seen from the highest tower in Helios or imagined from her plethora of books.

A few hours later, Kal Mors noted one of the great metal water pipes—ancient veins running beneath the skin of the world. In one section, workers were repairing some damage.

He scowled. “Scavengers. Metal is scarce, but to damage these wonders is beyond belief. We owe those who built them. Do you ever wonder what became of them?”

“Whatever did, it didn’t end well,” I said. “Better we focus on the present.”

He looked from the pipes to me, studying both perhaps, before following as I walked on.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
[image: ]


Unable to reach Helios before sunset, I noted a suitable place to camp for the night. After eating, our conversation drifted through the drought and other mundane topics.

Too soon, though, his curiosity returned to me. “I’ve met others on their way to the Grand Tournament. Are you as well?”

“Yes.”

He cast again. “The Grand Prize will draw the finest swords from far and wide. Competition will be fierce.” He poked the fire, reviving it.

My mind bit before I realized his bait. “I’m aware. But I’ve spent my life among the finest blades in Helios—and I’ve been training at Anarn for the last year,” I said, tossing another branch onto the fire to help him. “It will be enough; I have debts to repay,” I mumbled, as much to myself as him.

“Anarn? Impressive. They are regarded as the finest mentors of swordcraft on Mares. It would be rare to admit one so young. You’re either very fortunate or very gifted.”

“Very fortunate,” I replied, trying to snuff out the topic.

He paused, rubbing his chin. “But there’s more to it than that, isn’t there?”

I glanced over the fire to regard him, wondering what he was getting at.

Reeling me in, he went on. “Attending Anarn indicates wealth and privilege. That would explain why your speech and bearing are educated, even noble. Yet your dress and demeanor reject both.”

He reminded me of my mentors, always ready with a riposte. “Remind me never to play chesson with you,” I quipped. “It’s late, let’s rest,” I said, lying down.

With a shrug, he retired as well.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Restless, I couldn’t sleep. Sitting up by the fire, I drew my knees to my chest and pulled my cloak tight against the chill off the ocean. Above, the moons wandered their endless paths, one swift, one slow—drawing close but rarely touching. People called it tragic. I knew it was just how life was.

Cold metal rolled between my fingers. I hadn’t even realized I’d taken it from my satchel. One of the many gifts Dejana tried to give me. But the only other I’d ever accepted. Having given me my life, I wouldn’t take any more.

Reaching into my pack, I pulled out an unsent letter to tell her I was returning. It wouldn’t have mattered. Six hundred sixty-eight days, a whole year, and she hadn’t answered any of the others. I tossed it into the fire, accepting what my choice had cost—our friendship. I’d still have made it—but that didn’t make it hurt less. My eyes watered—the smoke, I told myself. Hope was as fragile as paper; I’d never count on it again.

Not wanting to dwell on it anymore, I lay down, hoping for a peaceful sleep.

It never was.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Dark. Gasping. Thrashing. A hand slipping from mine.

I shot upright, clawing for even one of the images to hold on to. But like the sweat steaming off my skin, they slipped away. They always did, leaving me nothing, not even a name. There was only her face that day seven years ago—my first memory.

“Dejana... are you—” I called out before catching myself.

Kal Mors approached from the brush carrying firewood under one arm, and juggling a small meteorite he’d scavenged. “Unsettled dreams?”

Composing myself, I replied, “No, I’m well, thank you,” I said, hopeful he hadn’t heard. “A fortunate find,” I said, nodding to the charred metal stone, hoping to distract.

“It seems I have a knack for finding things of value,” he said with a chuckle, putting it in his pack.

A bit later, eating, he mused: “I hear the Jed himself will attend the tournament in celebration of the peace treaty and his daughter’s union.”

My jaw clenched. Five days; there was no time to spare. “Celebrations are dangerous distractions. Political unions are when the knives come out.”

“I’m aware. I’ve protected many a jed in my day. But I wouldn’t worry—the Guard of the Jed and Jedda are legendary. None has ever come to harm under their protection.”

I flinched: A balcony. A scream. Blood. My chest tightened—not with fear, but with the effort it took to keep it from showing. “Seems you don’t know everything,” I said, sharper than intended.

He looked chastened. “Your pardon, I didn’t mean to—”

Regretting my tone, I stopped him. “There’s no need,” I said, turning away to gather my things. “It’s light enough—let’s get back on the road.”

I set off without him. By the time he caught up, I’d steadied my gait.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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A few hours later, the road became knotted with a caravan of migrants. Hunched, they hauled their meager possessions on their backs. One could have mistaken them for a withered crop lashed by a dry and unforgiving wind.

Kal Mors called out to the nearby husk of a man. “Koar, where are you all from?”

“Koar,” his voice crackled back. “We are from the Nirgal Valley. We’ve been traveling for days to reach Helios. Is it far?”

“No, you should reach it by day’s end. But why have you left? I’ve visited there, and it’s among the most beautiful of places.”

“Oh, how it was,” he said, his eyes reminiscing. “In the New Season, the orchards smelled of a fair girl I once loved when the blooms floated down to cover the valley floor. But she's long gone, like the snowcaps on the high peaks and the rivers... and our lives. The last of the trees died not long ago. Now there’s nothing left but a graveyard of gnarled wood buried by the encroaching desert. We are the last to give up hope and leave.” He reached to wipe away a tear long stolen by the arid breeze.

Kal Mors stepped closer. “I’m sorry for your hardship.” I glimpsed him pressing a red-fired token of Helios into the man’s gritty palm. “To help when you reach the city.”

Grateful, the man kissed his hand and waved as they parted.

Leaving them behind, he looked at me, dismayed. “You don’t seem moved by their plight. Have you no desire to help them?”

“How?” I asked, glancing back. They numbered like waves in the ocean. “It would be like emptying the Great Northern Sea with my hands. Our duty is to those who depend on us.” I nodded back to his satchel. “And I noticed you didn’t give to each until you had nothing left.”

Watching the caravan fade into the dust behind us, he replied, “Oh, the token wasn’t for him; it was for me. To remind myself what I fight for.”

“And that’s...?”

“The future.”

“You don’t seem to be someone to engage in pointless duels,” I replied with a half-smile.

He winked back at me. “That’s true if your gaze is at your feet and not the horizon.” He glanced into the distance. “Our deeds don’t end with us,” he said, returning his eyes to me. “A stone leaves ripples in the pond long after it settles to the bottom. The choice is whether we will be ripples—or waves.”

“I can change the future as much as I can reunite the lovers,” I scoffed, waving to the moons above.

He studied me. “You speak as if you are separate from the world, like you don’t belong to it. Don’t you see the grandeur of a place that could hatch someone like you?”

“Being different isn’t special.”

“I wasn’t speaking of your hue.” His tone softened even as his eyes insisted. “There’s a leader in you—whether you see it or not,” he said. “You’re brave, that’s clear from our meeting; driven—for one so young. Why else choose the rigors of Anarn over a life of comfort?”

The comment made the old scar on my shoulder itch. Thankfully, the road then crested, offering a welcome distraction. In the distance, ancient stone towers rose like a clutch of seagrass on the shoreline of the vast inland sea.

Helios. The ancient city-state whose trimarans had ruled the seas of Mares for generations. Many cities had tried to usurp her, rival Linium only the latest. None had succeeded.

But when the sword failed, there was always the dagger.

My chest tightened, and my pace quickened.
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Arriving at the city outskirts, it became clear that the migrants from before weren't alone.

Before me, squalid camps piled up against the stone walls as if tossed there by an unrelenting human wave. Among the camps, strange, robed figures offered food and aid. But it was little more than a trickle amid a deluge of misery.

Pulling my cloak from my pack, I swung it over my shoulders. 

Kal Mors frowned. “You shouldn’t hi—”

“Trust me,” I cut him off. It was easier this way. Drawing the hood low, I moved ahead, weaving through the gaps in the crowd.

Approaching the city gate, I found a throng of the desperate frothing at guarded barricades.

Kal Mors called out to one of the soldiers. “What’s the meaning of this?” he yelled above the tumult.

One of them shouted back, “The Jed has ordered the city open only to citizens—or those who can pay the entry tax!”

“Why? These people need help!” he pressed forward, his voice growing agitated.

Grabbing his arm, I pulled him back. “He and I are both citizens!” I rang in.

The guard called back, “Then where are your traveling tokens?”

Kal Mors advanced again. “She just told you—”

Trying to restrain him, my hood fell back. The reaction was immediate—everyone jumped back as if a spirit appeared amongst them. I yanked the hood back up. Too late. Their stares remained, crawling over my skin like ants.

Kal Mors moved to my side, a quiet bulwark. “Are you well?” He asked, his eyes searching mine.

I nodded.

Behind the soldiers, the officer in charge pushed forward, eyebrows raised in recognition. Placing a hand on the guard’s shoulder, he whispered in their ear.

Flummoxed, the guard moved the barrier back and motioned for me to pass.

Grabbing Kal’Mor’s arm, I pulled him along. “He’s with me.”

The officer nodded.

In our wake, the crowd jeered and shouted.

Kal Mors stopped to give them a distressed look, then dropped payment onto a makeshift desk. Taking a traveling token in return, he eyed the guards, then tossed it back over the barricade without looking, unleashing a scuffle for it. “Taxing the needy,” he muttered. “We can do better.”

I wasn’t sure whether he was talking to himself, me, or the guards. 

Walking on, he stopped me. “Xanthea, I’m sorry. I was wrong before—about the cloak. I misjudged how hard it must be.“

The comment unsettled me more than anything he’d said until then. No one had ever understood before. “Let’s talk about it later,” I replied, knowing neither of us believed it.

Pulling him on, I entered the city proper.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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What awaited surprised me. The city’s usually sparse and pleasant avenues swarmed like a hive. The cacophony was deafening. Even covering my ears didn’t help.

Nearby, a fountain of a woman bathing under a waterfall lay dry. Only a trickle of water rolled down her cheeks, as if shed for the City of a Hundred Fountains. 

Hungry from our trip, Kal Mors offered a meal before the tournament registration opened. I agreed, but insisted I would pay for my own.

Looking for a place to eat, I noticed a group handing out bread to the hungry. One of the group, a young man, walked about proselytizing to those who waited. He was wearing the same robes as the others I’d seen in the camps. But it was the odd white markings adorning his face that caught my eye. On his forehead was painted an oval, while below it, a “T” shape ran across his brow and down his nose.

As I approached, I heard some of the “good news” he was preaching above the thrum. Passing by, I was jostled into him. “A pardon,” I offered.

Catching a glimpse of my face, his eyes and mouth went wide, and he fell backward onto the street.

I held out my hand to help him up.

He just sat there in the dirt, staring up at me.

The look on his face was unnerving. Not one of the usual reactions—I’d seen them all. It was something new. Suprise?

Recovering, he scrambled to his feet of his own accord. Giving me one last look, he bolted off to be swallowed by the masses.

My intrigue was interrupted by a young girl pushing through the crowd, crashing into me.

In pursuit, a well-dressed, pudgy man chased after her, panting. “Come... back here... you rat!”

“Help me! Help me, please!” she wailed, clinging to me in desperation.

Kal Mors stepped into the man's path, gripping his sword.

The man halted, but pointed at her. “Stop... her! She’s... a thief!”

Caught, she laughed, pushed off me to escape into the sea of people behind us.

Kal Mors turned, then, alarmed, pointed at my waist. “Your satchel!”

My hands flew over myself as I gasped in terror. “No!” Spinning around, I plowed after her, Kal Mors following in my wake.

She was like a leaf on the wind. Trying to catch her was agonizing. 

Then, in an instant, she was gone.

“Do you see her?” I cried, skidding to a stop. 

“No!” He yelled back, looking around.

My heart pounded, but not from exertion. This wasn’t happening. Please, let it be a nightmare!

Then her laugh—in the distance.

“That way!” I cried, pointing down a side alley.

Rushing down it, there was nothing except a cluttered dead-end.

He waved me out. “Let’s go back!”

“No, she’s here!” I gagged, covering my nose. “Ugh, what’s that stench?”

He looked around, confused.

It was then that I noticed a sewer drain across the alley. Motioning to it, I replied, “Yes, let’s go!”

Catching on, he left, feigning a loud conversation with me.

Crouching behind a nearby crate, I readied myself. I’d only have one chance.

The sewer grate raised. She peeked out.

Leaping forward, I grabbed it, tossing it, clanging away. Latching onto her, a brutal yank sent her flipping out onto the pavers with a yelp. My mind went feral. Everything, a red fog; I was on top of her, my balled fist threatening.

Kal Mors—grabbing my wrist, pulling me off. He was yelling something.

So was I.

He got between us.

The satchel was in his hand, then mine. Stumbling away, I don’t think I was breathing. I fought to open it. I cursed at my trembling fingers, seemingly the size of melons.

Finally succeeding, I found the contents safe. I think that’s when I started breathing again.

Slumping against the alley wall, I let my heaving breaths exhale the panic, helping me pull myself out of the swell of emotions. When I did, I looked up to find the girl hurrying away.

Kal Mors was in front of me. “Xanthea, what was that all about?” he exclaimed.

“I... I shouldn’t have—” I replied, still trying to restrain the shake in my hands and voice. “Is she hurt?”

“More scared than hurt,” he said, relaxing. He nodded toward the satchel. “Whatever’s inside must be precious.”

Clenching it to my chest, the pleather stuck to my sweaty skin—as if it were holding on too. “I’ll repay what you’ve done for me, I promise.”

He studied me for a moment. But I think he knew it was a topic too far. Instead, he offered a coy smile. “Your satchel is far too light for my sword. But my friendship is free.”

The offer hit me hard. I’d done nothing to deserve it. I just nodded back.

Steadying myself, I followed him as he stepped away to pick up his pack, and mine—dropped, I guessed, during the chase. This time, I didn’t protest. Maybe help wasn’t always something to avoid.

Stuffing the purse into my satchel, we returned to the eatery together. There, he found a secluded booth within the busy interior where we ate a light meal.

When the ninth bell rang from a nearby clock tower, he stood. “I must excuse myself. I promised my mother I would visit when I arrived.” He extended his arm. “I’ve enjoyed our journey. I hope our paths, but not our swords, cross again.”

Taking it, I offered a rare smile. “Well, we finally agree.”

My chest felt oddly hollow as he walked away. I chided it. Loss was the wound from wanting, and I needed to keep my guard up. Pulling my journal from my satchel, I sat to write. Other than practice, it was a rare thing that calmed me. Written down, nothing could be lost forever.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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At the twelfth bell, I left the eatery and rowed along the rivers of people flowing to the Royal District. There, three prominent structures dominated, tugging at me.

The Great Library of Helios, the largest on Mares. The smell of its parchments, maps, and tomes wafted out, reminding me of my first day in the city and my first memories.

Next, the Jed’s tower—the tallest in the city. Its red stone seemed like a raised torch among the white towers that dominated the skyline. I hurried past.

Last was my destination, the colossal Jeds Arena. The thrum of thousands rumbled forth. Stopping beneath its entry archway, others bumped and shoved past me.

Above the arch, I noticed an engraving: ’Enter not for glory, but for purpose.’

I nodded.

From within, the clash of steel beckoned.

With a deep breath, I stepped forward.

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​I Bleed
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Advancing into the colosseum, I found Kal Mors had been right. More than a hundred warriors, most bearing the striking orange hue typical of Helios. However, there were even a handful of Whites from the West who were registering as well. Every one of them looked capable. This would not be easy—but I never expected it to be.

In small groups, attendants took our names and led us to fitting areas. There, we received a harness with pouches hung from each corner and the center. “These targets,” one instructed, “are filled with red dye. Bouts end when the first opens all five. Be the last standing at the end of the day, and the Grand Prize is yours.”

A bellicose woman rang in. “Helios’ beauty should be the prize! It’s her I want in my bed!”

The comment prompted raucous laughs and playful jabs from the others.

Gritted teeth caged my tongue. The prize had drawn skill, but it seemed not manners.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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After a long wait, my name was called. I stood and walked out into a secondary arena, to the expected gasps and pointed fingers. I drew my sword—my skill would answer them. Bobbing and shaking my limbs, I made ready. 

Opposite me, the rude woman from the fitting area pranced into the ring.

Biting my lip, I walked to the center.

For her part, she paraded the edge of the ring, blowing kisses to the crowd who showered her with encouragement. When she finished her theatrics, she met me there.

“Engage!” the announcer called out.

I closed to sword length, leveling my rapier at hers.

She did the same.

She lunged.

I parried it.

She tried again, but added a feint. She was competent with a blade, and I could feel her eagerness to prove it.

Someone whistled loudly from the crowd. I let my eyes dart to them, and my point dip. 

Seeing my distraction, she drew back for an arcing swing.

Got you. My eyes flashed back. I double-stepped forward. My point, too fast to see, slashed right then left, opening all her satchels. 

Her swing finished.

I wasn’t there.

Her loud mouth dropped open, and she staggered back.

I turned away for the exit. Stopping, I half-turned back to her, still standing there slack-jawed. “You needn't worry about the prize,” I said, sheathing my sword, the clank adding its own scowl to the stillness.

I was in the waiting room even before the announcer recovered enough to call the match for me. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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The daylight filtering in from high windows grew crimson. It had been a challenging, brutal day. It didn’t show, the dried blood from the cuts that covered me, nearly invisible. But my determination had pushed me through it to the semifinal round.

I’d won most of my duels by only a score or, more rarely, two. But with confidence, I strode into the next arena.

In an instant, it drained away.

Across the sand, my opponent needed to stoop to enter. There, he towered like a tree—scarred white skin looking as thick as bark. Cruel dark eyes pawed me like a panther eyeing prey.

The spectators gasped, then fell into a hush as quiet as a seabird on the wind. For the first time, I wasn’t the source of the silence.

Drawing my rapier was little comfort. My brow and armpits moistened, even as my mouth went as dry as the sand beneath my feet. For a moment, doubt whispered in my mind.

He roared in laughter, drawing his sword to point at me. “Is Helios defended by little girls? Bring me a real warrior!”

The comment reignited me. “Is Linium by hot air?”

He growled, then charged forward—even before the announcer called us to engage.

I raised my rapier.

Our blades clashed. Shuddering, they rang in audible protest.

Recoiling, I fell to one knee, dropping my sword. I snatched it back, rolling away. 

He pounced on me. His next blow crashed down.

Blocking it, my body shuddered all the way to my bones. Sweat rushed from every pore. There was fear. I won’t deny it. I’d never faced such a brutish onslaught in my training. My thoughts, as shaken as my blade, I lost my place in the ring. Retreating again, I backed into the arena wall, tripping and falling.

I was trapped, like prey.

My hand hit the gritty sand. I grabbed a handful of it.

Above me, he pounded his chest, preening in the adulation of the crowd.

He would look down, and I would cast it in his eyes. It would give me the seconds I needed to escape and fight on. The years of training, endless injuries, it couldn’t all be for nothing.

I sighed, opening my fingers. Cowards won that way. I wouldn’t. The sand drained away, and with it the prize. There was nothing I could do. The old shame burned in me.

No—I wouldn’t fail again!

My mentor’s words called out: ’Your opponent's advantage is your opportunity.’

That’s when I saw it. Glaring up at him, I rose to take a knee. Holding my rapier with both hands, I sneered. “You’re not strong enough to shatter my will—or my blade!”

Incensed, he stepped back. Grabbing his in both hands, he smashed down with all his torrential strength.

I took the blow flat onto my mid-blade. With a metallic cry, it snapped in half, giving its last to the fight.

A wicked snarl stretched across his face. “You’re beaten... little girl.”

“Go ahead then, finish it here where none can see,” I hissed at him, standing, my back pressed to the wall.

Looking around, he noticed the crowd struggling to see me behind his mountainous frame. Whipping back, he reached down and grabbed me by the throat.

My feet kicked as they left the ground.

He thrust his face into mine, his breath foul and spitting. "No, everyone will see who’s your better!" he growled.

“Your... brute,” I choked out, struggling to breathe through the crushing grip.

Without a response, he spun and flung me through the air like a doll.

I flew to the center of the ring. Crashing there, the coarse sand grated me raw.

He lumbered toward me, reveling in his own self-imagined glory.

The spectators rose to their feet and roared.

“Winner, Xanthea of Helios!” the announcer proclaimed.

He looked around, calling out to them.

They only pointed back at his chest. 

When he looked, his face reddened like the dye running down his front. The veins in his temples pulsed with each beat of his rage, realizing I’d opened them all with my shortened blade as he choked me.

Grimacing, I stood to brush off the sand sticking to my bloodied skin. Turning to leave, I took only a few steps.

The crowd gasped.

I dodged right.

Had the savage swing found me, it would have cleaved me in two. Yet not to be denied a taste, his blade's razor-sharp point caught my trailing left forearm.

Pain. Cold at the slice—then searing. Agony erupted through a guttural scream. Don’t stop; if you do, you’re dead. Completing my dodge, I found him off balance—leaning too far forward. I stepped in, going under his other arm. My broken blade shot up under his chin.

He went as still as a statue, lest I send it the rest of the way through the roof of his skull.

By then, a cadre of guards had arrived, but even their number struggled to drag him away. As they did, he roared like a caged beast. “I’ll find you! You have not seen the last of Gargus Tryn!”

I turned away. Tossing my broken rapier aside, I tried to squelch my blood feeding the thirsty sand.

Staggering back to the staging room, I was attended to by a doctor. “It’s serious—you should withdraw.”

No, failure was the only wound that never healed. I held out my arm in answer.

He sighed, working salve into the rended flesh and wrapping it tight. “It’s a deep wound. Be sure to attend to it.”

“Not my first.”

His gaze flicked to the old scar on my shoulder—the one that always ached.

~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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New attendants arrived, ushering me to another waiting chamber outside the main arena. There, arriving with my broken sword, they took it and my belongings, saying they’d see to them.

The final match—it was almost here. I was so close. The wait was more unbearable than the pain burning through my arm.

“It’s time,” the attendant said, helping me to my feet and fitting me with a new harness. He then loaned me a new sword, asking that I return it when the match was over. It was a fine weapon, keen, balanced, forged for one purpose—to win. “Come, sister,” I said to it.
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