
  
    [image: Sinner]
  


  
    
      Sinner

      Space Gypsy Chronicles, #2

    

    
      
        Eve Langlais

      

    

    
      New York Times Bestselling Author

    

  


  
    Contents

    
      
        
          Copyright
        

        
          Introduction
        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1
        

        
          Chapter 2
        

        
          Chapter 3
        

        
          Chapter 4
        

        
          Chapter 5
        

        
          Chapter 6
        

        
          Chapter 7
        

        
          Chapter 8
        

        
          Chapter 9
        

        
          Chapter 10
        

        
          Chapter 11
        

        
          Chapter 12
        

        
          Chapter 13
        

        
          Chapter 14
        

        
          Chapter 15
        

        
          Chapter 16
        

        
          Chapter 17
        

        
          Chapter 18
        

        
          Chapter 19
        

        
          Chapter 20
        

        
          Chapter 21
        

        
          Chapter 22
        

        
          Chapter 23
        

        
          Chapter 24
        

      

      
        
          Epilogue
        

        
          Also by Eve Langlais
        

      

    

    


  
    
      Copyright © March 2016, Eve Langlais

      Cover Art Yocla Designs © November 2015

      Edited by Devin Govaere

      Edited by Amanda L. Pederick

      Copy Edited Brieanna Robertson

      Copy Edited by Literally Addicted to Detail

      

      Produced in Canada

      Published by Eve Langlais ~ www.EveLanglais.com

      1606 Main Street, PO Box 151

      Stittsville, ON ,Canada, K2S1A3

      
        ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

      

      Sinner is a work of fiction and the characters, events and dialogue found within the story are of the author's imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, either living or deceased, is completely coincidental.

      No part of this book may be reproduced or shared in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including but not limited to digital copying, file sharing, audio recording, email and printing without permission in writing from the author.

    

    ISBN: 978-1-988328-35-5

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Introduction

        

      

      
        
          [image: Space Gypsy Chronicles: Sinner]
        

      

    

    
      Waking up not knowing his name probably isn’t the worst thing that ever happened to him. I think. With no memories, he can’t know for sure, and while he chases the thin threads of recollection, he must fight for his life in Lac’uus.

      Also known as the Pit, Lac’uus is where those with vices come to play. Except he’s not one of the buyers. Sold to pay a debt, Oblivion must fight if he wants to survive and prove cunning if he wants to escape.

      Or…he could just stay.

      There is no denying the intoxicating adrenaline of the fights, the females offered as prizes alluring. And he might have been content with his lot in life if not for the new concubine who glares at him with such accusation.

      The female, a human from Earth, acts as if she knows him. Responds with soft gasps to his touch. She claims they share an intimate past, a past he doesn’t remember but has certainly betrayed with his sins.

      But he won’t apologize for what he’s done. The rules are different in the Pit, and Oblivion does what he must to survive until the day his memories come smashing back and the sinner must face his past.
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      Drip. Drip. Drip-fucking-drip.

      The steady patter of liquid irritated his throbbing head, especially as it kept hitting him in the same spot on the temple. A mini hammer determined to pound spikes of pain into his head and bring him back to the land of the—barely—living.

      Must have been quite the party.

      Waking might have proven a tad easier if he rested in a more comfortable spot. Uncompromising hardness cradled his body. A rough surface grated at his cheek, definitely not the softest pillow he’d ever slept on.

      Where did I pass out? He sure as all the blazing stars in the Phyrrhia system couldn’t recall a thing. It took an effort to pry open a lid to peek. Look at that. He lay upon a floor. A dirty floor, he might add.

      Did I miss the bed? Copious amounts of alcohol tended to do that to a man.

      He rolled onto his back, the bare flesh of his upper body protesting as the uneven, gritty surface dug into his skin. The ceiling overhead didn’t seem familiar. As a matter of fact, he recognized nothing in the room, at least the parts he could see. It might have helped if he could discern what hid in the shadows; however, there were no overhead light strips to illuminate. How inconsiderate to not equip this room with even a retro candle, made of alien shit and spewing noxious smoke—he especially liked the brands that left you smiling and hungry for sweet treats.

      Despite the evident lack of a lamp, faint light oozed from the stone itself, some kind of phosphorescent lichen. It brightened enough to allow him to make out some details. Not that those details helped. He peered without recognition at the vaulted stone ceiling above him comprised of massive hunks of rock, their swirled pieces interlocking and mortared, the workmanship very precise. Also fairly old. The stone blocks appeared pitted with age, sporting hairline cracks that oozed moisture, enough that the liquid pooled and dripped.

      Plop. It landed on his forehead, a direct hit to add to his already pounding headache. He glared at the pending—very offensive—second drop. It dangled, just waiting, wanting to drive the pain spikes deeper. He rolled out of its path, throwing himself to the side just as it chose to attack.

      Aha, foiled you, cursed drop! His victory proved very short-lived as a wave of dizziness kept him on his hands and knees, head hanging. The muscles in his arms trembled, as if weak. As for his movements? Sluggish, as if parts of him remained asleep.

      What happened to me? How had he ended up here, on the dirty stone floor of a cell?

      Why was he here?

      What have I done this time?

      Did it matter? He could probably state with confidence that finding himself in a cell didn’t bode well.

      It never did.

      Especially since he couldn’t remember a single thing about his past.

      Who am I?
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      A multitude of things could cause a man to panic, such as realizing he’d started a fight, only to realize his opponent had more friends. Although a gun tended to even those odds.

      More cause for agitation would be when the bar ran out of liquor because pirates had stolen all the pending shipments—I think I might have been the pirate a time or two in those cases.

      Also a reason for consternation, fluorescent fluid oozing from his dick the day after some time spent in an unsanctioned brothel. Dip your prick at your own risk!

      However, none of those fears could compare to the fact that he didn’t know who the fuck he was.

      Not a hint of a name. Not even a mental image of what he looked like. And yet, his memory proved itself selective because he knew certain facts about himself, such as his love of strong drink and the knowledge that if he only had a few basic chemicals, he could have blown the door impeding his exit from its frame. Alas, whoever had dropped him here had left him clad in only a linen loincloth. And nothing else.

      A moment of startled realization had him slapping his limbs, ensuring they were all intact. A peek under his tiny garment reassured him that he not only possessed a cock but a pair of balls, too. A relief, given in some galaxies those tender bits were much sought after morsels. He’d heard they were delicious deep-fried and sprinkled with a hint of seasoning. I don’t think I’ll find out for myself.

      While not being able to recall his appearance, he spent a moment palpating himself, acquainting himself with his unfamiliar frame, noting his musculature, the pronounced line of his abs showcasing the fact that he kept fit. A hand run over his crown met with thick, lush hair not yet greasy, meaning he’d probably not been a guest here long, a fact reinforced because his stomach didn’t rumble and his bladder didn’t press. He also noted no signs of abuse on his skin.

      All kinds of tiny clues mounted, yet none of them answered any questions.

      Why am I here?

      His memory didn’t return as he paced the confines of the barren cell. Not the most welcoming of accommodations.

      See if I leave a tip.

      It didn’t take long to explore and catalogue. He knew it took seven short strides to cross the space. The door did not buckle at a few well-aimed kicks—and his toes protested this abuse.

      The walls proved impervious to his fists, but his skin split and bled, the pain a reminder that he didn’t dream. He licked the blood just to have some taste then wished for a drink. It didn’t appear. The service sucked.

      The seeping moisture from the ceiling had ceased dripping, probably a good thing given the sparse droplets only served to tease his dry tongue. But now he had nothing and his body screamed at him to find refreshment. What he wouldn’t give for it to start leaking again to cure his wretched thirst.

      Pathetic, and yet, all he could hope for as he waited. And waited.

      Did he mention he fucking waited?

      He couldn’t even ruminate on the events that had brought him here. For all he knew, his existence had begun at this very moment. Perhaps he was just newly hatched, a fetus grown past the awkward moments of childhood to manhood. But why have him born only to have him put in a dank and empty cell?

      Thin threads of his memory teased him with the quickest of glimpses—a pale blue sky, vivid mauve trees, warm waves lapping toes. Those snapshots let him know he’d lived outside these walls. Lived where?

      Gaping holes existed in his psyche, yet, clustered around those blanks, so much knowledge. Such as the fact that he would die if his biological body didn’t get some liquid to sustain itself. That fact alone saw him swearing in numerous languages, and without the use of a translation aide. He’d pulled the crushed remnant of that device from his ear.

      I am obviously learned in many things, but who am I?

      The question burned.

      A clink of metal at his door saw him whirling midway through his pace across the cell. Finally, someone came.

      About time. He wanted to make his complaint about his accommodations in person—with his fist. Unless his captor proved attractive. Then he didn’t mind making exceptions.

      Moving quickly, he slid to the side of the doorway, back pressed to the cold stone, head angled to the side, body coiled and ready. The portal opened as he took in a deep breath that he held. Held until he thought his lungs might burst.

      “You might as well breathe. I know you’re in there,” a very deep and cultured voice announced. “Do us both a favor and be a good prisoner. Show yourself.”

      How about you show yourself. He held back in that hope.

      “If you are waiting for me to enter, you’ll wait a long time. Either come out, or I lock this door again. Maybe I’ll return at some point. Maybe not.”

      Without the element of surprise, there was no reason to keep hiding. He pushed away from the wall and faced the open portal. The space outside his cell proved vaster than expected, a large dome-shaped chamber made of more interlocking blocks. A quick glance took in the soaring arched ceiling and the numerous other heavily framed doors set within the walls. He also noted the burly soldiers, a Crustaceous rather than humanoid species, dressed in gray uniforms. In one of their four pincer-shaped hands, they bore thick staves with jagged ends. With their bulk, they blocked the exit from the chamber.

      Should have brought more of them. He couldn’t help a tiny smirk. Their presence wouldn’t stop him if he decided to bolt. The bigger they are, the more noise they make when they fall.

      Of more interest than this prison place was the male before him. What is he? Because he did not readily identify the race.

      Tall, even taller than he was, the stranger bore the palest of mauve skin, the hue just shy of blue. The eyes, however, were electric ice, flashing and glinting dark to light depending on the angle. The darkest of hair was slicked back from a smooth forehead. Purple lips, full and flat, didn’t hide the sharp point of fangs peeking. Dressed in a fitted ebony jacket over a pale gray shirt, the stranger appeared immaculately turned out, right down to the polished gleam on his black shoes. They weren’t, however, shiny enough for him to see his reflection.

      Feigning a nonchalance that his tense muscles didn’t feel, he spoke first. “Nice outfit.” Especially the edge of the holster he glimpsed peeking just within the breast of the jacket. It would come in handy if he chose to bolt. But he bided his time. Let’s find out what he wants.

      The faintest of smiles touched the male’s lips. “You compliment my clothes, and yet I am sure that is not the matter burning the tip of your tongue. Surely there is something else you wish to know.”

      Tons of stuff, but the male with no past wasn’t about to give this man a hint. “Instead of tiptoeing around it, why don’t you tell me? What should I be asking?”

      “We should begin with introductions. I am Jakk’ohb A’Diabbloh.”

      “And you can call me don’t give a fuck.” Especially since Jakk’ohb A’Diabbloh didn’t ring a bell, and he wasn’t about to admit he didn’t know his own name. “I’m more interested in finding out what time dinner is. I’m rather famished.” He clacked his teeth, which, he would admit, probably didn’t frighten a fellow who sported pointier ones. Don’t tell me I’m an herbivore.

      No, that didn’t seem right either because he totally craved a hunk of red meat marbled with fat, barely singed on the outside.

      “Look at you, so eager to get settled in your new routine. What a novelty. Most of my acquisitions tend to waste time whining about their fate. ‘Why am I here?,’ ‘Who are you?’,” the purple fellow mocked. “Then there are the dumb ones who try to fight fate. And I say dumb because there is no escaping.”

      We’ll see about that. “Do I have reason to want to fight?” Even if he did, he’d hold back because he could tell this JD fellow currently held the upper hand. He also controlled several more hands. Stepping out of the cell meant the six hulking guards moved closer, their four arms ready, and their steely gaze unwavering. They were scattered loosely around, far enough that the prisoner with no name couldn’t make a lunge for their weapons, but close enough to come to their master’s aid.

      Bad odds—for now. But put a weapon in his itchy hand, and that might change.

      “You will fight, and fight well if you want to survive and advance in the ranks.”

      “And who says I want to fight for you?” For some reason, the very idea made his lip curl.

      “Who said you got to have a choice?” Fangs gleamed as JD smiled widely. “This is my world. Which means, my rules.”

      “And which world would that be?”

      “Not a world so much as a place. Lac’uus.”

      At the sibilant pronunciation, the man who couldn’t remember his name did remember that word, that place. His eyes widened.

      A smug look came over Jakk’ohb. “I see you know the name.”

      “Who doesn’t? Lac’uus is the official name of Pit World, known for its gambling, sporting events, and flesh auction.” Yet another strange thing he knew, yet he couldn’t have said what color his eyes were. He also knew that, for those on the wrong side of a contract, it signaled the end of the line.

      An imperial tilt of the chin on Jakk’ohb as he said, “It’s nice to see the reputation of my business precedes me.”

      “I know the place, not you.”

      “Because that’s how I like it. A male doesn’t always want to be known as the one in charge of a place where vices flourish.”

      “Because said male is probably afraid he’ll get his heart ripped from his chest as another tries to take over.”

      Laughter met his remark. “Many have tried. None have succeeded.”

      “Yet.” Because having a goal would give him purpose until he got his memories back.

      “Your optimistic attitude will serve you well. A man in your position can share in the splendors found in Lac’uus, if he has the strength and fortitude to fight.”

      “Is this your roundabout way of saying there’s money to be made?”

      “Only if you win.” A thin-lipped smile didn’t take the coldness from A’Diabbloh’s eyes. “Speaking of money, we should discuss how you got here. Best to get it out of the way. You were given to me in payment for a debt.”

      “Whose debt? Mine?” The hole in his memories stank.

      “It doesn’t matter who owned it originally because that debt is now wiped. I accepted you as payment.”

      “You don’t own me.”

      “I have documentation that says otherwise.”

      “Do those documents say who I am?”

      “You do not know?” JD’s brows both arched in evident disbelief, except the cold calculation in the eyes remained. “How unexpected and fascinating. It will make your first contest most interesting.”

      “Contest? What are you talking about?”

      This time, the smile split the lips and showcased, in their full glory, the pointed, daggerish canines. “Why the contest to stay alive. Your contract has you registered as a fighter for me.”

      “For how long?” Because according to rumor, even places like the Pit always had an exit clause in their contracts, usually an unreasonable one.

      “You belong to me until you die, or kill a hundred.”

      He blinked. “That’s it? I go toe to toe one hundred times, and then you’ll let me go?”

      “Did I mention, in the century since we started, not a single warrior has killed one hundred?”

      “I love a good challenge. Bring it.” He rolled his shoulders and cracked his fingers.

      Laughter, rich in tenor and yet cold enough to make him shiver, rang out. “So eager to march into danger. But first, a warrior must be prepared if he is to win for his master.”

      By prepared, apparently, JD meant grooming. It seemed fighting was only part of the show. A lot of pomp and ceremony and posturing comprised the rest. The masses wanted to be entertained.

      Given agreeing to some form of grooming meant leaving his cell, he readily agreed and followed the guards, who brought him out of the rounded dome chamber—that sported more cells, some with bars that let out low-voiced moans. They traversed many hallways lined with closed doors without a window to mar them or even a sign to indicate their purpose. Silence blanketed the space. Even questions fell flat in the quiet, receiving no answer.

      “Not a talkative bunch, are you?” he taunted. The guards didn’t reply. It took all the fun out of it.

      Going through a second set of guarded—watch where you put those pincers, buddy—and locked portals, they finally stopped before a closed door that looked like all the others. The door swung open at a firm knock, and he was poked and prodded in. Given his curiosity, he allowed it and found himself somewhat underwhelmed.

      “All that walking for this?” The room appeared comprised of the same stone blocks as his cell and the halls, except, in here, torches emitted a warm light from a flickering flame that bathed the corners in dancing shadows. If the sconces emitted any smoke, he didn’t smell it, and yet, the fire definitely pranced merrily with orange and yellow enthusiasm.

      “Very retro,” he remarked, staring at them. “I’m going to assume actual electrical power is an issue.”

      Again, no answer, so he chose to look around, only there was not much to see except for a steaming pit filled with a viscous umber fluid that bubbled and stank.

      “Get in,” grunted a guard with a jab of his weapon.

      He peered over the edge. “I don’t think so. I prefer my skin to remain on my flesh.” He also preferred his flesh remained without holes. He shot a dark glare at the fellow who prodded him with the sharp tip of a spear. “Watch it with that thing.”

      “Get in.”

      “Where are my manners? You first,” was his reply as he wrapped his fingers around the spear and yanked. He drew the soldier off balance, dragging him close enough that he could change his hold to the jerkin the guard wore.

      Heave and ho. Splash. Into the bubbling bath the guard went.

      Yells erupted from behind him, and the man with no name—but apparently, some kind of wrestling skill—raised his hands in the air at their outrage. Maybe they wouldn’t kill an unarmed man. He was pretty sure he didn’t have those same kind of scruples, but they didn’t know that.

      As suspected, the guards complained, quite vociferously but didn’t kill him. A glance over his shoulder showed one of them holding the other back. “The Maestro wants him alive.”

      “Yeah, dude. Your boss wants me alive. Don’t get your testies in a knot.” Because the Naakle beasts in uniform were known to get those dangly bits tangled if not careful. Aha, more useless knowledge.

      “Enough of the games. Orders or not, either obey and get in the pool or I will kill you,” snarled the guard, pulling a knife free.

      Ah, yes, the pool of who knew what liquid. Take the knife and make the guard eat it, or play along for a while longer?

      He faced forward to see a now naked guard, freakishly lumpy looking with his carbuncled skin, standing almost shoulder deep in the gunk, his clothes and armor had melted away, along with his spear, yet the disgruntled male’s body appeared intact. His good humor, however, seemed to have fled.

      “Blargh. Uga. Grrr.” The sounds the guard he’d dunked made were plenty and enthusiastic and involved much waving of his fist, but no painful screaming.

      More knives emerged from sheaths, perhaps a few more than he was comfortable handling while wearing only a loincloth.

      “I’m getting in.” Before someone aerated his fleshy posterior. Having more or less ascertained the safety of the liquid, he stepped in and sank through the gelatinous mixture until his feet hit the bottom. On him, the surface leveled off around his neck.

      The goo, or whatever it was, clung to every part of him, warm, but not overly so, wet seeming. However, he noted that lifting his arm above the stuff left it looking clean and dry. The leftover blood on his knuckles had disappeared, along with most of the tissue damage. The rapid healing left his skin tingling.

      “Head under, too,” ordered the guard with the gun.

      Since cleanliness seemed like a good plan—never knew what parasites lurked in dark cells— he dunked, a brief swoosh under the surface, long enough for the cleansing syrup to embrace every inch of him. He remained submerged until his lungs burned, begging for air.

      With a push of his legs, he burst free, flinging his head back, feeling the goop sluice away from his body, leaving him refreshed.

      And bald.

      The cooler air of the room whispered past his bare skin. “What happened to my hair?” He ran a hand over his smooth pate, appalled that his lush locks were gone. He shoved a hand below the surface for a quick grope, reassured that his dangling bits remained attached, even if his curlier thatch appeared gone. But that he didn’t mind. Smooth grooming for the cruising.

      “Cleansing done. Get out,” grunted the guard.

      “Get in. Get out. You guys are just full of fun times.” Bracing his hands on the lip of the vat, he heaved his body onto the floor, his skin dry the moment it left the liquid, and clean. Even better, the aches and pains in his body, especially the headache, were gone. It almost made him forgive the depilation treatment.

      The guard he’d dunked had a towel wrapped around his shoulders, and with a baleful glare, tossed a second swath of fabric at him. He used it to wrap around his waist, hiding his loins, at least, from the snickering guards. Logically, he knew he had nothing to be embarrassed of unless someone measured him against the Naakles. The fact that their filament-type penis stretched much longer than his didn’t matter. It was why the females of the planet Ybarnakle tended to do a brisk business with dildo emporiums. At least he got hard.

      A skinny dick is why that Naakle female I hooked up with—whose husband didn’t satisfy—kept a closet full of different types. She didn’t need them while with me. He, on the other hand, had needed a quick exit when her husband found out.

      The rapid-fire flashback had him blinking as the guards prodded him to leave the chamber.

      “Move along.”

      He let himself go along with their wishes, lulling them with deceiving docility, mostly because he wanted a moment to ruminate over the slim revelation. Nothing in the brief flash had hinted at who he was. No name. No place. Just memories of a violet-eyed female with suckers in the palms of her hands that did crazy things to his body when he fucked her.

      Then accused him of attacking her when her husband returned to their home early from a meeting and caught them in bed together.

      After I killed him, I had to tie her up and leave her spitting curses as I stole aboard a ship leaving that star system.

      Just another planet he was banished from.

      He got the impression there were many.

      “Where are we off to now?” he asked his guards.

      “Medical.”

      Where a certain uncomfortable probing led to him telling some guy asking questions to, “Bite me.” Luckily, the clerk didn’t, as he had a disturbing amount of teeth.

      After the lab technician had been replaced—apparently, the needle of vitamins sticking out of his cheek made him unable to work—he received his shots like a good boy before he was returned to his cell, where a platter of food and drink awaited. He dove in and immediately afterward slurred a cuss word, “Fuuuuck,” as he slumped into a heavy sleep from the drugs lacing the meal. The next time he woke, he had only a few moments to himself in the cell before they fetched him again.

      He spent another moment in the goopy tub, although the guard he’d tossed in today had been more for entertainment than to check the temperature.

      Afterwards, he didn’t have to break any hands for unwanted touching, as his escort deviated from their previous path and, instead of more medical probing, took him to the armory.

      Armory. That made it sound so dull. It was more like a candy store for those who loved all things violent. Me! Me! He couldn’t help but smile when he walked into the treasure trove.

      Imagine a room, several stories high, the walls lined with niches of varying sizes so as to better display the armor and weapons within.

      The guards remained at the door as he stepped into a place that, despite its violent merchandise, for some reason made him think of a cathedral meant to worship a god.

      The god of blood and war does so love when we pray to him on the battlefield.

      A rather lanky figure, clad head to toe—or more accurately, top to bottom—stood in the middle of the chamber. A cowl dipped low and covered his face while his hands were tucked into sleeves. The keeper of this place stood there, a silent sentinel waiting for him to approach.

      Tread warily? Bah. “Nice place you got here.”

      “Choose.” The low-spoken syllable echoed around him.

      “Whatever happened to hello? Got to say, the lot of you in the Pit lack a personality. All doom and gloom and scowls. Except in your case.”—he eyed the deep cowl—“Would it kill you all to lighten up?”

      “Choose.”

      “Fellow of few words, I see. Or do you only know the one?”

      For a moment, the hood lifted, the dark maw not exactly reassuring. “Are you incapable of comprehension?” Said with clear exasperation.

      “He speaks. At least,”—he cocked his head to the side—“I assume you’re a he.”

      Growl.

      “Yup, totally a male under there somewhere. And I understand perfectly fine. You want me to select something from your fine store of weapons and armor, and yet, how am I supposed to choose when I don’t even know what I need?”

      “You need to outfit yourself that you might battle in the arena. Or don’t.” The don’t implying the robed figure really didn’t give a damn.

      “I can choose anything here?”

      “Anything.”

      How utterly exciting. Still, the choices proved many. He craned to peek at the higher level alcoves, given the lower ones were filled with impossible shapes, the armor obviously meant for beings with more mass and appendages. The second and third rows also showed a multitude of options. However, it was at the fourth layer he found his eye drawn to a full suit of armor, its surface a polished emerald, the weapon a thick, two-handed axe.

      The pause of his gaze was noted. “Worn by a champion who lasted against fifty-four.”

      “Only fifty-four? That seems kind of paltry.” Probably because the guy got tired of lugging around all that heavy metal.

      “Brave words from one who has yet to fight.”

      True. For all he knew, he fainted at the sight of blood. Doubt it. He might not know much about himself, but he doubted he was a coward. “What of that set?” He pointed to a much simpler ensemble, the chainmail made of the smallest links, a gleaming silver, and the sword, a long and slender creation.

      “The Elfyn male who wore that went against sixty-nine.”

      A number that seemed familiar—and decadent. Yet, that number wasn’t one hundred, which meant its owner also lost.

      One after another, he asked about pieces he spotted that might fit, and the robed master of arms related their statistics. None of them came close to the magical number because every single one of those who’d worn the armor, in the end, had lost.

      With that realization, he whirled. “Is this all you have?” Because he had a sense—a strange feeling he couldn’t have explained—that what he sought wasn’t in this room.

      “The only things left are the remnants of sets. Cast-offs that no longer have their place on the wall.”

      “Where are those pieces? Show me.”

      A wave of fabric, as the cloaked fellow waggled an arm, resulted in an ominous creak as a lower section of wall rumbled as it moved. The entrance to a smaller side chamber appeared.

      Hidden places often hid treasures. Treasure… Now why does that tickle the edge of my mind?

      Perhaps he’d find something priceless beyond this room. He stepped inside the secret chamber to see a stone workbench covered in broken and dented pieces. In a corner, piled haphazardly, the remnants of shattered blades.

      “Welcome to the room of broken and misfit pieces.” He mumbled the words aloud, yet didn’t leave. “There’s nothing here.” Again, spoken in a low tone, as if to try and convince himself, and yet, the feeling of something, something he needed, lingered.

      A spin on his heel didn’t show him anything new. Just junk. Junk, and more junk. He wasted his time. As he turned to leave, a glint of white caught his eye in a bin. A trash bin, and yet, he couldn’t help but lean over and peer within. The bin appeared full of discarded leather, woven straps and buckles, garbage, and a teasing hint of bright pearl.

      He stuck his hand in and let his fingers search, discarding everything until the tips of his fingers stroked something smooth—and warm. Warm enough it sent a tingle zinging through him. He wrapped his fist around the object and dragged it to the surface, pulling free a simple harness with a medallion embedded in the middle.

      Holding it up, he noted it gleamed as if new, the circular piece in the center a strange opalescent color that changed in the light. Stranger still, the symbol zigzagging through it.

      It seems familiar. For a moment, he saw another amulet of the same material and a similar design. Recalled wanting it…

      A blink of his eyes and the tenuous memory slipped away. He turned the strange harness around in his hands, noticing the straps dangled long and intact, the hasp for them free of rust. “This doesn’t look broken,” he noted over his shoulder.

      “And yet none since its last wearer have been able to make it protect them.”

      “Could it be because it’s only got a teeny tiny medallion for a shield?” He eyed the round circle with doubt. “It’s like an inviting target.”

      “That medallion, or target as you call it, was capable of generating an esoteric shield around its bearer.”

      “How is it supposed to work?” Over his shoulders, he tossed the straps, ensuring the odd and smallish breastplate rested against his chest. The pearly insert gleamed and, when pressed against the skin of his chest, heated it, even though he wore a shirt.

      “It is meant to be worn bare-chested.”

      “Of course, it is. Is this a ploy to get me naked?” He smirked at the robed fellow, but still stripped his shirt before settling the straps in a crisscross over his body.

      Click. The buckles fastened themselves at the back and adjusted to his frame. Freaky, but not as freaky as the fact that the chest piece began to truly get warm and vibrate.

      “What the fuck?” He tugged at the straps, trying to pull them away from his skin, but the breastplate clung tighter. In a panic, because he couldn’t help but think Bomb!, he clawed the medallion, palm flattening against it, only to gasp as it burst into bright light, bright enough that he blinked. And when he opened his eyes again…a glow encased him

      Knock. Knock. He tapped himself and didn’t feel a thing. “Holy shit. It is armor.” But of a kind he’d never encountered, not outside a ship anyhow. A glow surrounded his body, a transparent one that clearly showed him, and yet, when he knocked on his stomach? Solid. “How tough is it?” he asked.

      “Tough enough that its last wearer completed the terms of his contract.”

      Upon hearing those words, his head lifted from its admiration of the force-like shield. “I thought JD said no one ever won.”

      “The champion I speak of fought a long, long time ago in another place. So long that most have forgotten.”

      “But he won.” Stated more for himself than further reassurance. It was possible then. “What else did that guy fight with?” An invisible sword, perhaps?

      “Alas, those weapons are long gone. But there are others that might suit a male such as yourself.”

      Indeed, there were weapons, lovely ones with sharp edges. In the end, he chose a solid short sword, lacking fancy ornament but with a blade straight and sharp. He also took a shine to a lasso, the electrical zap of it making him grin every time he snapped its length. He couldn’t wait to make something sizzle.

      The addition of soft leather trousers to replace his fabric ones and boots, a deep black and thick-soled, completed his outfit. He chose to leave his chest seeming bare but for the medallion and the straps. He’d learned that tapping his breastplate turned his shield on or off. But he couldn’t have said how it worked. He just hoped it didn’t run out of power at an inopportune moment.

      Outfitted, he was turned over to the guards—minus his weapons but still wearing the armor.

      “Don’t you trust me?” Batting his lashes didn’t get his pretties back, but then again, batting his lashes might have worked better if he didn’t have a boot planted in the middle of the back of the guard he’d taken down. Not his fault. The idiot looked at him sideways.

      With a heavy sigh, he relinquished his weapons to the cowled figure.

      “They shall return to you when the gong is rung.”

      Whatever that meant. He took one positive thing from those words. I’ll be seeing you again soon. And, if lucky, getting his new toys wet. The many implications pointed to him getting to indulge in a little exercise shortly. Awesome. He didn’t want to get out of shape.

      His escorts proved as loquacious as ever with their one and two sentence commands as they led him around for another dip in the healing pool that left him energized, followed by more food, minus the drugs this time.

      During the meandering, he didn’t waste time, keeping a close eye on every twist and turn, mapping the various routes inside his head in case he needed them for later. What he would have really liked was someone to talk to. The dullness of the guards grated.

      “Know any good jokes?”

      To which they replied…nothing.

      He would have even welcomed a verbal sparring match with JD. At least the purple fellow could talk. Alas, his host chose to neglect him.

      The lack of contact and conversation had him bored. Thus, he perked up considerably when they went through a double set of heavily guarded doors and he finally heard noise other than the clomp of boots. Voices rose in a hum, and before he’d thought twice, he’d taken the strides needed to reach a waist-high wall.

      He leaned over the stone parapet, hands braced on the fat lip, and peered down a good twenty or more body lengths to notice an extremely large chamber, farther than he could pitch a spear—the owner of said spear wasn’t too happy about his test. Neither was the being whose leg he’d pierced when it fell short. Given the injured fellow owned about a dozen or so more, he didn’t feel a need to apologize. With that many legs, he should have been fleet enough to move out of the way.

      The vast space played host to quite a few entities. He wouldn’t say people, though, because, while many sported humanoid physiques, many of them two-legged, that was where the similarity ended. A rainbow of colors, carapaces, and extraneous limbs abounded, as did the discordant multitude of voices all speaking at once. Even this high above, he couldn’t miss the pungent aroma of life.

      “What is this place?” he asked.

      For once, he got an answer. “Common area. You go.”

      And the guard meant go! The minion closest to him—by coincidence the same one he’d kind of tossed in the gooey pool—lunged at him, hands extended for a push.

      Which was how he fell over the balustrade and said hello to gravity.
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      When a man found himself being subjected to a shove off a high location, there was only one instinct that mattered.

      Hold on to something.

      In this case, the object he snagged wasn’t exactly anchored, and quite alive, judging by the startled scream the guard uttered as he plummeted to the ground. However, he forgave the guard his loud conversation since he graciously provided a cushion for landing.

      Crack.

      Bet that hurt. Not him, of course. He—the nameless fellow with the macabre humor and once great hair—rose from the groaning, broken body of the guard who’d shoved him and then kindly acted as a landing pad. The fellow could show a little more gratitude that he’d selected him, rather than grunting and screaming, making a spectacle out of both of them and a cause of attention for the beings gathered.

      What to do? Pretend nonchalance? Tell a joke? Indulge in a murderous rampage? Please.

      Perhaps later. He might be a tad outnumbered. Might as well start with the niceties, so he waved. “Hello, fine citizens of this, er, pit. Don’t mind me. Just dropping in for a visit.” Although next time, he’d aim to use the lift he noted at the far end rigged on a pulley system. How wonderfully archaic. No modern conveniences here on Lac’uus. Everything harkened back to a simpler time.

      “Ggggnu,” the body at his feet complained.

      Thunk. “Quiet. I’m talking to the people.” He smiled at the watching crowd and spread his hands wide. “Sorry about that. I swear they don’t teach these delicious crustaceans any manners. Hopefully, he’ll make a more polite appetizer.”

      Not a single snicker. Tough crowd.

      “Are you claiming it?” a brute of a fellow sporting a nose ring in every one of his seven schnozzles asked as he stomped forward in a lopsided walk balanced on three hooves.

      “Claiming what?” He looked down at the groaning body. “This?” He kicked it again for shits and giggles. “You can have it.”

      “Hunh.” Not exactly thanks, but surely there was a future favor in there somewhere.

      It took but a single blink for the body to get hoisted and carted off among the crowd, a crowd that still had plenty of eyeballs watching him—which, he might add, proved somewhat unnerving. Eyeballs should not sit on a shoulder of their owner, watching and not blinking.

      Probably wondering if I’d make a yummy dessert. The yummiest, of course, with a sweet and salty flavor that ended with a creamy finish. Except he didn’t think this crowd was considering the same kind of eating he was.

      “Is he for the kitchens, too?” someone whispered, making he-with-no-name wonder if he’d have to fight to not become the main course. It wasn’t exactly on his list of things he wanted to do.

      Apparently, he was destined for other things. A yell from above clarified his situation. “Don’t kill the fresh meat. Maestro wants him to fight.”

      With several shrugs, most of those sizing him for the cook pot turned away and ignored him. Kind of deflating really.

      I get the impression I don’t like being ignored.

      And yet, for some reason, he couldn’t help hearing a voice, not his own, but one from his mysterious past saying, “Discretion is the better part of valor.” And his recalled reply? “Discretion is bor-r-r-ing.”

      With no one paying him any mind, he took a moment to glance around the area. Not impressive as alien gaols set on dead planets went. In here, he noticed a mixture of construction, from the interlocking stone blocks, seamless in their joining, to smoothly chiseled rock, the space carved out from the moon itself.

      On this lowest level, the enormous room sported many archways, massive openings that led to fascinating new places he was sure. At the top of each exit, he noticed the sharp point of spikes, a gate system he’d wager to drop into place and pen the guests.

      The air in the area proved a little more aromatic than above, and the light touch of a breeze on his face drew his attention upward. Past the balcony, his gaze rose until he could faintly make out the ceiling, a far ceiling cratered with dark holes, probably a ventilation system and not anywhere they could get to.

      Need some wings. Which, oddly enough, given the variety in the room, didn’t seem to be an attribute any of the guests possessed. Perhaps those with avian abilities were kept elsewhere. So no flying out, and yet he did see possibilities if he braided some tentacles together. Surely the owner wouldn’t mind. He possessed more than enough. If he could tie a makeshift rope to something with weight, he could go visiting the balcony level.

      But that seemed like a lot of work. Perhaps he’d hang out for a little bit.

      “Who are you fighting for?” The abrupt query came from around his knees, and he-of-no-name peered down to note a squat figure with bright red skin, horns curling on his forehead, and black hooves peeking from the bottom of his pants. An Ymp. Devilish creatures who liked fucking, lying, and fucking. Usually in that order. They were also nasty little brutes who fought dirty. His kind of people.

      “Is your tongue going to start answering, or are you imagining me naked so you can use it?” A lascivious leer made him shudder and wish for a strong drink. “Who are you fighting for? Who owns your contract?”

      An easy enough question. “According to JD, I’m fighting for him. But that will depend on my mood.” And the food in this place. A male had to keep certain standards.

      “JD? I don’t think I know that name. Is he new to Lac’uus?”

      “Didn’t seem like he was. I’m referring to the purple guy, A-dibble something.”

      The Ymp snickered
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