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Dedication


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






Book Description


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






Name Pronunciation


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

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




Prologue


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




Chapter One


Shen hurried through the corridors of the boys’ dormitory, his sword in the sheath at his side. Stepping outside he strode along the covered walkway, not seeing the familiar sights of the many buildings of the Saripa Arena, with its living and training areas. He barely acknowledged the good mornings from the other students also headed towards the training hall. Today he officially turned fifteen. Old enough he could leave this Arena and travel the Battle Circuit. He’d waited for this moment for what felt like forever. 
He automatically rubbed his fingers across the medallion that hung on a leather cord around his neck. The only tie to his past. He vaguely recalled faces, but nothing that could help him find them. Other than the medallion, he knew as the ‘Mark of Kings’, he had no idea who his family was. He planned to change that.
Reaching the training hall, he glanced around at the handful of other trainees and Novices who were practicing. He almost turned around and walked out when he saw Hagen. The last thing he wanted was to put up with the boy who’d hated him since the day they’d first met. He’d stopped Hagen from picking on Edwin who, along with his older sister Lara, had become one of his best friends.
It hadn’t helped that Hagen was a year older than Shen and had been the most talented trainee until Shen arrived. Hagen’s father, a Battle Master, had been training him since he’d been old enough to hold a sword.
Hagen spotted him and swaggered across the room, several of his friends following. “If it isn’t the Prince of Losers.”
Shen fought the urge to hit Hagen, the smirk annoying him. The boy was broad shouldered with blond hair and pale blue eyes, looking much older than his sixteen years. “What do you want?”
“Are you still planning to run away today?”
“I’m not running. I’m joining the Circuit.” He wished he could focus only on searching for his family, but he needed to earn money to provide for himself. As Derric had told him, after he’d tried to run away countless times during the first few years, if he wanted to get further than hiding on a ship in the harbour then he needed to learn some skills to help him find his way home.
“You’re only leaving today so you don’t have to face me in the Competition being held in three days. You know I’d beat you.”
He almost laughed at Hagen. “What makes you think you can beat me when you never have before?”
Hagen stepped closer, getting in Shen’s face. “Because I haven’t been fighting children for the past year like you have. I’ve been going against Novices. Fighters that have been trained at all the different Arenas.”
He hadn’t seen anything during any of the Competitions held at the Arena
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