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By 
Charles R. Saunders

The woman in Andrea Rushing’s evocative painting that graces the cover of Griots: Sisters of the Spear symbolizes the essence of the anthology. Although the painting is not a direct depiction of any of the characters in the stories, the spirit of this woman imbues all of them. She is a teller of truth, and a slayer of stereotypes.

As is the case with black men, black women have been subjected to invidious stereotyping for centuries in real life and fiction alike. For the most part, these characterizations have ranged from the condescending to the downright hostile – from the faithful “Mammy” of Gone with the Wind to the scornful “Sapphire” of Amos ‘n’ Andy to the degraded “Ho” made infamous in all-too-many rap-music lyrics. The fantasy-fiction genre is no exception. Until recently, black women have been either non-existent, or portrayed in ways that made absence the preferable alternative.

Real life defies the stereotypes. Throughout history, there has been no dearth of strong and courageous black women who have stood alongside – and sometimes in front of – their men and children during the course of a 500-year-long struggle against oppression in Africa, and the places in the rest of the world to which Africans were taken against their will to fuel economies with their forced labor.

A few examples: The Candace, or queen, of Kush defied the legions of ancient Rome. Queen Nzinga of Ndongo in central Africa fought to protect her people from the depredations of European slavers. Harriet Tubman risked her life to lead slaves to freedom in the years before the U.S. Civil War. Fannie Lou Hamer endured vicious physical abuse from the authorities in her non-violent quest to win basic civil rights for black Americans. Women such as these – and many more like them – stand as living contradictions to the misrepresentations that persist to this day.

So do the women in Sisters of the Spear. When Milton Davis came up with the idea of a woman-themed sequel to our first anthology, Griots, I co-signed immediately. Like Griots, Sisters of the Spear presents an opportunity to bring more black representation to a genre that’s still in need of more color. Thanks to Griots, we knew there were more than a few writers and artists of all racial persuasions who would embrace our theme of powerful black womanhood and create stories and illustrations that would be excellent by any standard.

Our expectations have been more than fulfilled. Our modern-day griots came through with – not to belabor the point – flying colors. The fictional warrior-women and sorceresses you will meet in the following pages can hold their own and then some against the barbarians and power-mad monarchs and magic-users of both genders who swing swords and cast spells in the mostly European-derived settings of modern fantasy and sword-and-sorcery. The reach of sword-and soul has expanded greatly with Sisters of the Spear.

It’s time now to allow the woman on the cover serve as your guide through the anthology. The light she carries will illuminate the truth that is always inherent in the best of fiction. And her spear will slay the stereotypes. 

To Our Sisters

In honor of everything you are and everything you do.
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By
Sarah A. Macklin

My markings itch. You'd think I'd be used to it by now. Yet I'm not. They itch like they're trying to leave me, like they're ready to be free from my body. Well, I'm ready to be free of you, too. 

***
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She walked into town like a specter, quiet and unassuming, and I was smitten from the moment I saw her. I was only ten, old enough to be bored by everyday life. A visitor, any visitor, would have been welcome in my small town on the border of the Sahel, but she was more than I could have ever asked for. I stared as she passed the town walls along with everyone else. She was tall and thin, obviously a foreigner, out of place among farmers. Her hair was cut close to her scalp; her hair the color of rich, wet earth. On her back was a spear and a large, round shield. She looked like some kind of strange turtle. Even her skin seemed like it was covered in scales. 

I stood up to get a better look. No, it wasn't scales but marks, like a tiny bird had walked all over her body. Not even her face had been spared. I stepped out of the shade of my parents' house and into the main street. My grandmother always said that I was far too bold for a child. She was absolutely right. I felt no fear as I walked up to this strange woman. My smile couldn't have been any brighter. She gifted me with a small, patient smile and my heart grew three sizes. "Are you a traveler? Where’d you come from?"

"Are you the town guard?" she asked. Her voice was polished wood.

"My name's Ogisou," I replied, the giggle spilling out of me.

"It's a pleasure to meet you, Ogisou."

Now that I was closer, I was mesmerized by the markings on her face. They weren't as random as I thought they'd be; they were arranged almost artfully, in a crude pattern. "Are you a warrior from the king?"

"No. I'm merely a wanderer." 

I saw her eyes move at the same time that I felt my mother's protective arms around me. "Welcome, guest," my mother said from just above my head. If I hadn't been so caught up in the stranger, I would have heard the caution in her voice. "What brings you here?"

The woman -my woman I'd unknowingly decided- nodded. "I am only looking for a place to rest my head and a humble meal for my belly. I'll happily be on my way in the morning."

I looked up to my mother, hopeful. I wished with all my might that she would let the warrior woman stay with us. I'd never wanted anything so much in my short life. My mother's lips pulled into a tight line as the silence stretched. "My uncle has an extra room," I interjected before my mother could make her final decision. 

My mother jerked me sharply. "Ogisou," she chided.

But I was undaunted. "He lets travelers stay there sometimes. And my aunt's a really great cook." I burst forth from my mother's protective embrace and grabbed the woman's hand. "Here, I'll take you to him." I rushed through town right past my mother, dragging the warrior behind me. I was oblivious to the stares of the other villagers. My people were suspicious of travelers and when you lived where we did, you had good reason. But this traveler was different, my young heart decided. She was special.

I glanced behind me. “What’s your name?”

“It’s not important.”

I smiled again. “Everyone has a name.”

She chuckled at me, one of the most glorious sounds in the world. “Some have called me Blade and many have called me the Lioness. For some I was Sleeping Leopard. You may call me what you wish.”

“I like Sleeping Leopard.” She made a sound. I’m still not sure if it was disapproving or if she was merely amused at my curiosity. My eyes traveled up the marks on her long, muscled arms. “You have a lot of marks.”

“I do,” she said hesitantly.

“What are they for?”

I remember that she didn’t answer me at first. She slowed down slightly reining in my break-neck pace. “When you do evil things, sometimes you’re punished.” 

I was old enough to recognize the tone in her voice. That was the end of the conversation. I followed her lead and was quiet until we reached my uncle’s home. The mood may have been subdued, yet my excitement remained. I had a warrior to look after and learn all I could from her. She was a gift just for me and an omen of excitement yet to come. I had no idea the sort of excitement I was in for. 

***
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The child is too trusting, like all children. One day in his village and he hangs on my every word, watches my every movement. He hasn’t been jaded, broken by the weight of this world or crushed by life’s many disappointments. How nice it must be to still have dreams unbroken, to still have a full hopeful future ahead of you. How I envy youth.

But wait. What is that noise?

***
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I was still asleep when the damned ones came. Slumber only left me once I heard the low noises outside my family’s house. It was an odd sound, half growling, half laughing interjected with scratches at the mud-brick walls. I sat up on my mat on the floor, my mind still under a haze. The growl/laughing grew closer. I leaned down to peer through the small crack underneath our door. Shadows passed in front of it, blocking the pale moonlight seeping through. Terror didn’t grip me then. I didn’t realize at that time the horror that waited for me outside.

I froze with the first shove against the door. I only had time to take the breath to yell out when the monsters burst into our home, spilling in like living shadows. They were on me before I could scream. Moonlight reflected from every sharp tooth. One clamped a filthy hand over my mouth and my nostrils were filled with their sour, rotting stench. They dragged me out kicking and punching to no avail. Each time I wrenched a limb free from one of their grasps, another latched onto me. My village didn’t even stir as they carried me away. 

I cried. I tried not to. I tried to be the little man my father urged me to be even while my ears were filled with the sounds of the monsters’ growling laughter. I cried as I was carried out into the Sahel over hills and shallow valleys, deep into the wilderness where I was sure I’d never leave. The moon hid behind passing clouds, casting the whole world into darkness. I was glad that no one, not even these damned monsters, could see my tears now. 

I was jerked downward. I looked up just in time to see the moon emerge just to be blocked from view by the cave walls. The monsters were taking me deep underground. The air grew hotter around me, thick with their stench which I’ve yet to forget. The memory of it makes me want to wretch even now. We twisted and turned through their lair, through what seemed like a lifetime of tunnels. Despair weighed down on my small shoulders. They were going to eat me, or just murder me for the sport of it. I was going to die; a prospect to child should ever have to contemplate. Yet, when you’re in the midst of creatures from your worst nightmares, what else can you think of?

A small, warm light grew as we hurried down a tunnel. Our group burst into a large room that had a fire pit in the center. Only then did I get a true look at my captors. I was finally able to scream. They looked like demons in the skins of hyenas. The size and shape of men but stretched out to the point that their muscles seemed to be straining to hold onto their bodies. All beady, gold eyes were on me as I was passed over head, each of them wanting to get a chance to hold their prize. Unearthly chants erupted filling the room with a maelstrom of noise. Only when each had taken their turn, did they toss me into a corner.

There was no hope of escape. Two of the damned ones stood nearby as guards. There were several ways out, but none of them near me. I was sure that this was the end. 

***
[image: ]


Does evil never rest?! Why do they never concern themselves with true battle, only seeking to plague common folk? Why can they not find satisfaction in fighting warriors? Why must they inundate my path of redemption with their filth? I’ve grown weary of them. All of them.  The Jebaris, the Hatounas, the Keverii, and especially the changelings. I am sick of the changlelings. 

But I can’t leave the boy to his doom. My markings itch, urging me on. I agree. I have to move quickly. 

***
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I remember being sleepy, yet there was no possible way I could have slept. The hyena monsters had begun dancing around their firepit, some striking up a strange song in their language. The rhythm was steadily building along with the energy in the room. Goosebumps rose on my skin despite the heat and the hairs on the back of my neck lifted. They beat on walls, on gourds, on anything that could make a sound. Laughs echoed off the walls making the room seem fuller than it actually was. One could taste the excitement in the air. It was a maddening scene.

Every so often one of their number would dance his way close to growl and taunt me. I knew that they could smell my fear for it had trickled down my legs and pooled on the floor beneath me. They laughed in my face, fetid breath choking me. Then they would return to the mad dance twirling and jumping in the fire light. 

The song and dance grew louder, more insistent. I watched the fire turn from a flickering orange to yellow and finally to a ghostly white. Suddenly, the dancing stopped, the monsters surrounding the pit still singing their beastly song. The crowd parted and I could clearly see one of their kind, an elder, standing near the flames. He held his arm up then bit it savagely. He held a small cup beneath his arm, collecting the thick, black looking blood. Hoots and howls started, mixed in with the song. The old one thrust the cup into the fire, not a sound of pain escaping him as his hand was engulfed in flame. His eyes then fixed on me and he began to approach.

I screamed, trying to run, but strong hands clamped down on either arm. The two demons held me fast as their elder came close. He dipped his long, leathery fingers into the cup which was glowing with the same eerie light as the fire. I tried to pull away in vain, half out of my young mind with panic. The old demon raised his blood covered fingers to my forehead and I could feel him writing. He marked my cheeks next, the glowing blood painfully cold against my skin. There was satisfaction in his eyes as he took a moment to inspect his work.

Then there was a scream at the back of the room. All heads turned to see the source of it. I looked too, but couldn’t see past the crowd. I could hear; however, and my heart jumped at what I heard next.

“Let the boy go.”

It was the warrior, my warrior. She’d come to save me. The demons began to growl now, not a hint of laughter in any of them. The two holding me let go to join the fight. I scrambled backwards, pressing myself against the wall. The room was filled with growls and the howls of the dying. I could see blood flying this way and that and soon I could see her. I know I must have held my breath for to watch her fight is mesmerizing. 

She moved through them like water, flowing without effort from one opponent to the next. She used both spear and shield as her weapons. Her spear would find its way through one demon’s belly just as the edge of her shield shattered the throat of another. They tried to claw her, to punch, kick, and bite her but few attacks made their mark. The few that did, she scarcely seemed to notice. She was fury incarnate. She was a goddess of battle. Truly, she lived up to all the names she’d earned and even more. 

Nearly half of the monsters had been cleared out when she laid eyes on the elder. The old demon turned and ran toward me but he never made it. In an instant, my warrior’s spear was sticking out from the front of his bony chest, dark blood dripping down. He was dead before he crashed to the floor, coming to a stop right before my feet. The other hyena monsters paused in their fighting, fear and anger playing across their faces. Some took this as their moment to run. But there would be no escape for them. My warrior flipped back placing herself firmly in front of the exit. She may have only been armed with her shield, but there wasn’t a hint of apprehension in her eyes. Despite my fear, I knew that she would finish this. 

The monsters descended on her. I could barely see her in the low light, but I could tell from the way the demons were steadily falling dead that she was a blur of movement. Soon, enough of them had died to give me a better view of my warrior. The last three tried to rush past her, but in one motion she whipped her shield around, striking them against the side of the head so fiercely their necks snapped. 

The room was suddenly quiet, snapping me from my awe and jolting me back into the present. The entire horrifying night seemed to suddenly weigh down on me and I sunk to my knees. I grew weak at the smells of death, blood, and filth surrounding me. To my shame, I voided my stomach just as she touched my shoulder. I cried and watched my sickness slide into the blood pooling on the floor. After a moment it proved too much for me and I fell into her arms.

***
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I awoke to the blessed scent of fresh air and the warmth of the afternoon sun. I felt weak, ill, and still acutely aware of the almost burning cold writing on my face. 

“You need to wake,” came my warrior’s smooth voice from somewhere nearby.

I reluctantly opened my eyes. We were in the shade of a large boulder, but the bright day stung. Squinting, I looked over to my warrior, my Sleeping Leopard. She stooped in front of a puny fire. I could smell cooking meat and my stomach turned uncomfortably. 

“Here,” she said quietly, handing over a small, slightly charred morsel. “It tastes horrible, but you need to eat.”

I did as she bid me to, nearly gagging on it. “It is horrible,” I croaked.

She chuckled. “It’s good to see you still have life in you.” Her expression sombered as she watched me eat. I followed her eyes as she studied my face and knew she was looking to the writing the old demon had scribed on me the night before. It still felt as cold as when he first placed the blood on my skin and now it sat on me like some kind of slime that refused to slide away. I reached up to rub it off. With the speed of a snake, she caught my wrist and shook her head.

I could feel tears starting to form again. “What’s going to happen to me?” I asked, trying with all my might to keep the tears at bay.

My warrior sighed heavily, sitting down beside me. “I hope and pray that nothing will come of this.” She paused and looked out to the landscape. “They were going to make you into one of them. I arrived in time to stop the ceremony, but not soon enough.”

“Am... am I going to turn into a monster?” I asked, panic starting rise again.

To my relief, she answered with a firm, “No.” A frown formed. “But you’ve been marked. You won’t ever be the same again. People may fear you, what you might become.”

“Is that how you were marked? By monsters?”

She didn’t answer at first and I was afraid, even after all that had happened to me, that I’d offended her. I waited. 

“No. I was given these marks as punishment.” She paused again. “I’ve killed many people, not all of them evil. My only care was to follow the orders of the ones paying my fee. One day, a witch cursed me. I would wear a mark for each life I’ve taken and they will not disappear until I’ve saved as many as I’ve killed.” She turned her deep eyes to me. “Since then, my life and my skills as a warrior have been dedicated to helping as many as I can.”

I looked aside, taking in all she’d said. “Then I will help people, too. Whatever happens to me because of these . . . these marks don’t matter. I want to help people, just like you.”

Her expression was unreadable. She slowly turned away from me, putting out the fire. 

She helped me to my feet passing me another piece of the foul meat she’d cooked. I realize now that it was to keep me quiet. “It is good that you want to help people, Ogisou,” she said as we set out. “Very good. But don’t try to be like me.”

I nodded even though I had every intention of emulating her. Our trek back to my village was not as long as I thought it would be and we were walking through the gate by sundown. My parents wept at my arrival and the whole town rejoiced. Many thought me long dead, eaten by monsters in the night. I was overjoyed to see them and eager to tell them of my rescue. I looked back through the crowd for my warrior, but she was already on the road out of the village. I called out, but my voice was drowned out by the cries of jubilation. 

***
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People did treat me differently after that. My markings never faded and there began whispers that I was half-demon now. Not that I didn’t give them reason to suspect it. I laughed more often, even at things no one else found funny. I started more fights with the other boys and could be heard growling in the midst of it. I grew tall and thin with taut muscles.

Yet, I also grew stronger and faster than any of the others. And when I had the chance, I left my tiny village to keep my word and help all those that I could find. I’m still on the road now following my Lioness, my Sleeping Leopard, my warrior. I hope that one day I find her and by that time, she’s free of each and every one of her marks.
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The Antuthema
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By
Dennis Brown

Awere slowed her breathing, relaxing in the seated lotus position as she allowed her mind and body to enter the meditative state.  She was a powerful adept, a natural talent highly developed due to her heritage.  Her life, such that it had become, demanded that she hone the meditative skill to the utmost degree.  She could feel the cold of the marble floor, an opulent addition in a corner of the world that was long ago even more luxurious, then barren of such luxury through heated war and conquest, only to come around again.  She wore a red headscarf.  He breasts were deep brown, bare and full, exposed in glorious splendor.  Her halter and chain mail were in the corner folded neatly, as were her boots, mid-garment, waist-belt, simok blade, and sash.  She wore a short loose-fitting sarong attached to a golden waist chain.  

Her muscles tensed, then relaxed, and tensed again, she let the exercise of control wash over her entire body.  There was no part of her that she did not control, that she did not command.  She opened her eyes one more time to take in the ostentatious luxury that surrounded her.  The curtains that billowed over the open windows, the walls adorned with fine designs, frescoes of ancient battles, gods as they moved among men.  There was the massive bed against the far wall, adorned with sheets and pillows.  

Outside, the morning desert sun was a resilient reminder that above all, powers still held sway over the destinies of men.  The gods would not be forgotten.  Hot dry wind blew across the city of Aleocrates, a place that felt as though it existed on the border of all worlds, all kingdoms, all empires.

However, here inside, there was the gentle reminder that man would ever strive against the might of gods.  The so-called icing system was a Kiuerere import, a power that none of the desert dwellers or foreign invaders knew well.  But Awere knew it.  In her father’s lands there had been many such wonders.  But she was no longer in her father’s lands.  She closed her eyes once more and stood in one fluid motion.  Her body was unto a work of art, a thing of immeasurable beauty, and powerful resolve.  Her strength was evident as she began the warrior form, moving effortlessly one step at a time, arms in motion, her eyes shut, an exercise in total control.  She exuded energy, one not to be trifled with, despite her circumstance, despite her life, such as it had become. 

She gained speed in her movements, her breathing controlled, silent, her body mesmerizing, arms moving to block, then to parry, then to strike, legs following, low kicks, mid-level kicks, a few strikes that would devastate the head of an opponent.  She was purity, ebony purity, form and deadly function the likes of which few had ever seen, at least none in this part of the world.  She was sensuality and strength, deep passion that tore at the hearts of men.  She was revered, she was hated, she was lauded, she was feared, and above all ...wanted, wanted in the deepest ways.  She was power incarnate, and as such, she attracted power. 

The door opened slowly, silently. The Kensu Prince stepped fervently into the suite, followed by his Grand Azari. They were new to the land, less than a hundred cycles, but they came bearing power and wealth, and though they didn’t hold sway as conquerors, the power of their far away land was well respected.  In this time, trade was paramount and there was no friction between the peoples of Kensu and the Western Kingdoms who held sway over this part of the Homelands.  In fact, the Kensu revered the Homelands and called it as such.  It was said that their academics asserted that all the hundred-hundred clans of the Kensu people from the great eastern throng of cold and grey iron mountains to the southern islands and mystical paradises; even to the Kensu’s oldest enemy in the farthest reaches of the East, the Normin of the so-called end of the world, the Kensu believed all descended from the Homelands.  It was here, that all the peoples of the world, in all its kinds began, so they believed.  

The Prince had since learned that this Kensu theory was absolute truth.  He learned this from Awere, who schooled him on historical fact like a teacher educating a child.  It made him smile.  She was his, yet she never acted so.  He didn’t threaten her.  He knew he could not.  And though she was pure warrior through into her heart and soul, and protected herself well enough, he could not bring himself to directly harm her as punishment for insolence.  She was his pride, and though he must wait a thousand years to bed her, if that is what was required, he would do so.  

“My Prince!”  Erupted Tenzo, the Grand Azari.  

Awere had not opened her eyes.  However, as she moved through her warrior form, she had stepped close to him, turning swiftly; her foot a gliding graceful arc that appeared to be heading for the Prince’s head. 

Tenzo reached out to protect the Prince, but a swift hand rose.  The Prince didn’t move save for that one right hand.  He held it out, keeping Tenzo at bay.  Awere’s foot missed the Prince’s head by inches.  His long black hair billowing from the wind created by the warrior’s passing foot.  

“No harm,” said Prince Qiang.  “Awere would never strike me.”

Awere placed her foot on the ground and stood erect, head back, shoulders set.  Her face had a regal bearing.  She looked evenly at the Prince, but said nothing.  His eyes beheld her, looking at her body from head to toe, and back up again, slowly drinking in her frame.  Her breasts were a terrible temptation, stirring his loins to fire.  Her barely clothed state was unto a siren, inviting men in, but bosomed within the welcome was a portent of doom.  The Prince had wanted her since the day he set eyes upon her, nothing had changed.  However, he stayed his hand, and his desire.  He would not tempt fate.  No, for in truth, despite the best advice, and in some instances direct intervention of his advisors, Prince Qiang loved Awere.  He loved her without recrimination, unabashedly, even if his station prevented him from expressing as much.  There had been times of weakness, but ... the Prince held fast to his desire, and kept it under control.  He longed for the day when her eyes would look on him with the same admiration he had for her.  Alas, that day would not be today. 

“Awere,” said the Prince.  “I offer you this time daily to focus your mind, to hone your resolve.  I would hope you would not seek to repay me with a foot in the face.”

Awere turned her back on the Prince and strode over to the corner where her clothing was gathered.  Behind her she heard the hiss of Tenzo, a sniveling reaction to her perceived indiscretion, to actually turn her back on the Son of Heaven. 

“Your Highness,” snarled Tenzo, through gritted teeth.  “We have suffered this indignity long enough.  A slave walking through the city armed.  How long must we—” 

“We must nothing, Tenzo,” interrupted the Prince, silencing his Azari.  “I must ... if anyone must.  And I choose to indulge Awere.”

They both stood silent as Awere dressed, waiting for her to speak.  It was almost more than Tenzo could bear. 

Awere looked at ... her owner, and breathed deeply.  “As ever, Prince.  I am in your debt.”

“The Son of Heaven wishes nothing more than to please you, and be pleased by you.”

Awere’s eyes were cold.  “If I’m not mistaken, it pleases the Prince greatly every time I take to the field.”

“Not so much as you would believe.  You are a wonder, Awere.  A work of pure art, of untold value.  You are wasted in the arena.  But this is truly the way of things.”

“You could free me.”
“Would but the Son of Heaven be able to grant such a boon.  Alas, it is not within my power.”
Awere almost laughed.  “Interesting thing, the limit of one’s power, especially when one is unto a deity.  Exactly how does that work, unlimited limitations?”

Tenzo nearly jumped out of his robes.  “You mock Prince Qiang, you animal!”

As swiftly and as fiercely as Tenzo’s words flowed, so to was the fluidity of the Prince’s strong hand.  His blow struck the Azari soundly on the chin, a powerful blow lifting him off his feet.  The royal advisor landed soundly on his ass, a smattering of blood at the corner of his lip.  

“Awere is mine, Tenzo!  No one, and I mean no one, addresses her thusly!”

“But she is a slave, my Prince!”

“She is a warrior and she is mine!  Now silence before I allow her to display her skills in the arena here ... now ... ON YOU!” 

Tenzo calmed the fire bellowing in his belly.  His anger was a powerful thing, none of it directed at his Prince.  His life was meant to serve, and as he wiped the bit of blood from the corner of his mouth, his mind reeled at the state of his being.  He served the Prince of Heaven.  He adored him as one might adore a god.  His hate, his inner fire, the bile that was threatening to spill over if he did not maintain control, was all directed at what he had come to call the black whore, the dark bitch of the West who had somehow ensorcelled his lord and master.  

Tenzo was no prude, he recognized the beauty and majesty in the feminine form before him.  But to him she was a lowly thing, a beast, like a powerful cat, something to be owned and cherished as property.  In his mind, she was the lowest and most dangerous of slaves, and she could never be offered a position of favor.  Slaves could be allowed to rise, to gain full rights in the world, but some slaves were dangerous.  This one was perhaps the most dangerous of all.  

“Stand up, Tenzo!” commanded the Prince.  “Go see to the celebration.  Ensure all is in order.”

Tenzo stood, and bowed deeply.  “Of course, my Prince.”  There was no animosity on his face, none in his bearing.  However, as he turned to leave, he looked the beauty that was Awere.  He caught her eye, and she returned his cold stare.  Unspoken understanding passed between them; words conveyed through the ether in their dagger-like stares.  The portent was death, one to another.  

Black bitch!  

Awere smiled at the Azari as he left the room.  She held no fear of him.  Awere feared no man. 

“I hope Tenzo didn’t offend you,” said Qiang.

Awere was stoic.  “Your worm means nothing to me.”

The Prince chuckled.  “Of course, of course.”  

They stood there for a moment, silence between them.  Prince Qiang simply smiled, admiration showing plainly on his face.  It was a look Awere understood, but certainly didn’t appreciate.  It frustrated her to see his blatant love.  This man had made plain his intentions, his desire.  He had called her a queen, away from the eyes and ears of the prying and planning, that she would sit on the celestial throne.  She listened to his endless prattling, his dreams.  He was a strong and powerful man.  She saw in him the potential to realize his dreams.  However, she would never be at his side.  He was allied with those that destroyed her home, something she could still barely conceive over two cycles later.  However, she had come to know the cold touch of acceptance, something that sobered her soul, and her resolve.  Though the path ahead was shrouded in shadow, she would stand, and in time, her people would rise. 

“If you would again, take the place of honor at this evening’s feast, I personally would be most honored,” said Prince Qiang.  “Will you do me this favor, my beautiful Awere?”

There really was no choice.  “Yes, I will.”

“Thank you,” he said, bowing slightly.  A move that would have sent Tenzo into waves of apoplexy, frothing at the mouth.  

“May I take my leave?” asked Awere.

“You may.”  

Awere gracefully moved past the Prince, regal as she made her way to the door. 

“And remember, Awere,” said the Prince.  “You are always welcome here.  My home, is your home.”

Awere said nothing as she left him behind, down the hallway, descending the stairs of the tower.  She knew she was taking advantage of his largesse, even as he hoped to one day take advantage of her.  No, that was not quite accurate.  He hoped to make her something more, something of an equal in the far Eastern lands.  She knew enough beyond just his words, and could sense enough, to see this was his intent.  Clearly, it did not matter to the Prince that his desire was dulling his senses.  He was plainly mad.  Tenzo, was not alone in his hate of Awere.  In fact, Awere was painfully aware of just how much she was hated by most peoples, by most powers.  This was the result of how she appeared as a slave.  It was not a good fit, clearly the result of her heritage.  The irony was not lost on her.  She firmly believed it was her heritage that nurtured her soul, and fortified her spirit.  She knew without equivocation that it was her heritage that provided her with great physical strength, a gift from her ancestors that allowed her to keep the beasts at bay, even the barbarians that saw her as a beast, those who were truly beasts themselves.  No, she was a person, surrounded in a world full of animals that walked like men.  She knew who she was.  She would never forget.  

“This is the season of the Cororucabia!”  The Prefect Druel yelled, a hearty bold declaration, opening the gathering to revelry.  “The celebration of annual change, the time of dying, and eventual rebirth!”

The fat politician stood at the center of the reserved table on a raised dias.  Officials sat on either side, beaming in their robes and accoutrements of luxury.  The desert had brought prosperity to many a foreigner, merchant, soldier, and solitary warrior who could brave the expanse.  

The Prefect had once been a warrior of some prominence.  Now, he was fat with food and drink, his golden curls graying not just from age, but too much debauchery.  His pale hand held his goblet aloft, a golden cup studded with jewels that was a prize of precedent, an heirloom that was said to have belonged to the family of a great King of the Western Homelands, an ancient power that was now ground to dust.  

Druel had been assigned to Aleocretes several cycles ago.  The ancient city was considered by some a backwater, but since the Etrusican Empire had restarted its campaign of selective aggression, the city had become a point of importance.  It was one of many gateways to the oldest parts of the Homelands, great empires beyond the desert, kingdoms as old as human kind, powers that had grown old, staid, and some instances too decrepit to defend themselves.  The Etrusicans held fast to the belief that the Gods justified the actions of the youth, that it was right for the young to replace the old, on their own time, by their own volition.  Such was the root of Etrusican expansion, and their mission to stamp out the old things, to remake the world anew.  

“Hold up your goblets!” commanded Druel, with a toothy grin.  “Tomorrow, we watch those who satiate our lust, we watch those who pit themselves alone against death, by commandment of the Gods in celebration of their greatness and the cycle of renewal.  They who will enter the arena for the Grand Iduma, the Game of Life Takers, the Gladiators ...”

The Prefect paused, and looked at the assemblage of gladiators.  They were on the opposite end of the dining hall, seated at a table against the far wall.  The center of the table was reserved as a place of honor, directly opposite the Prefect across the yawning distance of the room.  In this chair, surrounded not by wealth and citizens of status, but rather cold warriors, slaves to the last bound by fate, and doomed to death, in their center, at the place of honor, sat the lone woman of the West, Awere.  

“Yes, they will fight and some will die.”  Druel looked directly at Awere with wonder, would she survive yet again?  “Yes, tomorrow is the Iduma.  But tonight, we revel!  Tonight, WE DRINK!”

The bulbous sybarite brought the goblet to his lips and drained it.  All around the room men and women joined him in drink.  The room became suffused with the sounds of celebration, music and dance, food and wine, debauchery.

“He stares at you, Awere, as though he is certain,” said Bosko. 

“He is certain of nothing,” she said.  “The fat man is now a product of this world.  This is what happens when we forget who we are.”

Bosko nodded, saying nothing.  He too was Etrusican.  He too had once been a warrior.  He had this in common with the Prefect, but this is where they commonality ended.  Life happened to him, as it had to Awere.  Bosko often wondered how the noble, the honorable, were charged with pain and suffering, a torturous life, while the corrupt prospered, growing fat in their wickedness, stepping joyously on the lives of those that lived with honor ... how did power gravitate to such people? 

Why did the Gods allow things to be this way?  He had discussed this many times with Awere, with no answer that satisfied.  Yet somehow, Awere, who had been wronged most of all, yet defiant to the last, managed the lots of banality and venality that life cast at them all so effortlessly, she managed it much better than any of them, and for this alone, she was honored by each gladiator, and would be protected ... if she were in such need, which of course, she was not. 

Bosko looked at his plate, he was hungry.  Yesterday was yesterday, and tomorrow, they may very well die.  After all, one could not outrun the eventuality of fate. 

Awere glanced at Bosko, almost reading his mind.  The tanned Etrusican ate with an even face, no joy, but a small sense of satisfaction did pierce his mien.  It was the look of a man who had survived, and continued to survive for the moment, with the acknowledgement that the very next time he set foot in the arena, might very well be his last moments alive.  She looked to her left, and it was the same.  There was Devis, with his powerful muscles and long flowing blonde hair, a slave from the barbarian hordes of the far North.  Only Prince Qiang’s people were from farther away.  Garesh, with his flowing black locks and deep dark brown skin hailed from the Northeast, the great nation states between the Etrusican Empire and Kensu, Empire of the Celestial Throne.  Tome was from Encarf, his father a merchant prince, his mother a Htebian courtesan.  Neither lived, and Tome, a fiery boy bereft of home and heritage, had found himself a man in Aleocretes, another victim of deceit.  Roberta was a warrior woman not unlike Awere, but with flaming red hair.  Her skin had taken on an ochre color in the unforgiving sun of the Homelands.  Her story had been one of kidnapping from a home of joy in the lands between Etrusica and Encarf, her family put to the sword by bickering warlords, tortured for pleasure; her world was horror and rape, no different than all the rest, save that like the rest gathered here, she had survived.  

Awere took them all in.  These few were closest to her among the other warrior slaves gathered.  Each story was unique, as different as the places from which they came.  It was not lost on her that in such a harsh world they each seemed noble, they each seemed innocent, the word innocent being the gravest to consider.  There was darkness in each of their hearts, for it took cruelty and no small amount of callous evil to survive the arena.  But each of them, each of them stood by her as people that sought mightily to retain their honor, despite their circumstance.  Each of them, wanted to be good, even as they spent their time again, and again, and again doing what could best be called evil, against their own, for the amusement of others.  If they survived long enough, they would have to face each other.  One would live and one would die, whittling their ranks as part of the spectacle. 

Awere closed her eyes, breathing deeply of the moment, in an effort to push it all away, and remembered another place, another time ...

“Excellent, my child.  Your father and mother both will be very pleased.”  

Awere smiled.  “It’s not that hard, Bregah.”

“Not that hard, indeed,” said the old teacher.  “I’m quite certain there are many in the realm, both young and old, who might disagree with you.”

“Simple symbol math?  Really?”

The old man looked at his charge and smiled.  His perfect white teeth were a stark contrast to his glossy ebony skin.  

“Awere, I have taught children for more cycles than I care to count. I am the leading instructor on all things of physicals and philosophy in the realm, having ordained the children of the great families for generations in the ways of worldly knowledge, the foundations outside the realms of the mystics.  I leave that for my brother and sister, both highly adept in the mystic arts, as you know.” 

“I know, I know Bregah,” she said, rolling her eyes.  “You are proud of your family.”

“It’s a noble tradition.”

“It seems everyone around here is all about noble tradition, and that’s all.”

Bregah chuckled.  “Child, you are the most precocious student I have ever taught.”

“Is that so bad?”

“No child, it is an absolute pleasure.  Now, tell me as we look onto Osusa, The Great Western Sea, tell me of the first generation of men.” 

Awere turned her attention to the ocean, the breeze blew through the atrium.  They were alone in the open-air classroom, student and teacher.  The Kingdom was old beyond reckoning, staid, but its rich history gave no shortage of pleasure in high art and culture.  Heritage and history were things the people were proud of.  They were of the eldest peoples of the Homeland; they were the Antuthema, the children of the Theman, caretakers of knowledge and power. 

“The Themans were not the first peoples of the Homeland,” began Awere.  “But they rose to be the highest.  They excelled in all things, and in time considered themselves to be unto gods.  They sailed away across Osusa, founding a new homeland of dreams and wonder.  It is said they rose, and rose, until they rose too high, for they were not gods, but mere men, and they were claimed by Osusa in their hubris, and we who remained are the Antuthema . . .”  

There was no strength in the arms of the Antuthema when the young barbarians descended upon them from beyond the great wastelands of the eastern desert, mad plunderers with no regard and no respect, soldiers who came in waves of onslaught from new empires, Etrusican, Encarfican, the mad Appotrians whom all detest, even The Tygopians, brothers and sisters from across the waste, themselves conquered eventually by foreign children from beyond the middle sea, and the lands to the north.  When help came to hold the line, power from the southlands that could not, and would not be denied, it was too late.  The cradle was decimated, the Antuthema was said to be no more, their old might gone after years of peace and tranquility, softness, their blood and bone ground into the dirt, their heritage robbed, bartered, sold, the remnants .... scattered to the winds. 

Such memories would come to Awere unbidden in moments of introspection, even in a loud banquet hall.  She worked hard to keep the memories safe, deep inside.  Her identity was only of the moment; even as her true self provided what could best be described as incredible power and might.  Her world was now, and she sometimes had to remind herself to acknowledge this, the facts of her circumstance, her life.  She was a slave, a gladiator.  And tomorrow, in the arena, she might very well die. 

In another corner of the room, the Kensu representatives were at their tables celebrating with abandon.  The Prince was enjoying the attention of a host of women who wanted him, and men who wanted to be him.  Seated at a table behind him, his Azari huddled with four of his advisors.  Tenzo was speaking urgently with his men, but his eyes were firmly set on another, far across the room.  He burned with a hate that could almost be felt, hate for Awere. 

“The Prince will be most displeased,” said one advisor.

Tenzo huffed.  “It will not matter.  He will soon forget.”

“I’m not so certain,” said another advisor.  “The Prince has shown his extreme ... interest for this one.” 

“And do you not see this is the problem?” demanded Tenzo, tense with frustration.  “Do none of you see where this is going?  I will say it, if you will not.”  They all glanced at the back of the Prince.  “The Son of Heaven is in love with this dark-skinned whore!”  

Tenzo’s teeth were grinding in disgust.  “Would you see this slave bitch on the throne?  Would you?  Any of you?”

The all shook their huddled heads.  There was the sense of fear, for the walls were said to have ears. 

“Of course not!”

“Shhh!”  urged the advisor closest to the Prince.  “He might hear us.”

Tenzo clamped his lips shut, struggling to maintain control.  “I am Tanzo Tea’an Amura.  I am Azari to the Son of Heaven.  And here in this heathen land many of us see fit to actually call Home, I am responsible for the sanctity of the throne, of the line of destiny.  This was my father’s duty, and my grandfather’s duty before him.  This is my responsibility ... and I will not fail.”

The small throng of men became silent, considering the weight of Tenzo’s words. They looked at each other and all nodded in agreement.  

“Nevertheless, it is in motion,” said Tenzo.  “Any moment now, they will be leaving, escorted back to their quarters.  And there, the two Encarficans we’ve hired will fulfill their contract.”

“It is done,” said one of the advisors.  

“Yes,” said Tenzo, with a sense of satisfaction.  “Yes, it is done.  And by tomorrow, the exotic lure of this Awere animal will trouble me no more.” 

The advisor closest to the Prince looked at the back of the Son of Heaven’s head, and wondered what he would feel at such a loss.  He looked beyond him, far across the room to the sitting warrior, Awere.  She was truly a wonder to behold, almost terrifyingly beautiful, and just as dangerous, as she had proven time and time again.  He had not missed how the Azari said she would trouble him no more, as opposed to the Prince.  A stirring in his loins at the sight of her reminded him that she troubled not just the Azari, but all men.  

Desire mingled with hate, in a muted mumble.  “She cannot be allowed to survive,” whispered Tenzo.  “She cannot.”

He sighed, a sense of satisfaction overwhelming him.  There would be an end, one way or another.  As he fought the skulking desire that he so hated, he turned his attention to the Prefect.  The man was laughing and stuffing his face with food and drink, disgusting barbarian slob.  The Azari could not believe this man could be so conniving, so dangerous.  It was a well-known fact that he was once a soldier, a supposedly venerated soldier.  One could look at him and think him wallowing in senescence.  But clearly, his abilities were still potent.  The special surprise the Prefect had arranged for the Cororucabia would not only delight as well as terrify the crowds, but it would ensure death for any gladiators that remained standing.  There would be a changing of the line, a wipe out and renewal.  Awere had emboldened the rabble, mounting victory after victory.  It was time for an end.  The blood would flow, leaving none alive.  If one plan fails, then another will fulfill the need.  

Suddenly there was a commotion at the entrance to the banquet hall. The doors were thrust open, several soldiers strode in, at their lead was a tall warrior with ebony skin, leather and metal adorned him, light armor of intricate design.  The pelt of a lion was strewn across his chest, the head of the great beast serving as his breastplate, the mouth turned into a clasp, tying the garment to him as a sign of leadership and strength.  His contingent of men was twenty strong, and as they entered the room, all in attendance fell into silence.  The ebony soldier eyed the crowd slowly looking over the room.  When his eyes landed upon Awere, he paused, but his face gave no indication of acknowledgment, or knowing.  His gaze roved over the rest of the room, bold eyes that challenged the Kensu, Encarfican, and Etruscan.  His eyes settled on the Prefect, who immediately seemed to sober, stood and bowed.  

“Great General, Crown Prince Tashaki.  You honor us with your presence.  Would you join us for food and drink, in celebration of the season, the Cororucabia?”

“That would be difficult would it not, fat man?” the General’s voice boomed.  “There appear to be no available seats for my men.”  

“General, there must have been some error.  Please forgive me.”  The Prefect leaned over quickly, loudly whispering to the man seated next to him.  The man got up and with a flurry started issuing orders.  The next two tables, filled with Etrusicans, was hurriedly emptied.  Servers appeared, quickly clearing the tables of food and drink, resetting, and placing, readying them for the General and his men.  

“I did not know you would be gracing us with your presence,” said the Prefect.  “The Inqousu Imperium’s Crown Prince is always welcome in this hall.” 

The General moved to the tables, followed by his men.  The hall remained silent as they were seated, and food and drink were quickly provided.  “You need not tell me what I already know, fat man.  Instead, I would inquire about the massing of troops on the northern border.”

The Prefect’s face suddenly turned cold.  “Garrison replenishment, Your Highness, nothing more.”

The General’s look was equally cold.  “One would hope that was all.  The peace that is maintained in the northern Homelands is one of choice, not need.  All of you from across the sea would do well to remember that.”

The Prefect nodded.  “We will be sure to do so.”

Silence ensued ... the crowd waited.  Of the many assembled, merchants, politicians, spies, courtesans, warriors, and gladiators, what was unspoken was well known.  The Etrusican hunger for war had been abruptly stymied by the might of devastating Inqousu.  Though the Etrusican march was considered the most aggressive expansion in an age, their penetration into the Homeland met a seemingly peaceful Inqousu Imperium, until the destruction of the Antuthema.  The ties between those two nations were still not well known.  But the devastation wrought by the Inqousu response was only halted by the Inqousu, and it was not an easy thing.  There were those Inqousu who for some reason yelled of blood debt, and transgression, and a desire to sail their great ships filled with horse hoof, elephant, and Inqousu machinery of war, and lay waste to all of Etrusica.  But no, the Emperor Sisiwe forbade it.  Thus, was the peace.  

“My father will ensure peace in this land, Prefect.  And any other if need be.  We are not to be tested in this.  Our resolve is as it ever was.  We are at peace.  Let us remain at peace, for the safety of us all.” 

Again, the Prefect nodded.  “Of course.”

“Now,” said the General holding up his arms, hands wide.  “Let the celebration continue!”  

The room erupted in release, music again blared, the revelry continued, as if the pressure in an earthen valve had suddenly been released.  The valve struggled to maintain, to hold its integrity, but even with the release of the pressure, it threatened to burst. 

“I like not, the looks of this,” Bosko said to Awere. 

Awere agreed.  “Neither do I.”

“There has always been the threat of renewed conflict.  I mean, did anyone even know the General was coming?”

“I don’t think anyone knew the General was coming.” 

“But it does not matter,” said Oberta.  Awere glanced at her sister in blood and bondage, someone she had come to love as family.  “Does it, Awere?”

“No, it does not,” said Awere, understanding her meaning, both of them.  “First, we are gladiators.  Tomorrow, we fight.  Second, the conversation between the Prefect and the Prince speaks to the inevitable.  Who among us did not know?  The Prefect has gone soft, perhaps so have the Etrusicans as a whole.  

“Loose lips sink ships,” said Bosko.

“But the Prince will wait,” said Oberta.  “He will wait, and again prove the might of the Inqousu.”   

Awere and Oberta both looked at Prince Tashaki, General of the Inqousu Armies.  He was a man to be respected, and feared.  Both women looked at this warrior with admiration, and no small amount of desire.  They both had needs that were not at all being satisfied.

“It’s time,” said a guard, approaching the table.  “Back to your quarters, gladiators.”  

As one, the assembled fighters stood, surrounded by guards, they were escorted from the room, with Awere in the lead.  

The Prefect stood, “We salute you great warriors!”  He held his cup aloft, a wide smile breaking across his face.  “Tomorrow, warriors!  Tomorrow the Iduma!  It will be legendary, unlike any other!  Be rested warriors!  We drink to you!”  

Everyone held their cups aloft, and drank to the gladiators as they left the room.  Tenzo drank, and dreamed of a tomorrow that was bereft of Awere’s presence, either by morning, or without question by mid-afternoon.  There could be no mistake.  Prefect Druel smiled, as he let the wine dull his senses, but only so much.  He relished tomorrow, for tomorrow would bring so many surprises.  He imagined the humbling of one Prince, and the showing of power to another.  In the arena there would be a spectacle unlike any other, and raise his peerage in the eyes of the assembled, and the aristocracy back home that he could accomplish such a thing.  But tonight, tonight before his women were brought to his chamber, he would satisfy his desires by cutting out loose tongues.  He could not stand spies, even his own.  

“Go with the gods, Awere!” The lead guard escorting them, a monster of a man, pushed her forcefully as hard as he could into a chamber on the left.  Before she could react, he closed and bolted the door.  The bolt was placed just a second before the door shook as though struck by a thunderbolt.  

“Too late, Awere!”  He said, looking at her through the window grate.  

“Let me out,” she said, with cold calm.  

The guard laughed, closing the grate.  He turned and leered at the other gladiators.  The main group had already been separated off and led away, taking another route back to the gladiator compound.  Only Awere’s group of contemporaries remained, the so-called Dreche.  They each had two guards with swords drawn on either side of them, a blade at the neck.  “Now, the rest of you, back to the compound.”  

Bosko snarled.  “And if we don’t?”  

The guard’s smile grew wider.  “Heads will roll.  And they will keep rolling until I say stop.  Really put a damper on tomorrow’s festivities.  But, it’s up to you.”

“I don’t think the Prefect would like it so much if you ruined his celebration.”

“Kensu money buys a lot,” said the guard.  “More than you can possibly imagine slave.”  

“Go!”  They heard Awere yell from behind the bolted door.  “No more words Bosko!  Go, and don’t look back.”

The guard shrugged.  “Up to you.”  He raised his sword.

The gladiator exhaled.  He slackened visibly.  His hands opened and dropped to his sides.  

“Shall we?”  The guard asked.  

Bosko, walked.  His broad shoulders and brutish look contained the quiet storm that he forcefully held at bay.  Oberta was close behind, a blade at her neck.  Her red hair paled against the anger she kept in check.  Tome was next; his tall lean frame was a deadly weapon that he kept sheathed.  Devis, the blonde mountain of pale skinned muscle was next.  He looked at the door, at the guards, then at the door again.  He felt an arm on his shoulder, and he looked back.  Garesh, with his jet-black locks was shaking his head.  Do not my friend.  Devis breathed heavily and nodded in acknowledgment. 

“Hey, put your arm down,” said the man guarding him.  

Garesh lowered his arm and looked the guard in the eye.  They continued walking, but it was clear who feared whom.  As they were weaponless, one would assume they stayed their hands because the guards were armed.  However, though some gladiators were slaves that could only earn death as entertainment for the crowds, some had been warriors.  And for a few, it was in the arena that their true nature came alive, that in truth they were warrior born of incredible skill, no matter their beginning.  The guards and their weapons were no match for Awere.  Unfortunately, the truth of their situation could easily be lost in the moment, in the bloodlust.  Garesh was aware of this, as was Bosko, as was Awere.  If they killed the guards, what then?  Once they freed Awere?  What then?  The question was one that needed no answer.  This was not the time or the place for such bold action.  Or, was it?  They vanished from the passageway, through the doorway to the compounds.  Leaving Awere to her fate. 

On the other side of the bolted door, Awere had already turned, her back was to the door and freedom.  There was a dent, splinters where she had struck it with her fist.  Given enough time, enough anger, enough gathered will, she could probably kick the immense door down.  However, reason prevailed.  Her brilliant mind took hold.  How did I let him do this to me?  

She had become complacent.  She could feel the darkness in the guard, but she should have been able to discern between his normal low-life criminal state of mind and his intention to act.  There were any number of things she could have done once he had started leaning towards her.  She knew she was just that fast.  In fact, she could have made him miss her altogether.  She would not forget. 

You never stop teaching me, do you?

She could feel it.  The room was a holding pen, wide and dark, high ceiling, with landings, three levels.  Detritus thrown about, the room was not abandoned, but the occupants, tonight’s prisoners, were gone. Given their proximity to the compound they were intended to be part of tomorrow’s entertainment.  Murderers, then.  But the question was clear, are there any murderers still here?  The answer was obvious, but that did beg another question.  How many?

As if in answer, two men stepped into the light on the other side of the room. 

“This, is what he wants us to kill?” asked the one on the left, a tall muscled man with greasy long black hair.  He was wielding a huge broadsword.  “This ... girl?”  He wore a nasty brown tunic, black leggings and boots.  His face was a tanned ragged mess, war wounds.  His mouth was foul, all broken teeth.  He was a horror show and clearly proud of it.  “Can we play with her after we’re done?”  He guffawed, as dark thoughts flooded his mind and fed his humor, as well as his soul. 

“Be careful, you ape,” said the man on the right.  He was dressed in all black, with a hooded cape.  He had two long knives, one in each hand.  “Do not take her for granted.  I have heard of this one.  She is to be respected.”

Awere took their measure, Encarfican assassins.  They stepped forward

“Respect who?  Where?  Why?”  the man laughed.  “Maybe I wasn’t paying attention. Are we really getting paid all this money to kill this slip of a girl?”  

Awere crouched, settling her breathing.  They were armed.  She had already scanned the room.  There was no time to make something useful.  She had no weapons save the gifts she was blessed with in mind, body, and soul.  Fine. 

“Stop talking you idiot,” said the man in the cape.  “Just kill her. Now!”  

They ran forward with purpose.  Awere didn’t wait, but leapt forward to face them.  The caped assassin’s eyes widened as he lowered his blades, one out further than the other.  She was incredibly fast.  Awere ran low.  She stepped to the right away from the oversized monster.  Her speed an angle would ensure the caped man was between her and the big one’s broadsword.  The caped man got closer, angling to strike.  Just before he was on top of her she suddenly brought her legs forward, sliding with one leg angled for his crotch.  Her foot struck hard and true.  She curled forward on the ground, twisting and bringing her body forward, while grabbing his leg.  She quickly stood, up ending him onto the ground.  Awere twisted jumping high into the air.  She came down with her knee in the center of his back.  There was a loud crack.  

The hulking Encarfican stood there, his sword at the ready, but his face held a look of bewilderment.  “Axus?”  

Awere now held the caped assassin’s blades.  She faced the oversized monster, fearless.

“Axus?”

“Your friend is dead.”

The Encarfican shook his head.  “That can’t be.  That just can’t be.  You couldn’t have killed him.  Look at you.  You’re just a slave.  A small woman.”

“Not that small.”

“Shut up!  Axus has killed over a thousand men.  He slayed the Ugolian beast single handed.  He killed the guards of the Appotrian Oracle, and raped her for fifteen days. 

“He did that?”

“He is a legend!”

“He is dead.  Now what will you do?”

“You, you bitch!  You can’t have killed him!”

“I did.  He is dead.  Now?”

The Encarfican was breathing heavily.  His anger was threatening to explode.  His eyes were bulging.  Spittle was flying from his horrendous mouth.  

“He was my friend!”

“Yes, he was,” Awere said, a cold smile slowly spreading across her face.  “Your friend was apparently a great legend, a raping, killing legendary pig, who met his death in an instant at the knee of a woman.  Just reward for such a man ... a weak man!”

“ARRGGGG!!!!!”  The Encarfican’s yell was a loud irrational thing.  “DIEEE!!!!!!”

He swung the huge sword like a man possessed, it moved quickly, with no delay, as though it were merely an extension of his arm.  His strength was astounding.  However, of the people he had killed, he had never faced one such as Awere.  Her strength was formidable as well. 

She effortlessly stepped back out of reach.  He lunged and swung.  She ducked.  He swung again, and she did what seemed impossible.  He was almost twice her height, incredibly huge in comparison.  He should have cleaved her at the shoulders on the swing.  But she jumped up, jumped up high.  She jumped up high and actually stepped on his sword ... SHE’S STANDING ON MY SWORD!  She stepped not once, but twice, and then kicked him in the face, merely an irritating tap, and then she flipped over sideways to land on her feet.  

“What .... what, are you?”

“I am your ending.”

The killer yelled and lunged at her, consumed by anger.  Awere swiftly moved forward closing the distance.  She brought up the long knives and blocked his sword.  The killer’s eyes went wide.  There was absolutely no way this woman could be so strong as to actually block his blow.  She stepped closer, jumping up with incredible force.  In one fluid motion, block, jump, thrust she plunged the knife into his throat.  He fell backwards, shocked.  

She straddled him, still holding the knife, and frowned as rancid fumes plumed up from this mouth.  

“Impossible,” he gurgled, as blood pooled and frothed flowing over his lips.  “Impossible.”

“No, “Awere said, raising the other blade.  “It is not impossible Encarfican dog!  I am Antuthema!”  She plunged the knife into his eye.

The room was silent.  Awere stood.  She wasn’t even winded.  She looked at the killing monster she had just dispatched.  This was a vaunted Encarfican assassin?  Her knowledge of the world was that of the educated.  However, her actual experience was limited.  She knew of all the assassin guilds, perhaps had faced a few in the arena.  She did not know the stories of all the people she had been forced to slay.  These two were clearly not the best in the world.  Yet the other was something of a surprise.  She walked over to him and looked through his clothing.  This one has apparently laid claim to the raping of the Appotrian Oracle.  Awere recalled visiting the Oracle as a child.  Despite the barbaric ways of her people, the Oracle was a divine treasure, a pleasure to meet and a riddle in conversation, a truly wondrous and quite magical person.  She remembered her despair upon hearing
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