
 

I took economics in college. The professor loved to bring us headlines from 

the business pages about whatever corporate buyouts, acquisitions or 

mergers were making news at the time, and then grill us, while glaring over 

the top of those glasses that made him look remarkably like a turtle, about 

why the powers that be for the companies in question went through with 

that transactions. He wanted us thinking in terms of profits, labor benefits 

and diversification. While he insulted us and used our suggestions as 

evidence that we would never amount to more than an expendable position 

in a cube farm, he explained the thinking, as only he could see, of the men 

and women who stood out as pillars of commerce. Those reasons and 

explanations never followed a pattern aside from being opposite from what 

the crowd suggested, and although I passed the class, it never did make 

sense to me.  

Now I know the truth. All the stories we read in the journals, all the 

complicated math and long-winded press releases that follow any large 

changing of hands, its all a cover. Pull back the curtain, and you find two 

men who never got past grade school, made up entirely of bone, muscle 

and hate, fighting to the death with medieval weapons and armor. Around 

the walls of the arena you’ll see an audience comprised entirely of the 

fortune 500 set; CEO’s, corporate presidents, kinds and princes, oil barons 

and internet  billionaires scream and cheer at the fighters, drink and leer at 

the women they keep as slaves, and enjoy the sort of festivities that even 

the Romans saw fit to outlaw. In the balance of this fight is the future of 

global commerce. One man wins, another dies, and the upstart company 

just agreed to be swallowed by the very conglomerate it was started to 

oppose. This is the secret world of business that you never hear about, that I 

discovered by accident, and became a part of without ever intending to. It’s 

the side of international finance the old economics professor would never 

have thought possible. Which is just one of the reasons I bribed the school 

board to have him fired and bought his apartment building only to have it 

condemned, leaving him broke and homeless while I fly off to Spain in a 

private jet to enjoy a month of sun, relaxation, and nude beaches.  All the 

secrets of the world opened up to me, and all it took was getting kidnapped 

and spending five years being threatened, beaten, almost killed, and 

watching my only friends get abused and tortured for the amusement of 

others. It was the kind of education you can’t buy, but I’ll be paying for it for 

the rest of my life.   

- Spencer 
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distributed only by the author’s discretion, 
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They always say that a writer always has one person in mind when writing who they 

are talking to, the person who they are truly telling the story to. This is the person 

that, dedications and hopes for success aside, the book is really for. During the 

course of this, I tried talking to each of the muses who inspired previous stories, but 

I don’t think it was ever really for any of them. I tried to imagine who this book 

would be for, the person I thought would have been supportive and helpful, whose 

opinions I couldn’t wait to hear and whose approval I secretly craved. It occurred to 

me that this person is not in my life, which is a little disappointing.  

 

If you are reading this, and think you may be the person needed, please let me 

know. I am apparently waiting for you, and would like to see what else you can help 

inspire in me. Please see the author during regular business hours about current 

opening in Muse positions.  

 

In the meantime, until the formalities can be taken care of, feel free to pencil your 

name in here.  

 

This book is dedicated to ____________. I could not have written it without you.  

 

 

 

 



 



1 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Inside a tall building, with polished metal and glittering glass windows making 
the entire outside surface so gleaming that whatever time of day it was, you can’t help but 
notice the majestic, towering nature of the structure. In the daytime, sunlight bounces off 
the polished exterior, making it light up like a small sun, and in the night the neon signs 
and interior windows make it sparkle like a massive jewel, set in the center of the city’s 
crown. On the very top floor, hidden away behind many layers of mirrored glass thick 
enough to stop bullets, explosions, and even small aircraft, a man sits behind a huge desk 
carved by hand from red marble and polished oak. For the past several hours, he’s been 
sitting at the desk, deepening lines of worry crossing the old scars on his forehead, and 
wrinkles form at his eyes, bunching together the worn and weathered skin while he tries 
to think about who he is. In his hands, he turns the name plate from his desk over and 
over again, not admiring the craftsmanship, hand made from gold and platinum and 
illegally poached ivory, but looking at the name from every angle, as though it were a 
mirror or a photograph, wondering if that name reflects who he is inside with the same 
accuracy that it reflects the detail of the painting hung behind him. The more time he 
spends staring at it, the less it means to him, the more it becomes just another set of 
words. His birth certificate reads something completely different, though the paper has 
long grown dirty and worn thin from constant examination to test that fact, and the name 
he earned the most of what he has at that moment is different still, but anymore he 
wonders if either fits him any better than the one staring back at him from his hands, or 
the one he uses when addressing himself in the long inner dialogues that became 
increasingly common with every passing year. After a while, all the other questions that 
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he’d been asking himself again and again resurface, and he wonders aloud; how do you 
find out who you are? How can one track down their own true name? How can you 
divine the answers about who you really are, deep down, and who you’re only pretending 
to be? The questions repeated themselves on a loop, burning into his mind like white-hot 
metal, but the answers? None of the priests he had spoken to could provide an answer. 
Perhaps a native medicine man, or some kind of shaman or bodhisattva; someone else 
anyway, someone he hadn’t found yet. Certainly, if he knew the answer to any of his 
questions, he wouldn’t be locked in his office alone, talking about himself in the third 
person.  

It was almost becoming a joke. I had spent so much time going over the same 
events, everything that had happened in the past ten years, that I had sunk to telling 
myself stories about it in order to gain fresh light on the subject. Maybe if I told it to 
myself as though hearing it for the first time, I could see my life from new eyes, and it 
would all make sense. I would understand who I was, what I wanted, and be able to 
decide for the first time in a decade what I actually WANTED to do next, instead of 
reacting on impulse, following the path set for me. I could finally settle in and focus on 
living just one life, instead of pretending to live four lives all at once, continuing to exist 
as though it were possible to be all of them at once. Maybe that was the problem. Maybe 
they were all me – a man made up of fragmented pieces of different personalities.   

 
The story I told started the same way every story starts; with a girl. All this girl 

had to do to start the story, to set me on this path I took, was leave. My entire life now 
wouldn’t exist, would never have had the chance to be built on the ruins of the one that 
was taken from me without this girl. In some ways she’s the star of the whole show, and I 
can’t even remember what her damn face looked like. I do remember that her name was 
Brenda. Or IS Brenda. When she left me, there was a Brenda-shaped hole in my life that 
stood there gaping, and this was the doorway through which my entire life was changed.  

Even though I can’t remember her face at all, or what color hair she had, or the 
last thing I said to her, when she first was gone I couldn’t think about anything else. I was 
sure my life was crumbling right from beneath my feet, and that I would never meet 
another girl like her again. It was the end of the world as I knew it, and not in the eerie, 
real way that it would become, but in a sad, mopey, self-indulgent kind of way, like what 
highschool kids can’t help but experience six times a day, and ten on weekends. My 
closest friends offered me shoulders to cry on, and went with me to bars to watch over 
me, while I tried time and again to drink my broken heart quiet. This led us all to the 
dark, dank part of town, where low-ceilinged bars were nestled tightly between old 
industrial buildings and dirty warehouses. As far as you could get from the bright lights 
and new, pounding music where girls with amazing bodies and incredibly tight clothing 
go to dance in the strobe lights and fog machines and mingling scents designed to give 
normal men wet dreams. This was the kind of place where the jukebox only ever played 
sad songs, where the lights were only ever set on dim, and surly bartenders pour your 
choice of Miller or Coors for a few wrinkled dollars, and the closest thing the room has 
ever seen to a fog machine is the constant, heavy layer of stale cigarette smoke, and grey-
skinned regulars whose eyes are a constant mask of how I felt every morning that I woke 
up after Brenda left. The only reason for any normal person to ever go into these places 
was for a really cheap bit of local music or some slum-culture. Or, of course, if you feel 
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like drowning yourself in the deepest pool of misery you can find, and don’t mind 
dragging your friends along with you.  

Having Vivian and Dean along on my descent through madness meant that I 
didn’t get to spend day and night in the same dive, letting my ass grow roots into the top 
of the barstool until there was no more place for me in the world anywhere else. They 
made sure to keep me somewhere in the places between the darkest shittiest slums and 
the respectable clubs where you wouldn’t be ashamed to take someone special. If I had 
been more of a redneck, or really fond of punk music, these might even be the places I 
spent normal weekends. But for all their efforts, they couldn’t save me from myself. The 
first time I walked to the bar to get another couple of 5 dollar pitchers of lukewarm beer 
from a bartender who hated me too much to care that I was already drunk, I found myself 
enhancing insults with some redneck in a trucker hat. Insults became threats, threats 
became clenched fists, and suddenly me and this guy were fighting right in the middle of 
a crowd of punk kids, the inbred fucker’s friends, and some ponce down the bar who kept 
eyeing us like he wanted to go home with the winner. When you walk into a bar with two 
bouncers at the door and one or two more inside, keeping an eye on the place, you will 
almost never get away with a fight. The first sign of raised voices, some guy getting 
pissed off because you accidentally asked his girlfriend for a blowjob, and these big 
wrestling rejects come and make a steroid-riddled wall between you and any fight that 
could have even potentially occurred. The funny thing is, these are all the same places 
where you won’t see much trouble even brewing, because it took everyone in there an 
hour to get their outfit matched perfectly and their hair gelled just right so that by the end 
of the night they still looked good when they were trying to get a drunken piece of ass 
from some girl who just broke up with her boyfriend. It’s the places that barely even have 
a doorknob, with a half-burnt out Budweiser sign in the window and a wiry old bartender 
who can barely even stand up where you’re going to find your fights; in all the places 
where you’ll not even find a person in the crowd willing to stop it. If my friends had let 
me drink at the divey places, then I might even be there still. Instead, we were 
somewhere in between. A pack of drunken rednecks were egging us on from one side, 
while my support team was all distracted; Art running off to piss in the corner between 
urinals because he didn’t feel like waiting, leaving Vivian and Dean alone and drunk 
enough to be feeling publicly amorous towards each other. Nobody was there to stop me, 
and I wanted a little destruction in my life.  

Punching someone in the face feels good. Sharp pain to the knuckles when bone 
hits bone, sends a shot jerking right up your arm. The redneck moved slow, and got 
tagged for it; beside his eye, on the cheek, on the nose. The first three punches all landed 
good and hard, satisfying smacking sounds every time I hit him. His face must have gone 
numb after that, though, because he reacted faster, and swung back. He went for the 
cheap shot, and socked my stomach. Drink enough cheap alcohol, and your stomach 
becomes a sort of unsteady Achilles heel. I tried to punch him back in his, to see how he 
liked it, but he moved and I hit his balls instead. I have no problem cracking a man’s nuts 
in a fight, but I like to save it until the end, either when I know I’ve won and want to 
teach him a lesson, or when I know I’ve lost and need a distraction so I can run away. 
Going for the jewels too soon tips my hand. Even worse, the guy didn’t take the shot 
nearly hard enough, and he came back at me madder ‘n hell. Getting punched in the face 
is less fun than punching someone else’s, but the guy had already taken a few to the head 
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and his aim wasn’t what it might have been. Maybe I was just too pissed off to feel it. 
Either way, the fight drew attention as it dragged on. The guy was maybe a head taller 
than me, probably could have lifted more than me in a gym, but I don’t think he had ever 
fought anyone meaner or more full of a deep, buried anger than right then. If it had been 
just him and me, the fight would have been over quickly. Apparently his redneck buddies 
took the junk-jab a little personally, maybe they were afraid I would damage their after-
bar teabagging, but they started edging in after that. At the first sign that Mr. Trucker-hat 
was losing they all leapt in at once. So, fuck it. I always figured that if it was three against 
one it was fair play to crack someone with a barstool. I could barely stand on my own, 
my head was spinning so much, a wooden barstool to the temple was really just leveling 
the playing field a little.  

A sharp crash and the sound of a shattered beer mug told me the bartended felt 
differently. For one half second everyone froze and turned to see the bartender standing, 
clenching white-knuckled to a black metal baseball bat, his face contorted with rage. In 
that instant, nobody was sure that they should breathe, uncertain where the bat would 
land next. And then the second passed, and we remembered our own fight, and got back 
to it.  

The middle part was blurry, but suddenly I found myself thrown out on the 
street by an angry bartender, with my leg hurting, and my face inches away from a 
stagnant puddle filling an old pothole. It was colder outside than I had expected, winter 
nights coming in faster than they had been, causing steam to rise up from the manhole 
covers, and keeping sensible people off the street. Out there in the silence, the darkness 
and the cold, the idea struck me that if I were in a suspense movie or a crime drama, that 
would be the instant when someone appeared from the wispy white pillars of steam to 
snatch me up, or some snarling thing leapt out to eat my kidneys and other fiddly bits 
while I was still alive to feel it. Maybe if I’d held onto that thought I’d have been aware, 
but I turned a little and my leg hurt again. I was pissed and hurt and cold, so I decided to 
take a walk, with that sort of hazy drunken logic that had been guiding me for a week. 
Walking down those dark streets, I didn’t think about the bartender, I didn’t think about 
my friends, back there trying to figure out what had happened and where I was, and I 
didn’t even think about my pathetic little problems that caused me to act like a drunken 
spoiled child in the first place. All that came to mind was the steam from the street, and a 
Dick Tracy villain snatching someone up feet away from me, when in all reality I think 
it’s more common for women to be snatched from dog parks and nice hotels and classy 
bars than streets like that. Saying it to myself made me even more paranoid that I was 
going to get snatched up instead. It would have been funny, and I would have even 
laughed, if it hadn’t been so true, and happened so quickly.  

 
A black luxury car with dark windows, looking like the kind of thing sinister 

intelligence agents would drive if the government gave them enough money for really 
nice cars, rolled up slowly beside me. The two passenger doors opened, and out stepped 
the ponce from the bar in all the expensive black clothing and some big quiet fucker I 
hadn’t seen before. Naturally, I turned to face the big guy, taking the weight off my bad 
leg. I was expecting another fight. I wasn’t expecting the old fruit to pull a fucking cattle-
prod from inside his designer coat. He pretty much had me at that point. I remember 
struggling a little with them, but between the fear and the cattle prod, I don’t remember 
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much, and I don’t think I did very well. Still, I hope I kicked someone in the nuts on my 
way down.  

I woke up with a hangover in a much nicer place than I had expected, 
considering that my last memory was being knocked out and put in the back of a sleek 
black car. In the movies kidnappers always take you to no-tell motels or run down 
warehouse buildings or maybe even a cellar somewhere to await an answer to their 
demands. Where I suddenly found myself was in a nice stateroom that looked like it 
belonged to some kind of visiting czar or dignitary of some kind. Everything was made of 
rich, polished wood, with curtains and upholstery in deep, silky tones that reeked of 
money and class. My first thought was that, if I hadn’t been violated already, I was about 
to be. The kidnappers who don’t take you to some abandoned shithole covered in 
cockroaches usually take you somewhere nice to act out some kind of rich-man fantasy 
while fucking you in the ass against your will. It’s like an unspoken rule of the universe. 
At the time, my ass wasn’t sore, so I started to look for a way out. I checked the windows 
and doors, like any sane person would, and then upon finding them all locked, started 
jerking on lamps and books and random decorations, looking for something that triggered 
the secret door out of there. Where I could hide and plot my revenge and/or escape, 
possibly while meeting up with some kooky character who’d been living in the places 
between the walls for a decade after having escaped similarly himself years prior. I didn’t 
find anything at all. Instead, I resigned myself to my fate, and got back in bed. It was a 
comfortable place to lose my innocence, at least.  

Much later, I woke from a light sleep at the metallic sound of a heavy lock being 
released. Barely awake and terrified, I got up in bed and waited, only the perverted 
kidnapper never showed up. Instead, a very tall man built like a brick shithouse walked 
into the room wearing slacks and a tight white t-shirt, not saying a word. Through a series 
of low grunts and hand gestures, I gathered that he wanted me to follow him somewhere. 
I didn’t figure I was in any position to argue, so I got up and walked behind him. He 
looked vaguely familiar, almost like the same man who I had been afraid of outside, but 
not entirely the same. I couldn’t tell if it was the same man with a different expression on 
his stone-silent face, or if it was just a different version of the guy. A clone or some kind 
of toady double. Or the first goon’s brother. He led me through tall hallways decorated 
with all of the money in the world, but none of the taste. Like every mansion you ever see 
in a bad movie with some rich bastard who almost never leaves his house, just sits around 
all his expensive shit he bought and drinks expensive alcohol out of bejeweled glasses. I 
was expecting to either be taken to some kind of a study or drawing room, where neither 
studying nor drawing ever took place, where the ponce would be sitting ready to explain 
to me all the horrible things that were about to happen, or to some kind of S&M dungeon 
full of whips and things. There would still be torture, but the rich bastard wouldn’t be 
sitting in his smoking jacket and ascot sipping brandy while they happened, opting 
instead for the black leather bodysuit covered with spikes and chains. Ultimately, even if 
there was more torture involved, I was hoping for the first scenario. Pain for political or 
financial gain at least has more dignity to it than the pain for some old man to get off on.  

The grunting giant just directed me into a large set of doors, on the other side of 
which was a small-scale museum. The pictures on the walls behind the displays looked 
like images of Spanish bullrings, and then looked more like renderings of the old 
gladiatorial battles. Of all the weapons in the cases, none of them looked at all old enough 
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to be remnants from the ancient pre-Christ battles held for sport and entertainment. They 
were newer versions; still gleaming in the places where they weren’t old and beaten and 
covered with blood, with the signs of modern technology blending into the old design. 
And from the door at the end of the little museum, dressed in a prissy white fencing 
outfit, followed by that brick shithouse of a bodyguard who managed to look intimidating 
even in one of those way-too-padded white codpieces. Maybe his wasn’t padded at all. 
Maybe he just really, really likes the creepy old bastard. Hell, maybe they weren’t even 
fencing at all, maybe the costumes were just part of some kind of role-playing thing. All 
the same thrust and parry, without the swords. Ew. Kidnapped by perverts.  

“How have you enjoyed your rooms?” Kidnapper, concierge, fencing pervert. 
This guy was a man of many talents.  

“Oh, this is definitely the finest place I’ve ever been knocked out and taken to 
against my will.” He smiled with only one corner of his mouth, like he knew something 
even funnier than my smart-assery. 

“There’s no reason you shouldn’t be comfortable while you adjust. If there’s 
anything you want, let me know and I can make arrangements.” 

“I want to go home.” He smiled that creepy, smarmy smile again. 
“No, we won’t be doing that. I was thinking more about a television, or some 

books, or something of that nature. If you’re very good, we can even arrange for someone 
to come keep your bed warm.” 

“You’re going to get me a hooker?” 
“At first. You’ll attract your own women soon enough. Or you’ll be dead.” 
“Dead? You’re going to kill me if I can’t get laid?” 
“Of course not. However someone else will surely kill you if you don’t learn to 

fight well enough for me, and if you do fight, you’ll find women come along with the 
package.” 

“Why am I fighting for you at all?” 
“Because that’s what I brought you here for. As of this moment, that is the entire 

reason you’re alive.” 
“So you kidnapped me to be your bodyguard?” 
“No, boy. I took you to be my champion.” 
“I’m your champion?” 
“Well, we’ll see. I’m certainly not going to just put all my hopes on your 

shoulders; there will be tests to see who is actually the most fit to represent me. However 
I do have a very good feeling about you.” The look on his face was almost fatherly, as 
though I just got accepted to a good school with the promise of a great job afterwards.  

“You always say the sweetest things to me.” The prick smiled but kept talking 
as though he hadn’t heard me at all. 

“These men here are going to help you train. They were impressive fighters 
once, all of them, but they wouldn’t get me anything anymore. Too old and battered to be 
winners, but they can still show others how to be what they were in their prime. Watch 
them, study the things they show you, and you could earn a very comfortable life here.” 

“What about the halfway comfortable life I had before? What do I have to do to 
earn that?” 
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“You’ll probably want to stop thinking so much about that. That life is done 
with now. If you don’t live here, you don’t live. It’s as simple as that. Now, go start your 
preparations. You’re going to have a busy two weeks before the eliminations begin.” 

“Grampa always said nothing was ever that simple…” The bastard was done 
talking to me, which meant he was done pretending to listen to me as well. His back 
turned, he walked swiftly out of the room with his head held high. The two wrestler-sized 
bodyguards remained, looking so similar I started to think that they really may have been 
cloned, but said nothing. They looked at each other silently. Could they have a hive 
mind? Were they conversing on wavelengths I couldn’t hear? However they did it, the 
one nodded, and gestured for me to follow the other down the hall.  

I found myself being ushered around like a bald little sheep. The more hallways 
we walked down, the larger this house seemed to be, and I couldn’t help but wonder why 
anyone so rich as to be able to afford a place like that would ever need someone like me 
for much of anything, let alone go through all the trouble to kidnap me when he could 
just pay me an obscene amount of money without batting an eye. All that risk; even if he 
has the best lawyer in the world, he’d get in a lot more trouble over kidnapping and burn 
away a lot more money by doing things his way than hiring help. He said he wanted me 
to fight for him, and a bodyguard kept against his will would have something of a conflict 
of interest. Someone held against their will like I was would be more likely to put a bullet 
IN the bastard than take one for him. Not to mention the fact that he had a few hulking 
behemoths hanging around to do things like lead me down mysterious hallways, so he 
probably didn’t need any more. Realization didn’t hit me until two big double-doors 
swung open into a large room with a high ceiling, most of which was covered by a thick 
wrestling mat, and every wall and corner lined with equipment. A hand on my shoulder 
pushed me into the doorway, and I heard the door shut and lock behind me. It seemed to 
echo in the back of my brain, sound amplified by my sudden shock. Everything the 
bastard had said, all of those decorations and trophies in the room he met me in, all of the 
art on the walls, made sense. He wasn’t just collecting things that looked like the old 
gladiatorial weapons, and he didn’t want me to fight to protect him. Standing there, all his 
ornamental weapons represented in the form of simple wood practice tools, the attack 
dummies and the frescoed ceiling of a bloody massacre. All the talk about fighting or 
dying, about training; he wanted me to be some kind of modern gladiator.  

It was way too much. The walls of the room were pulling away from me, and I 
felt like I had just been kicked off the top of something really, really tall. The big meaty 
hand on my shoulder was trying to lead me to a rack of the wooden pretend weapons, but 
it felt like an execution. If I didn’t touch the weapon, if I never took that first step to learn 
what I was doing, I wouldn’t have to fight some guy to the death. I wouldn’t have to die 
wrapped up in a net, being eaten by tigers because some fat son of a bitch gave me the 
thumbs down. My companions didn’t seem to understand my hesitation. Neither said 
anything at all, just shook me a little and then waved their arms before the rack again like 
of one Barker’s Beauties telling me what fabulous prizes I was about to get knocked 
unconscious with.  

Barker’s Burly Beauty shook me again and picked up a large battle ax. The huge 
half-crescent kind that nobody actually would have used in medieval times, but look so 
much more impressive than the weapons they really had. His nearly identical companion 
set his hand near a picture on the wall. One of the two of them was standing in a dirt ring, 
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covered in blood, holding an ornate ax similar to the simple wooden one that my ‘trainer’ 
was holding. I could only guess that the ax was his specialty, his calling card or 
something. And now they wanted me to pick mine. The thing that they would teach me to 
use to hurt people I didn’t know. Perhaps if I hadn’t just gotten the shock of learning 
what they wanted to do with me, maybe if I hadn’t been having such a shitty time 
BEFORE I got kidnapped, I would have been full of moral outrage and refused to go 
along with any of it. Instead, I looked at the rack again, examining it closely for the first 
time, and wondered instead how I would be able to choose from all of the things before 
me. Broadswords, rapiers, axes, pikes, tridents, claymores. I picked them up, one by one, 
felt them, swung them, tried to see what was comfortable. I liked the knives a lot. I liked 
the short sword even more. They were made of wood, but weighted a little with 
something to make them feel like the real deal. And then at the end of the rack was 
something that must have gotten there by mistake. A wooden baseball bat with a taped 
handle. I picked it up and took a swing, and I’ll be damned if it didn’t feel more natural 
than almost all of the longer swords. Maybe if I hadn’t just been kidnapped, I could have 
found a calling at baseball. Or even as a stern, surly bartender breaking up fights between 
the broken hearted and the trailer-born ignorant. I took a few more swings with one hand. 
I imagined a gladiator with a baseball bat, and wonder if there would be any scandal if it 
turned out to be corked. That righteous indignation I should have felt probably would 
have been accompanied by a little common sense, or some seriousness in the situation I 
found myself. But since I didn’t have it, I smiled, instead. If I had to choose a weapon 
from the racks then, fuck it, this one was the funniest. When I turned back to my silent 
tutors, they were both smiling tiny smiles out of the corner of their mouths. At least 
someone appreciated my humor.  

 
The two took it upon themselves to choose for me a selection of padding and 

wooden armor that was a mess of dents, dings and splits from all the abuse they had 
taken. Training wasn’t at all a friendly, guiding process. It was hard, fast, and brutal. 
From the very first second I was strapped into my armor with my wooden bat in hand, 
they took turns coming at me with toy weapons of their own, beating and bludgeoning 
me, knocking me to the mat and smacking me a few more times for measure. And while I 
was wearing practice armor, I could feel every single shot like someone punching me as 
hard as they could. To top it off, the armor was heavier than wooden armor should be, 
and got in my way every time I tried to move. Whichever of the doublemint twins wasn’t 
busy kicking my ass at the moment was behind the attacker, gesturing and swinging their 
arms to give me tips on what to do. I would try to do what I was told, and then all of the 
sudden there would be a series of painful shots, and I would be on my ass, hurting. Then 
whichever one just beat the shit out of me would walk over, help me up, and readjust my 
grip on the bat and straighten my armor, swinging a few times to show me the proper 
form, or showing me how to block, and then sending me out for another beating. Between 
taking my lickings and licking my wounds, I noticed something change a little about my 
tutors. Their silent stone faces started to relax a little. Through our mock fights, they 
started to become what they had once been: warriors at the top of their game, fighting for 
fun, for the entertainment and love of others. The difference was small; jaws that weren’t 
clenched, and a relaxed smile here or there when I blocked an attack properly or took a 
good swing that connected, but I thought I could see a little bit of past glory in their faces, 
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as though maybe working for son of a bitch who kidnapped me wasn’t their idea of a 
good time, either. When I’d taken enough battering for a while, and it hurt just to breathe, 
I limped over to the side of the mat, and pointed between the two of them. 

“No, you two fight for a while. I’m about to collapse.” The two looked at each 
other and nodded. They walked slowly to opposite sides of the mat, adjusting their armor 
and tightening their grips on their weapons. Apparently sparring with me had been just 
fun and games, but now they were ready to take a hit or two. Each moved like a tiger 
stalking something it intended to eat, stepping slowly and carefully, breathing steadily, 
watching each other very intently. Then in a burst, they lunged at one another. When the 
wooden weapons hit one another it sounded like the wind blowing down a massive tree, 
and made my bones shake. Again and again they struck at each other, large sword against 
larger ax. It’s hard to find any room inside yourself to feel much appreciation for people 
who dragged your ass off the street and told you they were going to make you kill 
someone or die yourself, but there was a certain thrill in watching the two silent goliaths 
fighting. All the years of fighting came back, proving they weren’t quite washed up just 
yet, pounding on one another mercilessly. I learned more watching them pretend to try to 
kill each other than I had in all the hours they had just been pretending to try to kill me, 
instead. Of course, after a while I had to wonder if they really were only pretending to 
try. Chunks of wooden armor splintered free, cracking in the weapons echoed off the 
walls. The fight didn’t stop until the ax handle snapped in half, sending the mock blade 
spinning. They patted each other briefly on the shoulder and caught their breath a little, 
and then turned on me, their faces returning to the still masks of discipline that had been 
torturing me all morning. Apparently I was done resting, and they herded me into the 
adjoining room, which was smaller and packed with exercise equipment. So, they had a 
NEW way to hurt me. Lucky me.  

By the time I was led back to my plush prison cell my body was so exhausted I 
needed help half way just to walk. I collapsed and fell asleep before I could even finish 
listing all of the ways I had been hurt that day. 
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Waking up every morning started the same routine. I’d be given a hearty 
breakfast, and then taken straight to my twin torture cells, where I would be moved back 
and forth from the sparring room and the weight room, with one break in the middle for a 
nice lunch. The brothers occasionally spent some time teaching me a few tricks with the 
other weapons, just to see how well I could do and give me some tips. Through a process 
of beating me even more severely than normal, we learned that I was no good with long 
swords or katanas or staves of any kind. I was a fair hand at the axes, as long as they were 
smaller, not the big monsters that one of the doublemints used. Knives and short swords 
were the only traditional weapons I seemed to have any aptitude for, but half the day, 
every day, I spent with that bat in my hand. Every day we tried new armor, hoping to find 
something that didn’t restrict me and keep me from being able to hit something with my 
bat. I don’t know if those big too-good-to-talk-to-me bastards had some kind of overall 
plan going that really worked, or if I was just so mad and sore and exhausted that I had 
enough rage to fight like the day in the bar that got me kidnapped in the first place, but 
towards the end of my two weeks of hell I was connecting most of my hits with the bat, 
and even broke a few of their little wooden swords. It didn’t matter to me any more that I 
was in pain or kidnapped. I wanted to hurt someone. I wanted to hurt EVERYONE, and 
then I wanted to go home and never see the bastards again.  

Turns out I didn’t need to wait long before I was given an opportunity to hurt 
someone. Somewhere in the process of getting taken from my life and dragged around a 
tastelessly rich house, I missed the part where the rich bastard mentioned elimination 
rounds. Somehow the reality of gladiatorial battles still hadn’t sunk in. Even fighting with 
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the Burly Beauties didn’t prepare me. It was like a sort of prison in itself, but we had 
padding and fake weapons and as many times as I got hit and bruised and bled a little, I 
knew that they weren’t actually trying to kill me. I still had the mix of pain and exertion 
combined with a soft, warm bed and gourmet meals three times a day. But one morning 
they came in to wake me up and unlock my big solid doors and led me down to the cars 
instead of to the workout rooms. The rich bastard was already there.  

“Good morning. I hear you’re coming along nicely in your training.” He looked 
bored but pleased to see me. 

“Don’t you get paid either way?” 
“You shouldn’t assume you know everything. This is about money, but not like 

you think.” He had a sort of lazy arrogance with everything he said, I hated him more 
than I ever thought possible. 

“So are you going to explain it to me, or just watch me die?” 
“My boy, I had your trainers’ tongues cut out to protect the secrets of my house 

and my business, do you think I’m going to tell you now before you’ve even proven 
yourself to be a worthwhile fighter?” So that’s why the twins never said anything to 
me…  

“So why aren’t your tongueless wonders beating the shit out of me right now 
like they usually are?” 

“You can’t train forever. Today is the day I see whether you have what it takes 
to champion for me, or whether you’re just another corpse to dispose of.” 

“Fuck you. You act like this is some kind of prize for me, like I should WANT 
to fight for you. You kidnapped me, you son of a whore. I don’t want to do ANYTHING 
for you.” 

“Haven’t I treated you well enough? I give you a good place to sleep, fantastic 
meals. I told you I’d reward you if you did well today. You know, the other contenders 
today, they haven’t had things quite so well. And none of them got to sleep in my private 
home. I have a good feeling about you.” 

“Well thank you Mr. Rockefeller for all your kind treatment.” 
“Beckett.” 
“What?” 
“Beckett. That’s my name, not Rockefeller. Sebastian Richard Beckett.” 
“The third? Esquire? C’mon, you can’t have a name as faggy as that without 

tacking something on the end of it.” He just chuckled. 
“That’s the fighting spirit. I want to see some of that in the ring today.” 
The ring we were driving to was less grandiose and expensive than everything 

about this rich prick had led me to expect. Our car pulled into the dusty, open concrete of 
a warehouse floor, completely vacant of any life or equipment apart from a dozen or so 
other cars. I got out, distinctly aware of my two trainers walking a step behind me on 
either side, waiting for me to try to run or use what they were teaching me on the bastard, 
making sure I walked where I was told like a good little entertainment-based slave. Our 
warehouse was connected to another by a wide doorway, opening to a large brick hallway 
with arched ceiling, the walls lines with the same battered weaponry and pictures that 
filled the bastard’s overcompensating-for-something house. When the hallway ended, the 
sight in front of me was a cross between what I would expect as a modern ring and an 
abandoned factory. The ceiling was high and exposed, open ducts and cables hanging 
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from bare support beams and dirty windows. The rows of seating that lined the inside of 
the stadium were rich and plush, though, like that of some kind of private movie theatre, 
a living room expanded to the point of grand excess. And in the center, sunken into the 
ground, a wide oval arena with brick walls lined at the top with black iron spikes and 
covered in a dark imported sand. I could hear the distant murmur of other people talking 
somewhere around me, but couldn’t see anyone.  

“Welcome to my private arena, young warrior. What do you think?” The rich 
bastard held his arms out, as though the entire structure rested on his narrow shoulders.  

“I’ve seen better.”  
“Oh? And such an expert is not the least bit impressed by where you find 

yourself standing now?” 
“I’m impressed that you managed to find either the faggiest goth or the gothiest 

fag in a five state radius to decorate the place. I thought you wanted us to stab each other, 
not go for full penetration.” 

“Don’t speak so soon. Try to imagine the padded crimson velvet and tasseled 
curtains of some of my contemporaries, and you can understand how some battles end in 
a little of both. It’s the aspect of humiliation, I suppose. Beaten and violated and left 
bleeding and broken. The man who lost me my textiles plants found it so hard to live with 
that had been done to him that he killed himself before I could have it done for him. 
Wouldn’t sit down for that entire last week, and wouldn’t eat. Said everything tasted like 
semen. Horrible, broken failure of a man. His death was probably the smartest decision 
he ever made.” 

“You’re all compassion.” 
“My textiles companies were worth hundreds of millions of dollars. Losing them 

cost me more than everything he had ever earned for me put together.” 
“So why gamble them on his fight?” 
“Because, dear boy, that’s how it’s done.” 
“How what’s done?” 
“Everything. Big business mergers, changing hands of entire fortunes, corporate 

politics, international finance. All the big moves you would read about in the business 
journals stems from places just like where you stand now. That’s why you’re going to be 
very important to me. If, that is, you’re any good. Come, we’ll go get you ready.” 

This was the test he had told me about before. In the ready rooms below the 
seats and around the ring were all the other people who had been training just as I had in 
other places, some of them even in this very ring. All acquired ‘the usual way’ whatever 
the fuck that meant. The bastard even seemed to expect me to be grateful that I was 
allowed to sleep and train in his home, while the rest of the trainees lived in simple 
cinderblock rooms or dormitories. I showed him how grateful I was with one finger on 
each hand while Barker’s Beauties led me to a vacant room to get ready.  

There was a small selection of weaponry and armor in the room already. One of 
the twins inspected the new gear, while the other started pulling the things they had 
brought for me from the mansion from the bag he had been carrying. The two conferred 
briefly on my gear, and then set aside what I needed and started to dress me as though 
they were my handmaidens. I was draped in a chainmail shirt that hung down below my 
ass, only slightly heavier than the one I had been using for practice. My right arm was 
adorned with a large shoulder plate and segmented armor down the arm, while the kit 
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strapped to my left arm was lighter, and only plated on the outside. Protecting my legs 
was padded leather, with large round domes over my knees, and a plate on each thigh. 
The boots were something of a combination between heavy military boots and something 
I could have bought at a renaissance fair, and seemed to be ungodly heavy. I walked 
around the room a little, trying to get the feel for it all, and trying to balance the shame I 
felt in wearing such ridiculous, antiquated crap with the rage I felt at why I was wearing 
it at all. The chain shirt was too big, and hung down like the skin flaps on a fat women’s 
arms, bunching up on my body whenever I turned. Some more silent consulting brought 
out some thin leather straps, which was tied around my arms and body to keep the chain 
still. Just that difference helped, but made me look even more the role-playing-game 
loser. Then came the weapons. A belt with three identical knives, blades no more than 8 
inches long, and something I guess you’d call a long dagger or a really short sword on the 
other side. A wood and metal disk was placed in my left hand; a shield the size of a 
personal-pan pizza that I had never, ever been taught to use. During all our practices, I’d 
only been in full armor a few times, and had never been strapped down with weapons, 
especially needless, extra things that they seemed to be burdening me with. They could 
have explained, maybe, if they had ever bothered to say so much as a single word to me; 
tongues or no tongues, they had to have paper in that house somewhere. Instead they 
nodded, and then pulled the last thing from the bag; an aluminum bat with a wide, heavy 
end.  

It felt good in my hands. All those familiar days playing ball at school, in the 
park after school. I never liked baseball, but it suddenly reminded me of home, made me 
think of childhood friends and running home for a cold lemonade on a hot summer 
afternoon, and the smell of fresh cut crass that made my eyes water a little, but smelled so 
good. I rolled around on the ground so I could smell it all over even after I left, and never 
understood why my mother got so upset about it later when she grumbled over the 
laundry. The confidence came, too, every heavy swing and parry I’d been taught in the 
little practice room where I spent most of the day. This bat was heavier than mine had 
been, the dimensions a little larger, but it felt the same, it felt easy. A few practice 
swings, and I could see in my head any changes in style I would need to do what I had 
been taught. The armor was retarded; a bunch of metal nonsense, that felt more like 
theatre than preparation. The dagger seemed pointless, just something heavy slapping 
against my thigh when I moved too fast, the kind of thing I’d want if I was twelve and 
trying to convince people I was really a hobbit. But the bat felt serious. The bat was me. 
Standing in a room with bare cinderblock walls, guarded by two big mountains of men 
who existed only to keep me in line and teach me to fight, so far away from friends and 
work and home, from anywhere that a baseball bat might mean an afternoon of fun with 
people I liked, all of my anger became something solid. I could feel it in my veins. I 
could see it all around me. I didn’t want anything to do with any of these people, but if 
they wanted me to fight, if they wanted me to hurt someone else who had a part in this, 
then I could do that. I was definitely ready to fuck something up. 

 
We were walking so slow down the hallway. I could see the armor moving on 

me, feel it against my skin, and it shock, pushing and pulling against me with every step 
as though I was almost jogging, but, god damn, it felt like we were taking forever. Slow 
motion steps down the decorated corridors leading from the ready room to the arena. My 
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heart was pounding and my head spun and my eyes focused on nothing, blocking out the 
two goons on either side of me. It didn’t feel like fear or nerves; I was ready. I wasn’t 
even thinking about their swords, about the fact that they had been trained just like I had, 
and that if I got stabbed then I was going to bleed to death in some creepy rich bastard’s 
private playground. I was thinking about the bat gripped white-knuckle in my hand, and 
how much I wanted to bash someone’s fucking head in with it. I felt an extra weight on 
my shoulder plate, and looked over to see one of my trainers’ hands resting there. He 
looked in my eyes and nodded, a calm, determined look on his face, which I thought first 
could have been an attempt at a smile, and then recognized as respect. I turned the other 
way, and the other one wore the same look on his face. I nodded at them both. I hadn’t 
liked the time we spent together, and they were just as responsible for my being there as 
the bastard was, but at least they were helpful in what was about to happen, and they 
shared my simple goal of watching me badly hurt some people who thought swinging a 
sword around would make them cool. I hated them already.  

The arena seemed brighter than it had when I first saw it. Must have been the 
adrenaline making my eyes dilated, but it was like an incredibly sunny day on my first 
step out. I could only see the sand, so dark it seemed to suck away the light, and the walls 
all around me, and a big, white sun looming a hundred feet above my head like the split 
second before the end of the world. There was a booming in my ears from my own 
heartbeat. My eyes adjusted enough that I could make out another body across the sand, 
standing with a sword in hand, shield in the other. I couldn’t see his face behind a large 
round helmet that made his head look bulbous and unhealthy. I couldn’t seem anything 
more than dark slits for eyes, and I hated even those. I walked towards it, determined, my 
arm already tensing for the blow that was going to crack his melon head open. The 
distant man finally got with the game, and started running at me. I imagined the first time 
I rushed my stony trainer, and just as they had then, I slowed my own movement, ready 
for him. The man grew near, his footsteps digging deep into the sand, until I could see 
gleaming eyes behind the helmet holes. I sidestepped and the man struggled and failed to 
correct in time to meet me, flying past me only to have my bat connect to the back of his 
helmet. The sound seemed distant and hollow, a church bell a mile away, but the shock of 
the blow, metal on metal, made my arm ache a little. Without slowing, the bubble-head 
stumbled to the ground, and was up again in moments. He tightened his grip on his sword 
and turned his arm, readying something. A low growl echoed in the helmet, and what 
could have been a curse, while the shining metal swung at me again. I moved my baldric 
to block, hesitating a moment when instinct tried to tell me that putting my arm in front 
of a swinging sword was dumb before overcoming sense with training. Left arm still 
tingling from the shock of impact, I jammed the round tip of the bat into his gut, and he 
bent forward, arms splayed, the wind all leaving him at once. Taking my opening, I but 
both hands to the bat and swing at his torso. I could feel the spot I was aiming for, where 
my trainer had tapped with his thick finger before making a fist and turning, miming the 
snapping of a twig. Broken ribs. Something gave under my bat, so I knew I hit my mark. 
The guy who wanted to stab me fell to the ground. With a boot that no longer felt heavy, 
I leaned back and kicked him in the helmet as hard as I could. I fell halfway over, his 
head hanging enough for the metal sphere to slide off. Blood dripped to the sand from a 
red, red mouth, and terrified eyes that seemed weak and stupid after the dark slits looked 
up at me full of tears. I raised my bat high, ready to drop it down, and he yelled, 
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scrambling away on the ground. Then bright lights appeared in my eyes, making 
everything disappear suddenly and then fading to an annoying, but not blinding, spot. 
Gates opened, and my silent trainers were walking towards me, proud grins on their 
faces. Someone else came out, looking disgusted, to drag off the crying, bleeding man. 
Hands on either shoulder steered me away from the arena, and it wasn’t until I was right 
at the gate of the corridor that I noticed the echoing applause of whoever the rich bastard 
had brought in to watch his elimination rounds. I hated every one of them. I wanted them 
all to suffer. I couldn’t wait for the next time I went out there, to my next fight, so I could 
show them all how much I hated them and their world.  

I was stuck down in the cinderblock room while someone else fought, seething 
with rage. My guards were there, but wouldn’t look at me directly. I looked at them, 
ready to let tem know what I thought of THEM as well, but the look on their faces wasn’t 
the disappointment I saw so often during our training. All I could figure was that this was 
some kind of killing-people superstition, like talking about a no-hitter, and they couldn’t 
look at me while I still had more fighting to do. I didn’t need them, either. I sat and did 
not move for however long it took for whatever unlucky suckers were out there being 
made to fight each other, doing and saying nothing but stewing in my own loathing for 
everything outside myself, and for most of what was inside. They were lucky. They 
didn’t have to fight me. I was going to break whoever they put in front of me. If they 
want me to fight, then they would see me fight, just not the way they wanted. If this was 
an exhibition, and we were supposed to just play with one another, then I would put 
whoever it was they made fight me in a hospital, make it so he couldn’t ever fight again. 
Couldn’t even walk again.  

It wasn’t very long a wait before my armor was being tightened, and I was being 
ushered back out to fight again.  

 
My next victim looked from across the sand to be wearing a modern leather 

jacket of some kind, but was carrying a full-length kite shield and a broadsword, a large 
helmet with hinged facemask, and a few pieces of plate armor, which made him look a 
little confused, or a little retarded. It turned out that he was actually wearing padded 
leather armor, which made a little more sense, but still looked vaguely like he was 
auditioning for the part of the Fonze’s little brother, who happened to be really into 
D&D. When he attacked me he yelled through gritted teeth, and I thought for a moment 
that there was going to be more trouble, and my eyes flashed for half a second to the 
sword in his hands, razor sharp just for the purpose of running me through, but it passed 
under a wave of hatred as soon as our small audience could be heard, and I welcomed his 
attack. He fought harder than the guy before, and our little battle lasted much longer than 
had the first, but his shield and plate armor slowed him down, and he was trying to be too 
showy, wanting the audience to love him more than he wanted me to hate him. In the end, 
I pulled his helmet off with my hands and hit him repeatedly with the butt of my baseball 
bat, until a call was made and I was forcefully dragged off him, his entire face purple and 
red and swollen, an excised tumor with a gaping mouth.  

I couldn’t even sit still while waiting after that fight. I just paced back and forth 
in my waiting cell, an avalanche of imagery in my head of my surroundings, of the 
people I’d fought, of the ones I saw walk past me. I imagined all the other people in their 
waiting rooms, and I wondered who I would get to fight. Maybe all of them. What would 
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they fight with, I quizzed myself, and how would they do it? What would they look like 
with their skulls cracked and a thin trail of blood coming from their ears? How much 
were they worth to that ponce, that he would let me go to keep me from hurting more of 
them? From crippling or disfiguring each of them? If this was his exhibition, then I’d 
leave none of them worth looking at, and if they were all amateurs like myself, then none 
of them would be able to stop me. They were scared or confused or, even worse, wanted 
something out of this. All I wanted was to hurt someone until I got a chance to go home, 
and then forget this whole thing had ever happened. But every time I tried to think about 
home, think about something I wanted to see, my mind slipped through to something I 
didn’t want, and my head and heart pounded harder. I didn’t need to be led, when word 
came that it was my time to return to the pit. My guards had a hard time keeping up with 
me, marching shoulders-forward down the hall to the gate, heavy steps echoing off the 
wall, ticking time off someone else’s clock.  

The guy was already in the ring when I came out my gate. I continued towards 
him without pausing at all, hand gripping so tightly to the grip that my skin tingled, my 
arms tense and quivering. This one was tall, with arms and legs that seemed dangerously 
thin coming from the potbellied breastplate he wore. In his gloved hand he held a long 
rapier that shone just a little brighter than most of the worn old weapons the rest of us had 
been using, with just a smear of blood closer to the hilt. Over the top half of his head, he 
had a scarf turned into a mask, only his eyes glaring out from holes cut in it. He stood 
there, perfectly still even as I marched in to meet him. He had scars on his face, but when 
I got close enough to see, he also seemed to have all his teeth, so he wasn’t homeless. 
Aside from the dead way he started at me as I marched towards him, he looked normal. I 
thought it was fear keeping him so still, like a peeping tom caught in a porchlight, but my 
first swing proved me wrong. Instead of my bat cracking open the side of his skull, like I 
wanted, the hand that had been behind him flashed forward with a short-bladed rapier 
with long hooked guards, blocking the attack and leaving me open. You’d never have 
been able to convince me of it before hand, with that big stupid looking armor on his 
body and those scrawny little arms, but that fucker was fast. His body twisted around, and 
as soon as I saw the glint of his blade, I could feel the tip of his rapier forcing apart a link 
or two in my chainmail and biting into my flesh.  

I could feel the warm patch spreading across my side as the blood soaked into 
my clothes, a lot faster than thoughts were spreading across my synapses. Through all my 
rage, it hadn’t occurred to me that, being the third round of the elimination exhibition, 
he’d have won as many fights as I. And it certainly didn’t hit me that, having gone not 
too terribly long between fights, my muscles would be tired, and slow to react. Fighting 
this guy, I suddenly felt like the bits of armor covering my body were lead weights. I’d 
parry and swing and dodge as fast as I could, but it never seemed to be fast enough. 
When I swung my bat, it never felt like it was fast or hard enough. In the time I had taken 
to win the first two fights we were both winded, but not close to done.  

I stood on the sand, my chest heaving beneath all my layers, metallic tinkling 
following every heavy movement of my body as I tried to get my second wind. Not ten 
feet away, my opponent stood still aside from a tremor in one of his knees, and the 
motion of his neck drawing air into that hollow turtle-shell armor of his, where 
presumably his entire body swelled trying to get a deep enough breath. I saw his red face 
dripping with sweat, and could feel the skin on my own face burning. Even under the 
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layer of sweat I knew had to be coating my skin, I could feel the fire of the hate and anger 
across my cheeks, the fire burning behind my eyes. Our little rest was over in an instant, 
and we dove back into it. Ringing filled the air as thin blade met bat again and again; 
lightning striking in the space between our two bodies as one tried to eliminate the other. 
I’d try to cave his skull in, only to have the shot blocked with his sword, knife already on 
the way to my stomach and striking only air as I stepped just in time. Another swing of 
his sword brushing the top of mail, and then returning to black in time to save his knee 
from being broken in. Every few blows one of us would get lucky, but not enough to 
matter. A snag of a blade in the loose mail on my arm, cutting me as I pulled myself free. 
An unsatisfying thud when a hasty swing hit his thigh. It was a battle of minor cuts and 
bruises, until he attacked, faster than a rich man’s lies, with both blades at once. 
Instinctively, I blocked his main weapon with mine, while my free hand reached out to 
stop the dagger. The cut across my palm hurt instantly, blood dripping down my fingers. 
Pain cut through even my hate long enough for me to think, scanning all my training for 
something to help. Day after day, my silent goliaths and I went over mock battles using 
axes and large spears. Huge monsters of men, they were faster than me through training, 
but not as nimble as this jackass and his two thin blades. Trying to recall the lessons cost 
me my focus; a poorly deflected blade bit into my leg, and another slipped past my 
defense, and under the armor at my shoulder. Turns out I needed to be stabbed a few 
more times more than I needed to focus on my training. Instantly, I was furious at the 
taunting pokes and jabs, at the dozen tiny wounds plaguing me like mosquitoes. New 
anger brought new adrenaline, and a renewed strength in my fighting. Instead of trying to 
counter his quick, agile movements, I forced him to try and deal with my fighting style. I 
swung heavy, hard and fast, both hands gripping the handle, clubbing him down left and 
right. By the third and fourth hits, he was using both blades together to try and block the 
blows, but each one made his body shake, made it harder for him to regroup. Each hit 
was another step backwards, and another shock to his system. His eyes grew wide when 
he dropped his dagger, his now free hand trying to find room on the small handle to get 
more strength behind his main weapon. In attempt to open up enough room to attack, he 
parried at an oncoming swing, the combined force of our attacks succeeding only in 
bending his blade. Confused, he stumbled on his last attempt to block, and held the bent 
blade up to cover his face on the last swing, crossing it with his other arm for protection 
for what he knew was coming. Neither slowed the bat down much, forearm bones 
breaking on impact, the force of the blow pushing his own blade back into the arm and 
face it was supposed to protect. For a moment, as the blade crossed the eyehole of the 
mask, and it fell away from his face, that he looked vaguely familiar, but the blood and 
anger created a new mask of hate, and he could have simply been a reminder of any 
nightmare monster I had ever seen. He cried out and dropped to his knees, letting go of 
the blade which hesitated a moment in his flesh before falling. His natural impulses failed 
him when he tried to block the next blow with an already broken arm. The collective 
cries of the audience were drowned out by the single howl from his mouth, which only 
stopped when the bottom of a heavy boot came up and met the side of his bleeding face, 
sending him unconscious to the dirt. After such a drawn out battle, so closely fought for 
so long, every man watching erupted in applause and cheers, making themselves sound 
much more in number than they were. I was shocked when I looked up at the stands and 
saw the bulk of them empty, and for a moment wondered what it would sound like, what 
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it would feel like, if they had been full. I couldn’t stop myself from hating every excited 
face I saw, but I didn’t want them to stop, either. It was almost a relief when the gate 
opened and I saw my teachers standing there to collect me, so I could avoid the audience 
altogether, before the entire thing made me sick.  

Back in the stark room, my head buzzed and rang too loudly for a single thought 
to survive, sitting there, half in shock, while my teachers silently applied lotions to my 
cuts and wrapped them with cloth before readjusting my armor for the next match. Only a 
violent shaking pulled me back to my body from the dull nothingness I had been visiting, 
brought back the noise and the pain and the anger and the hate at the entire situation. 
Thankfully, it didn’t bring back the sickness I had felt just before. My stomach was solid, 
and strong; ready for more, so the rest of my body followed suit, and waited, somewhat 
more calmly than before, but just as anxious, for the next fight.  

Little did I know, nor was I prepared to know, that my unwanted and ill-advised 
career as a gladiator almost ended hours after it began, and the man who would have 
ushered in that end was probably the single craziest son of a bitch I had ever met. In 
using the word crazy, I’m not losing perspective on the rest of us in that dank, cold 
building, either. In a place full of crazy rich bastards who hire hulking giants of men who 
cannot speak a single word to train kidnap victims how to fight so we can face each other 
in a sandy circle and try to kill one another with swords and axes and a fucking machete, 
this man’s lunacy was such that for a few moments, every other soul seemed so normal 
we may have all just been at a company picnic, gearing up for the three legged race and 
some hotdogs. I mean that when they found him, this guy was sitting on a concrete park 
bench somewhere, flailing his arms about while wearing clothes smeared with his own 
shit from two years back and yelling at the top of his lungs to a collective of people that 
only he knew about. And while all of us had the potential to be killers in someone’s eye 
in order to be dragged here to do this, this guy not only would be likely to kill you if he 
met you on the street, he was just as likely to roast a good chunk of your leg for eating 
over a fire built of some tires and a box spring while fashioning your hacked-off hands 
and genitals into a lovely hat. Too loud and violent to panhandle for the drug money he’d 
need to keep himself quiet, he was an avalanche of derangement and hatred that couldn’t 
be contained in a simple human body. And there he was, head so full of bad chemicals 
that his eyes were bloodshot and bulging from their sockets, standing on the far side of a 
ring, wanting to kill me.  

Not one to say anything negative about either pot or kettle, I wasn’t the picture 
of mental health at that moment, myself. I was wearing chain mail armor and holding a 
baseball bat that still hadn’t been cleaned of the blood from my previous three fights yet. 
Already beaten and beyond exhaustion from the strain, every muscle in my body hurt, 
and I was running on nothing more than adrenaline and anger and hate, but God damn, I 
felt so charged I couldn’t even feel the wounds. In all probability, I wanted to hurt him as 
much as he wanted to hurt me, for no more logical a reason. I could feel his blood on my 
hands before I even saw him step through the gate. When he did appear through the gate, 
I could tell straight off that something wasn’t right. Our arena wasn’t the great coliseum, 
and none of us were Russell Crow. I was wearing chainmail that had to be lashed down 
because it was too large, combined with a hodgepodge of other armor and gear. Everyone 
else was much the same, however we also had someone make preparations on our behalf. 
We were trained, groomed, dressed by people who had years of experience and knew 
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how to make the best of whatever was at hand. Yeah, you could see the scars and sunken 
cheeks and missing teeth that let you know some of these guys enjoyed the occasional 
meal taken straight from the dumpster, but they had been brought around as best as could 
be expected for a few weeks time. Polished up for the show, the exhibition of Rich 
Bastard Beckett, so he could impress the rest of his fruity little sewing circle. Not this guy 
though; no he was caked throughout in dirt and blood and lord knows what else, looking 
as though he had been fast asleep on his cardboard mattress at the side of a curb, a pile of 
dirty underpants for a pillow, when someone kicked him awake and told him it was me 
that took his half-bottle of cheap red wine. Naturally, he wanted to kill me for it. He was 
the first contender I had seen who looked as pissed off as I was, and that just made me 
hate him even more. Personally.  

We rushed into one another like rams in mating season, clashing metal instead 
of horns. Everything happened in an instant that stretched on for far too long, a flurry of 
movement over shortly after it began, a long string of images and impulses. The gleaming 
arc of a hatchet swinging down, exploding in sparks and a shocking noise as it struck the 
side of the bat. Dull thud as the handle of the bat crushes the madman’s nose, painting the 
lower half of his face red in seconds. The wild yell and mist of blood from his murderous 
scream and the breeze from his windmill arms distracting me, until I felt the ax head bite 
into my leg, straining through the chainmail, sending a bolt of pain up to the base of my 
skull and brining me closer to the dirt floor. I could almost feel more than hear the air 
whistle as a machete blade sliced towards me half kneeling, barely stopped once by a 
shaking bat, barely ducked a second time, and not entirely dodged the third, glancing off 
my right arm and ripping open armor, but not much flesh. The blade hit the ground at full 
speed, sending a cloud of dusty sand up, dirt clinging to sweat and blood that covered 
both our bodies. Every muscle tensed for one leap forward, swinging the bat, only to stop 
short, solidly striking something other than my intended target. The ax I hit instead of the 
man turned and tugged, pulling the bat from my hands, slick with blood from his face and 
my arm, sending it through the air. The hollow metallic noise as it landed and bounced 
across the ground reverberated in my ears, sounded like a heart monitor toning slower, 
indicating my end. The wide blade of the machete whistled past again, missing my neck 
only from a sloppy swing. Ducking, dodging, sidestepping wild swing after wild swing, 
the crazed gladiator hidden behind a mask of blood and rage. He wasn’t a man any more, 
but a monster, red-brown skin glistening, grotesque veins bulging from wiry, hard flesh, 
hair an angry halo of spikes and horns around a face so dark now there were only gapped 
and broken yellow teeth shining with fresh red blood and yellowed eyes full of hate 
standing out. I got lost in the eyes, not even aware of my own movement, forgetting the 
pain coursing through my body, and the lacking response from both tired muscles and 
damaged leg. It was me and the eyes; horrible inhuman things – a demon spirit that had 
been haunting me all my life. It was the eyes that had caused me to get beat up in grade 
school, the yes who convinced almost every girl I dated to sleep around, the eyes that 
made Brenda leave me, and probably made HER fuck around too. Even being kidnapped 
by Bastard Bastian and help captive in his house, that was the eyes. Sharp pain and 
exhaustion gave way to a burning rage, and I only wanted those eyes to go away. Rushing 
between the moving blades as though they were no more than palm fronds crowding a 
sidewalk, I tried to make the eyes go away with my bare hands, punching and clawing. 
Bleeding knuckles smashed an already-broken nose, an already toothless grimace. Short-
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trimmed nails scraped pink stripes into filth-caked skin, desperately trying to claw out 
those evil fucking eyes. Too close to him to get a good swing, the body attached to the 
eyes that I could barely see past the tunnel-vision of my hatred struggled to hit me with 
something. I turned to the side when something bumped into me, and my hand brushed 
against something at my side. I couldn’t remember what it was, and I didn’t even think 
about grabbing it. I was still trying to tear away everything that was between me and the 
eyes, and then there was a roar behind me. The eyes grew wide, confused, fluttered 
around. The evil grew weaker, slipped away, leaving only the jaundiced eyes or a man 
who slept in, wore, and drank his own piss. My hand was warm, gripping tight to 
something wooden. Startled, I pulled my hand away, and it was red to the wrist with fresh 
blood, clinging to a knife. The mad hobo, small and frail and weak with the insanity and 
rage draining out of him, and fell weak and exhausted to the floor, blood and dirt turning 
to thick mud. Everything that had been driving me slipped away, and I could feel my 
body again. All the pain, the spent muscles, the cuts and bruises came back to me in a 
rush. My knees buckled, and I failed to catch myself before dropping, kneeling in the 
muck and shit and blood of the man I had just killed. I couldn’t hear anything above the 
roar of the people watching, and sat there numb until the silent gargoyles that taught me 
to do what I had just done came out and helped me to my feet, gathering the weapons that 
lay in the dirt, practically carrying me back through the heavy gates to the ready rooms. 
The pair of them were obviously very pleased with me. I had passed their test, and I had 
fulfilled two of their biggest milestones in arena fighting. I had almost been killed, and I 
had killed someone else. Even if I got out now, even if I had found a way to escape, I 
would never be the same person.  

 
After the fight I was led, almost carried really, back through the corridors right 

past the room I had been using, and out to the limo that brought us in. Concern creasing 
the heavy brows of both aged warriors, they took turns holding towels to some of the 
wounds that were bleeding the most. Outside the car, the sound of voices grew louder, 
until the unmistakably arrogant voice of high-and-mighty, kidnap-people-for-his-own-
good Sebastian Beckett was right outside the car, wishing his visitors well before the 
door opened and he stepped inside, a wide, cheerful smile on his face.  

“Well done, boy! That was an excellent display, just excellent! I knew you 
would be a fine champion, and you truly proved yourself today.” 

“You motherfucker, what makes you think I give a shit about proving myself to 
you? You put me in a cage with a crazed homeless man who wanted to kill me. All I did 
was defend myself.” 

“No, son, you did so much more. You entertained! Didn’t you hear your 
audience today? This was just a small collective of people I know, people I thought 
would enjoy the distraction, and they were captivated. Struggling and trying to survive is 
what Sammy there did every day on the street before we took him in to train him, before 
you buried that knife of yours in his kidney. What you gave us there was a show, a 
spectacle, and that is something so much more valuable.” 

“Look, I’m real fucking happy you think you’ll be able to sell tickets to this shit, 
but I don’t fucking care. I don’t want to die for your opening night.” 
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“You think this is about selling tickets? These aren’t back-alley cockfights I’m 
setting up here, this is the world in miniature! Drama and intrigue! And so much more 
money than a box office could bring. With you fighting for me, boy we—” 

“Stop calling me boy, faggot. I am not your son or your nephew or the little kid 
you tricked into following you home with candy. I don’t WANT to fight for you. There 
are plenty of people fucked up enough to get off on this whole game, but I’m not one of 
them. So fuck your champion, and fuck your arena, and FUCK YOU.” He shut up for a 
second, shocked and a little confused, but still calm. He looked at the men on either side 
of me, still slowing the loss of blood from my various wounds.  

“I didn’t realize it would offend you so much; I apologize. Your name is 
Spencer, yes? From your drivers license.” He looked like a little kid trying to make 
friends. 

“You went through my shit after kidnapped me and locking me up? Fuck you.” 
“Spencer, your temper is great when you fight, but you’ll need to learn to 

control it. I’m not your opponent here.” 
“No, you’re my captor. Fuck. You.” 
“Okay. You’re tired, and you’re still adjusting. We’ll get you back, see to your 

wounds, and then get you some dinner. But I want you to know, you did well, and I’m 
proud of you.” 

“FUCK. YOU.” 
The rest of the ride was silent, and when we pulled up to the mansion, the ponce 

let himself out of the car without waiting for his driver to come around, and went inside 
ahead of us. My guards walked with me, an arm on each shoulder for support, down a 
hallway I had never been down before, until a woman dressed in a pornstar version of a 
nurses uniform stepped into the hallway.  

“Through here, guys.” They walked me through the doorway into a room that 
resembled a hospital if hospitals had money to spend on the nicest accommodations 
possible. They sat me on a padded bench, nodded at the girl, and then left.  

There was another girl pulling supplies from a cabinet, wearing the same 
costume; identical naughty nurses with their tiny skirts, red cross bikinis, thigh-high 
stockings, and little caps. Both girls were beautiful enough to make me feel a little better 
without even touching my wounds. The one who had led us into the room, with mousy 
brown hair and dark blue eyes, started to lift off some of the wrappings to see the damage 
beneath.  

“Sebastian wasn’t kidding, you are chewed up. Good think Nikki and Drost have 
some experience with battle wounds, huh?” She smiled at me, and then took a step back. 
“Oh, sorry. I’m Rain, and that’s Ava. We’re going to help put you back together. Your 
name is Spencer?” 

“Yeah.” 
“Well, Spence, we’re going to make this hurt as little as possible, but we’ll 

probably have to give you a few stitches, and clean some of these wounds up. If we don’t 
get the sand out, they’ll get infected.” Ava, with deep olive skin and large, round eyes, 
brought over a tray full of medical supplies. She set it down next to me and smiled her 
hello before turning back to get a bottle of disinfectant off the counter.  
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“Have you ever gotten stitches before, Spence?” Rain was sitting on the bench 
beside me, pulling the wrap off my shoulder, the scabbed blood going with it. She looked 
from the work to my eyes periodically, her voice remaining friendly as she worked. 

“No, never had to.”  
“Well, I have, and I can tell you: it hurts. Ava’s getting you some painkillers, 

but I’m going to get started probably before they kick in. I want you to know I’m sorry 
for the pain, okay? But you have a lot of cuts and I don’t want you bleeding more than 
you already have.” 

“Are you a doctor?” Rain’s calm smile dropped, just a little, and she focused a 
little harder on stitching up my shoulder. 

“No, not really. I always wanted to be one, though. Sebastian got me the medical 
training to help out here, though, so you’ll see me a lot after you fight.” 

“So you’re like the private medic to go with the private arena?” 
“Kindof. Not really though. I mean, I don’t have an office at the arena. 

Sometimes I’ll go, to help out, but most of the time I’m just here.” 
“You live here?” 
“Yeah.”  
“Are you, like…his girlfriend or something?”  
“Some nights.” 
“And what are you the other nights?” 
“Other nights I’m just me.” She cut the excess threat and set down the hooked 

needle. “One done. Here, turn and look at me. This one by your ear doesn’t look too 
deep.” I turned to face her, and she ran her fingers across the cut on my cheek from the 
lunatic’s hatchet.  

“It felt like my ear was getting cut off.” 
“There’s definitely a split there, but only a scratch on your cheek. Believe me, 

I’ve seen much worse. Whoever you fought did you a favor.” I pulled away from her 
hand. 

“Did me a favor? He tried to kill me and left me with a split ear that will 
probably never heal all the way.” She smiled and lifted her eyebrows apologetically. 

“I meant that your face is almost untouched. Your ear will heal fine, and scars 
can be sexy, but as a whole, you still look good. They didn’t even give you a black eye.” 
She held me at arms length to examine my face better. “You know, you’re pretty cute.” 

“Ordinarily, coming from a girl like you, that would make my day.” 
“But not today?” The nurse named Rain cocked her head. 
“Not today, not until I’m not being held against my will anymore.” She looked 

at me a second longer, and then pushed my head back facing forward with her thumb, and 
focused on my thigh, which Ava was just starting to clean.  

“I’m sorry that you’re unhappy. I hope you keep in mind that we’re not the ones 
keeping you here, and I’d say the same thing if I was on the street or sitting here now.” 

“Thanks.” I didn’t say much else, torn between feeling bad for offending the girl 
who was working to patch me up, and being pissed that I needed patching up at all, let 
alone by some in-home nurse working for and fucking the very guy responsible. She 
worked in silence a little longer, and then started telling me about one time when Drost, 
apparently one of my two keepers, had been hit in the face so many times during a fight 
that when he came back to get help she could barely recognize him. While she worked, 
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Ava quietly saw to the smaller wounds that didn’t need stitching, keeping them together 
with tape and this liquid glue-like compound that burned a little when it touched the 
wounds. About an hour and two stories later, Rain announced that they were done, and 
then led me through to a connecting room where there was hot water waiting next to an 
empty bath.  

Rain and Ava helped me out of what was left of my clothes, and to the small 
stool inside the dry tub, and then started to wash the blood and dirt off my skin with hot, 
soapy sponges. Neither said anything aside from simple, soft instructions to lift my arm 
or turn and look at them. The two gorgeous, scantily clad women bathing me were at 
once sensual, nurturing, and somehow detached. Neither of them looked down at my lap, 
nobody whispered dirty things in my ears or offered a little extra scrubbing. They just 
washed me clean, carefully gave me a shave and trimmed my hair, and then dried me off 
with thick, soft towels before helping me get dressed again. I thought about asking if they 
were supposed to be taking better care of me than that, if maybe one of them wanted to 
take off her clothes and join me, but every time I looked into Rain’s kind eyes, it didn’t 
feel right somehow. I kept my mouth shut, my mind wandering from the beautiful women 
in the room with me to the gruesome scenes that had played out just before. When I 
thought about it, I could feel the blood on me, could feel the impact of my weapons on 
someone else’s body, and suddenly my blood felt cold, my skin crawled, and I felt like I 
needed to get up and run away. I had killed someone…the thought hit me from out of 
nowhere, threatening to shatter my ability to think, and then retreated again into a fog of 
confusion and self-defense. I hadn’t meant to, I hadn’t wanted to; it was something they 
made me do. But I did it anyway. If this was a movie, I would be the guy who was too 
weak to be the star of the film. A good person would have refused to kill, even if it meant 
dying, right? Was it so bad to just want to live, to want to survive enough to do 
something like that? If the bum had attacked me on the street, it would have been okay, 
the police would have said I was justified, and I would have gone home. But here…what 
the hell kind of world did this fall into? Should I be excited about the adrenaline, feel 
disgusted at my actions, feel terrified that I was made to do something like that, was put 
in with someone who wanted to kill me? The longer I sat thinking about it, the more I 
thought I maybe felt all of those things and more. But I didn’t know, really, what words 
to use to describe it. There was nothing in my life to give me experience enough to 
identify what had happened that day, or what I felt. So instead, when Rain offered me a 
half-smile and told me I was done, I got out of the tub, got dressed in clothes that fit me 
incredibly well, and then followed the girls down a long hallway, following ever-stronger 
scents of food, to a dining room, where they led me through the door, and then left.  

Inside the room was a large dining table, where Sebastian and my keepers were 
already sitting, along with some others I had never seen. The table was covered with 
amazing looking food. Sebastian had changed from the formal, overly brocaded clothes 
he had worn to the fights, into rich evening wear with delicate embroidery covering the 
jacket and ascot that stood out in such brilliant hues of burgundy and gold. How the man 
found so much opportunity to change into these hideous and uncommonly extravagant 
clothes was starting to disturb me a little. Normal people would go out of their way to 
avoid wearing such pompous and almost certainly uncomfortable articles of clothing, and 
yet here was a man so rich and self indulgent that he seemed to own an endless supply. 
He could buy forgiveness on that point, if only temporarily, with the fact that I was 
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starving, and there was everything I could have thought to eat laying out on the table in 
front of me. Braised venison steak, salads tossed with vegetables I hadn’t even heard of 
and nuts from countries I couldn’t point out on a map, rich stews, a salty ginger soup 
from Thailand. It’s hard to hate someone when you can’t stop your mouth from watering. 
So I sat down at the chair left vacant, across from Drost and Nikki (whichever was 
which), and near to Sebastian himself, already enjoying his meal.  

“Spencer! You look much refreshed, with all that blood and dirt washed away. 
Please, eat. Have as much as you want of anything you want. You did well today, and I 
will always reward a job well done. Consider this a victory feast in your honor.” Across 
the table both instructors raised their wine glasses, so small and delicate in those massive 
granite hands, and nodded their thin smiles at me.  

“It’s heartwarming to not-hear those words of approval and encouragement…” 
One looked at the other, and then both turned their eyes to their plates. 

“Were you expecting them to suddenly and miraculously heft you to their 
shoulders and sing an old Russian battle song in your honor? Don’t be a fool.” 

“They can keep their songs, I just want them to lower themselves to talking to 
me just once. Do they not speak English or something?” Sebastian chewed slowly, not 
taking his eyes off me, as though he expected me to shit myself and start playing with it 
on top of my own plate.  

“The brothers Kalenov haven’t spoken a word, English or otherwise, in over a 
decade. I think they find it somewhat difficult to speak, what with their larynxes being 
paralyzed and all.” 

“You can’t have expected me to know that.” 
“Have you really not noticed that neither of them ever utter a single sound, even 

to themselves?” 
“I thought they were just quiet. Had that whole twin-unspoken language thing 

going. I didn’t know they couldn’t. How did it happen? Was it a fight, did they get 
stabbed or something?” 

“No, it’s really quite a delicate operation. You have to go in surgically, and then 
either using a mild corrosive acid or, in their case, lasers, sever some nerves and the 
tendons that control the voicebox itself, just enough that they can no longer speak, 
without doing any other damage.”  

“What kind of sick fuck would do that to them? Some kind of loan shark?” 
“No, no, the Kalenov’s have never owed anyone anything. Too proud. I had the 

operation done myself, shortly after they came into my employ.” The bastard didn’t even 
look like it bothered him to say it.  

“Jesus fucking christ, I thought you were joking about the whole cutting-out-
tongues thing! Why would you do that? They work for you?” 

“Of course. Why would I spend that much money to have the operation done on 
someone who didn’t work for me?” 

“Motherfucker…” 
“It’s entirely reasonable, you know. I have a lot of very personal information 

available around here. For them to be this close to me, to have this much access, and 
leave them the ability to spread those secrets around, that would be bad business, 
wouldn’t it? There was a time when I’d simply have had their tongues cut out, but that 
seems a little brutish. It would make life more unpleasant as a whole for them both, 
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eating, breathing, not to mention certain romantic activities. Neither could enjoy the red 
meat they are so fond of. So instead I spend the money for a little surgery, and give them 
all the luxury they could want.” 

“Aside from the luxury to whistle and sing and fucking talk.” 
“Whistling doesn’t require use of the larynx, actually, so that one is their own 

failing. And I, for one, do not miss having old Russian folk songs filling my house. 
Horrid, rough things.” 

“Look, if you don’t trust them, why hire them in the first place?” Sebastian 
shook his head. Everything he did made me feel like an idiot child. As good as the steak 
tasted in my mouth, I was learning to hate him all over again.  

“They were some of the best. Nikolai and Drost Kalenov! The Red Kremlin 
Brothers! The Mad Monks of Mayhem! That was your favorite, yes Drost?” The more 
bald of the two brothers looked up, grinning proudly. At least I knew which name fit 
which brother now. “I’m sure you saw the pictures in their exercise room. In their youth 
these two were some of the most incredible, brutal fighters I’ve ever seen. Singly or 
together, they could withstand almost anything. For much of their careers, they were 
championing for Hobbes, the pale fat troll. Lost quite a bit of money because of them in 
those days. But after Hobbes lost everything he had, they were no longer needed, and I 
saw an opportunity.” 

“And the fact that you say they cost you money had no effect on your having 
them cut open, huh?” 

“I don’t see how this is hard for you to understand. Almost all my fighters, 
especially the ones who I brought in from my peers, have the operation done. A few of 
my girls, too.” 

“Of course. Wouldn’t want them spreading rumors around about how small you 
are under all those clothes.” 

“You’d be surprised the information they can get. And while few of them really 
make contact with the outside world, I never could tolerate mouthy women.” The girl at 
the end of the table turned her green eyes to her plate, but made no move to eat. 
“Anyway, as I was saying, I seized the opportunity to sweep them up, and they’ve been 
working for me ever since. They did some fighting for me, but as you can see from the 
scars, they’re a little past their prime, and they weren’t winning so much anymore. And 
while I couldn’t afford to have them keep losing my wealth and property, I knew they’d 
come in handy for training the new generation. You, for instance. And look how well 
they’ve done!” 

“You act as though they’re slaves. You have them permanently altered so they 
can try to kill other people, and then when that stops working for you, you act like they’re 
an old car you’re glad to get any use out of. People don’t ‘come in handy’ like that extra 
set of tools you were glad you didn’t throw out.” 

“Sure they do. It was good fortune that they were able to help you as they did, 
just as it was good fortune that I found you in that bar. This is the beginning of my return 
to vitality in the world. Hopefully, you’ll continue to learn from them.” 

“Or, what, you have them put to sleep?” 
“You shouldn’t think, Spencer, that because you’ve known them for a few week 

you are in any position to judge what they want for their lives. They lived for the fight, 
and now they live to teach you. If they were in the outside world, they’d be lost. Can you 
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see either one of them working in a restaurant, bringing people their food? Or stocking 
the shelves in a grocery store? This is what they know, and they are happy to pass that 
knowledge on. Believe it or not, they actually like you, and they truly are proud of the 
way you fought.” 

“Great, so we’re friends, and we get to spend all our days together play fighting 
with wooden swords. It’s a seven-year-old’s wet dream.” 

“Then you’ll be glad to know that you’ll have additional playmates as well.” 
“Are they not good enough at teaching now, either?” 
“Oh, they’ve done very well, but I’m sure you noticed in the ring that they have 

a certain style, which is a little limited. Unless, of course, you got stabbed all those times 
on purpose.” 

“Yeah, I fucking loved every second of it.” 
“Well, be that as it may, it could be costly later. The Kalenov’s will be joined by 

Hiro and Dougan here.” Further down the table, two men who I had barely noticed 
nodded at me. 

“More silent servants?” 
“As I mentioned, it is fairly standard. They are both ring fighters, like your other 

teachers, who now work for me. Dougan, the Dread Scotsman, is a master of short 
swords and knives and…oh, all manner of single-handed weapons. Very sneaky, Dougan, 
you should be able to learn a lot from him. And he already has a soft spot for you. That 
was his previous student you killed today, Crazy Sammy. He nearly lost an ear himself 
from that one. He was a little…unbalanced. And Hiro, there, is one of the best 
swordsman I have ever had the pleasure of meeting. Fast as anything you’re like to meet, 
and despite appearances, he knows so very much more than just the samurai techniques 
of his people. It was his man, Rico, who you had so much trouble with in your third 
match. Hiro is actually a little disappointed that you lived, actually. He doesn’t really 
approve of fights that don’t end in death, and up until that match it looked like his man 
would actually win the day. Regardless, he will teach you everything he taught the other 
boy, and you’ll do well to learn it.” 

“Great, it’s my own private psycho university, Kill U. All to teach me how to 
murder people better for your amusement.” 

“My amusement, and my fortune.” 
“Yeah, right, I forgot. Your wealth beyond the box office. Whatever the fuck 

that means.” 
“Of, it means so much, really. Do you think I can afford this house, these 

women, the arena and your tutors and everything else I have from running illegal fights?” 
“I don’t know, maybe your mommy and daddy were loaded.” 
“Oh, most assuredly, they were. But that is only the start. The door into the 

society. Everything else I raised myself. At one point I was one of the wealthiest men on 
the planet. This place, everything you’ve seen of me, is but a fraction of what I had. But I 
fell on hard times. See what you have so far failed to notice is how much relies on these 
games. This isn’t just sport; this is business, this is national economics and world politics. 
This is the foundation of a part of world society that you have never, until this moment, 
known existed. Something that the rest of your kind will go on being ignorant to for 
decades and centuries to come.” 

“Like some kind of secret society?” 
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“Yes, Spencer, very good. A sort of secret society it is. A circle of high society 
that meet and do business all around the globe, behind closed doors and dark curtains. 
And at the heart of almost every surprise peace talks or local war, every big-business 
merger and hostile buyout, there is an arena, much like the one you saw, surrounded by 
the richest men in the country watching it all play out.” 

“You’re saying that wars and finances all come down to someone making a bet 
on a fight?” 

“In a manner of speaking. The thing you have to understand is that, for most of 
us, wealth is common. These people, like myself, were born wealthy, were given most 
everything. Boredom is more common than sleep. And, ultimately, there is no less skill 
involved in training a fighter, in setting up a battle, than in making business decisions. 
Both are driven by the same needs and desires. Take Hobbes, for example, the Kalenov’s 
former director. He had money from family, some of the founders of silicon technology, 
which he grew into a vast electronics collective. If you owned ten electric gadgets in the 
80’s, odds are at least 7 of them were made in part or in whole by his companies. He was 
hungry and on the rise; it reflected in his business and in his champions. He brought the 
two of them over from Russia, where they had been looking at long prison terms for their 
fights, both with and for the organized crime that ran the place. But he got fatter, got 
complacent, and more than a little cocky, so what happens but someone else younger, 
stronger, someone still driven comes along with his Pale Ninja and takes it all away. One 
day he’s a scrawny computer nerd from some logging town, just learning about the way 
the world really works, and what all his ideas about computers are really going to come 
down to, and the next day he’s turning that same fire that won him so much acclaim to 
finding his own champion, and now Hobbes is lucky to have enough money to see out his 
declining years, while the computer man owns something like half his little logging town 
and one of mankind’s biggest fortunes.” As if to illustrate this fortune, at a gesture three 
girls wearing little more than little French-maid aprons came out and cleared away the 
dinner plates, replacing them with individual plates of flan, with raspberry compote 
topping, and some kind of fruit I’d never seen before that smelled god-awful, but tasted 
like some kind of weird but delicious custard. 

“Right. And, what, these guys you’re raving about just didn’t cut the mustard?” 
“There’s a lot you’re not going to understand, and, frankly, I’m bored with 

explaining it already. Let’s just say that there are certain rules about who can fight what 
fights. All of these men fought for me, but my primary champions, well, they’re all dead. 
I had a long series of losses that cost me the majority of my holdings, mostly to one man 
and his Midnight Samurai. Werner Di Campi. I have a singular dislike for that man that 
goes beyond anything I have ever experienced, and I sincerely hope to see his downfall 
some day. And you, dear boy, are going to help me bring it about.” 

“By fighting his “midnight cowboy?” 
“Samurai, yes.”  
“What is WITH these faggy names?” 
“As much as this is commerce, it is also a grand show. You don’t think I’m 

going to let you fight under my banner as Spencer whatever-your-name-is, do you? How 
would that look? We’ll find you an identity soon enough.” 
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“I’m not a samurai or a ninja or a mad fucking monk. Up until your sick ass 
kidnapped me, I was the assistant manager of a record store downtown and a fucking 
bookkeeper.” 

“A fulfilling career choice, I’m sure. You need to learn to embrace the future.”  
“Killing for money in exchange for big meals and, once day, if I’m lucky, 

getting old enough for some sick-fuck to paralyze my voice box so I can’t give away his 
trade secret.” 

“We’ll hope it doesn’t come to that. And, as I mentioned, there is more to be 
gained here than meals. You’re my champion now, the sword-hand of my empire. As 
long as you bring me victory, you’ll never want for anything. We can have another 
conversation later, when you’re feeling more civil, about what you hope to get from that, 
but for tonight I arranged a little company. Cherry?” One of the girls from the far end of 
the table stood up tall, shoulders back. With the attention drawn to her, she looked like a 
singer, getting ready to perform, dressed in a long, split-leg gown that sparkled like glass 
and clung to her every curve. With slender fingers she brushed a stray lock of her honey-
blond hair off her face, and then approached, slowly, one leg in front of the other, until 
she was standing between Sebastian and myself. “Cherry is going to lead you to your 
room tonight. Feel free to take your time, you’ve earned a day off of. Just let her known 
when you’re done eating.” And without another word, Sebastian dropped his napkin on 
his plate covering food he had hardly touched, and walked out of the room. As though his 
exit was some kind of signal, the rest of the table guests started to push out their chairs 
and stand as well. Both Hiro and Dougan nodded deeply at me before leaving, one 
looking like he was my new drinking buddy, the other like he couldn’t wait to hurt me 
just a little. Some of the others who hadn’t been introduced, mostly girls whose function 
in the house I didn’t figure I’d have to guess too hard at, took a last look at me before 
leaving. Only the Kalenovs, Nikki and Drost, took the effort to walk around the table and 
rest their heavy, ax-wielding hands on my shoulder for a comforting squeeze before 
retiring; a simple gesture from men who were unable to say in words that they were 
proud, or welcoming me to their fold, or even say goodnight. Left alone with Cherry I 
looked at her, feeling myself blush slightly at the way she watched me, and then stood 
when she took my hand, following her silently to my room like a nervous boy at his first 
highschool dance.  

 
Walking back into my room in Sebastian’s mansion, a beautiful girl in slinky 

dress leaning with her back against the door as it clicked shut, snapping the bolt behind 
herself without taking her eyes off me, I had no idea what to expect. Going to bed with a 
girl you’re dating, or even one you pick up at a bar one night because you’re both lonely 
and drunk, there are certain expectations. Societal rules to adhere to, hoops to jump 
through, general courtesies to extend in order for the night to go smoothly, to where you 
both want it to. It was a completely different world than I suddenly found myself in, 
locked in a room with a girl who wore seduction like a perfume, surrounding herself in it 
with every move. All my experience became insignificant, and my courage to take charge 
and approach the girl melted, leaving me standing there, gawking at her uneasily, waiting 
with my heart beating faster than it should have been to see what would happen. Cherry 
seemed to know every thought I had, and let the suspense built, let the tension crowd up 
inside me, before the stalked slowly towards me, those delicate fingers of her resting on 
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my chest and shoulder like they were setting on keys of a piano. A piano with which she 
was familiar, and comfortable, and eager to play. 

Without grabbing me, without even more than the lightest touch and her deep 
blue eyes that shone like the summer sky, she pulled me to the bed, and turned me to sit 
at the edge, so under her spell I nearly missed the mattress entirely. It was like magic, like 
voodoo or hypnosis, stripping me of free will, of where I was and why, of my very 
identity. Suddenly, there were no kidnappers or crazy homeless people or silent Russians 
training me to kill someone so someone else I never met before he tazered me into his life 
could get a new company. There wasn’t even a Spencer anymore. I was human clay, 
fresh for molding, moving only at the gentle guidance of this glimmering vision, living 
only by the breath from her lips. The tips of her magic fingers ran down my arm, and so it 
raised. They slid down the backs of my own fingers, and so my hand closed, feeling her 
skin for the first time. Her fingers touched my lips, and so they opened. I was being made 
something new, something fresh, something tingling and warm at the hands of the most 
beautiful of sculptors. On the sixth day, Cherry created a man, stripped bare and 
breathless, molding and shaping motion and form in any way she desired, and as I gave 
myself to her, letting go of everything besides her body and our pleasure, we saw that it 
was good.  

Inevitably, I had to remember who I was again. Panting on sweat-soaked sheets, 
tracing my fingers over skin just starting to form goosebumps as the sweat met with a 
passing draft, reality crept back into my thoughts.  

“Can you speak?” Cherry’s head lolled to the side, a smile slowly spreading on 
her red lips. 

“Didn’t you hear all the noise I was just making?” 
“Yeah, but you hadn’t said anything. I was just thinking about what Sebastian 

was saying at dinner. Mouthy women and everything.” 
“Are you calling me mouthy?” 
“No, but if you had been, it would explain why you weren’t saying anything.” 
“Maybe by not saying anything, I can avoid getting called mouthy.” 
“Ah. Best to be seen and not heard around here, huh?” 
“Lets just say it’s best not to open your mouth unless there’s a good reason. And 

with Mr. Beckett around, there are usually just a few reasons.” She winked, and grinned a 
little. 

“You have to promise to show me what you mean by that later.” 
“You got it, baby.” 
“Seriously, though, how much do you have to tiptoe around him? Beckett?” 
“Tiptoe?” 
“Like…clearly, I’m not the guys biggest fan. Asshole kidnapped me. But, I 

mean, is that just how he makes friends, or is he really a kind of dangerous guy?” 
“He’s…what he is, I guess. He has enough money that he can get pretty much 

whatever he wants, and as long as you do exactly what he says exactly when he says it, 
he’ll share with you. If not, or if he’s in a bad mood, he’ll make you pay for it.” 

“Make you pay how?” 
“Mnnn…” 
“Seriously, you can tell me.” 
“I don’t even know you.” 
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“How can you say that?” 
“Fucking someone and knowing someone are completely different. We’ve been 

talking all of two minutes.” 
“Believe me, if there is anyone in this house you can trust not to rat you out to 

the boss, it’s me.” 
“How can you say that? I’ve been here for three years now. A lot of the other 

girls were here for years before I got here. They’re like family. You and me aren’t even 
to the point of last names yet.” 

“Neilan.” 
“Jesus…see?” 
“What?” 
“I won’t tell you what you want to hear, so you tell me to kneel. Like I said, you 

open your mouth for very few things around here.” 
“No, Neil-AN. My last name is Neilan.” Cherry blushed to match her red lips. 
“Oh. Oops. Sorry.” 
“Don’t worry about it. So?” 
“Sorry, honey, it doesn’t work that way. This isn’t AA, and we don’t introduce 

ourselves and then hug.” 
“Is it that bad, that you can’t talk about it?” 
“It’s my life, that’s all. I don’t see why you want to know.” 
“Because…he’s an asshole.” 
“So, he’s an asshole. You already have your opinion on that. What does it matter 

to you what he does or doesn’t do to me?” 
“Maybe I like you.” 
“You don’t even know me, baby, you just liked fucking me.” 
“You’re pretty cynical.” 
“This is real life, not a fairy tale. Maybe when you were a kid, harems were full 

of chaste women riding magic carpets, but in this world, it mostly means eating a lot of 
dick, pretending you like getting fucked in the ass, and sometimes getting hurt. You deal 
with it.” 

“So, what if I offered to get you out of here.” 
“I’d say you had too much wine with dinner.” 
“Seriously.” 
“Seriously? You wouldn’t know how to.” 
“Oh yeah? Beckett is expecting us to be in here until sometime tomorrow, 

probably later in the day. We could sneak out today and be gone by the time he comes 
looking.” Cherry sighed and looked into my eyes, and then shook her head. “What’s 
wrong with that?” She shook her head again, and rolled onto her stomach, crawling her 
way down my body. “What are you doing?” 

“Talking seems to get you all riled up. Maybe people are right around here. I’m 
finding a better use for my mouth before you get us both killed.” I tried to protest, to push 
the point, but Cherry had a way about her, and she was not at all without talents. Instead, 
I let my head sink deep into the pillows beneath them, and let her take control again.  

A few hours, several carnal acts, and one nap later, the idea hadn’t left my mind. 
If anything, it had grown larger, become more focused and detailed. Something like a 
plan was forming in the back of my mind, ready to come to the surface. Something I 
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could almost touch, I wanted it so bad, right there, just out of reach. The key to the door 
that led back home, where I wouldn’t have to tell anyone about what happened, where are 
scars came from and where I was, until ten or twenty years down the line, when it would 
be nothing more than a story that most people thought I came up with while I was drunk 
anyway. And some parts, Crazy Sammy’s eyes that I just couldn’t get out of my head, 
and the way it felt when his blood squirted all over my hands when I killed him, I would 
never have to tell anyone. If I ignored it long enough, and never brought it up, it would 
just be something that happened to something else, something I maybe read about in a 
paper somewhere, or watched on TV. Not my life.  

A different kind of man, a scholarly man or an introspective man; a smarter 
man, would have sat quietly and reasoned his way out of the situation. He would have 
gone deep into his mind until the best solution presented itself through a rational course 
of deduction. I’ve never been the dumbest kid in school; I mean I got good grades, went 
to college and I do real well at work, but I’m far from what my friends would call a great 
reasoning intellect. My way out came to me with Cherry’s ankle pressed against my ear 
and one of her breasts shaking and heaving beneath my hand. Something in that big, 
expensive old bed came loose, and while we fucked like hyperactive bunnies on Viagra 
and coke, the solid wood headboard slammed into the wall like a sledgehammer. When 
you aren’t that certain kind of man, you get your ideas where you can. Newton had his 
apple, Ben Franklin had his kite, I found my inspiration between the legs of a beautiful 
harem girl slick with sweat and breathing heavy. I slowed down, closing my eyes tight 
and pressing my forehead against her raised knees.  

“Jesus…” 
“What’s wrong baby?” 
“Is it getting hot in here? I think I need a drink.” Cherry only smiled half a 

smile, caught between concern and amusement. 
“You gonna live?” 
“Yeah, I just…fuck, I feel faint. We need to take a minute here.” I pulled away 

from her, and stepped on shaky knees over to the table by the window, where assorted 
snacks had been left for us. I poured a glass of what had once been ice water from a 
gleaming metal art-deco pitcher.  

“Maybe you’re just exhausted. Most guys would have gone to sleep by now. 
You had a long day before we ever came in here.” 

“I’m not most guys, okay? Just give me a minute, and we can keep going.” 
“It’s not like you’re on the clock, you know. You can rest if you want. I’ll be 

here in the morning, too.” 
“Can you blame me for not wanting to waste any of my time with you? You’re 

like nobody I’ve ever been with before.” Cherry blushed a little in spite of herself.  
“Well, just take it easy, huh?” I finished the water and slammed the heavy 

bottom on the table.  
“I’m feeling better already. Why don’t you come join me over here?” The girl 

knew her game, and she knew seduction, but she never saw beyond the flesh. She moved 
across the room with her hips swaying and her hands resting gently on her thigh and 
chest, ready for anything I might want to do to her. With no more than the most subtle 
guidance with a finger here, a soft kiss there, she got us back in the game. Those slender 
fingers of hers dug unto the padding on the back of a chair by the table, and she kneeled 
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with one raised leg on the top of it. The noise the table made pounding against the wall 
beneath the window was almost enough to drown out her moans and my breathing. The 
windows, rattling in their solid oak frames, were a thick glass I figured wouldn’t shatter 
easily, set in wrought iron where a normal window would have used simple leading. They 
were secure without looking like bars, and you really had to give Sebastian credit for that. 
The only thing that saved me was that the locks and latches were ornate handles jutting 
from the wood to look like old-world craftsmanship. Among the symphony of heavy 
moans and pounding furniture and slapping flesh was the clatter of all the bowls and 
glassware that used to be neatly arranged on the table getting strewn about in the rocking 
and shaking that passed through Cherry’s body. With every pound of the flesh, every 
sweaty jolt, something broke or fell or got knocked around. The bowl of strawberries 
scattered across the floor, a bottle of some kind of lotion rolled to the edge of the table, a 
slow stream of thick, fragrant liquid pouring out, and like kismet, the metal water pitcher, 
splashing cool water everywhere, inched its way towards me.  

Her hands firmly gripped to the table, her eyes to the floor, only raising when 
she kicked back her head to gasp for air, before closing tight and turning downward 
again, and her body otherwise occupied, Cherry was clueless about my plan. For all of 
her bewitching and clever tricks, her ability to direct me with only the barest effort, and 
to bare everything with no effort at all, she couldn’t see past that moment. She thought 
nothing of the hollow klunk as I picked up the pitcher, and even when I poured what 
remained of its contents on her back, watching the crystal clear water part and course 
down every beautiful curve of her body, she only looked back for a moment, playfully, 
before biting her lip and turning her attention away again. As I shifted my weight to bring 
my arm far behind my head, she only turned her body to keep aligned to mine. The girl 
knew her business, and I didn’t imagine that there was much that could keep her away 
from a dick she fully intended to ride. I did find one thing though.  

“aaAAFUCK!” She pulled away from me and fell forward, momentary panic on 
her face trying to find the source of the crash, seeing only me standing naked but for my 
bandages with a pitcher in my hand. The sex stopped and the girl now underneath rather 
than half-on the table, I started bumping my thigh into it to keep the noise up. Once I was 
sure it was loud enough to sound like a good hard fucking, I reached back and had at the 
window again.  

“AaaaAAH! What the hell are you doing?!” Anyone listening in was bound to 
think we had just crossed a threshold. For one brief second, I hoped Beckett didn’t have 
some kind of house edict against butt-sex, lest the hypothetical passerby could result in a 
sudden guest. The thought disappeared in another crash of the pitcher, which left the 
window handle dangling. I paused the mock-coital table banging to pick up a butter knife 
that had found it’s way to the floor, and then started prying at the exposed latch, using the 
pitcher for a hammer.  

“Spencer! What are you thinking?!” I was afraid to stop to look at her, lest I get 
caught before I was done. 

“Consider it a jail break. So, what do you say? Want to come with? Find out 
what life is like without some rich evil bastard fucking and hurting you?” 

“Where do you expect to get to?” 
“I don’t even know where we are. But I intent to get out of here, go back home, 

to my life.” 
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“Well MY life is here. I TOLD you that.” 
“Oh come ON, Cherry, do you really think this is a life worth keeping?” 
“It’s mine.” 
“You’re little more than a sex-slave here.” 
“Which you seemed to be enjoying up until 30 seconds ago. What do you think 

I’ll be out there? A shop girl? A gas station attendant? Think I’ll get to live in a place like 
this? Get new clothes whenever I want, get to eat such fine food?” 

“You can be whatever you want. You’ll be free.” With a creaking of splintered 
wood, the window finally came free and swung open. It was difficult to tell in the dark, 
but it looked to be about 12 feet to the ground.  

“Right. Some girl with no degree, no diploma, and whose work skills from 
previous employment include looking sexy, faking orgasms, knowing when to shut up, 
and giving head. I’ll be CEO in no time.” The window open, I abandoned the table to find 
some pants.  

“Fine, stay if you want to. I’m trying to offer you something here, but if you 
want to be a prisoner, I won’t stop you. But I for one have a life out there, and I am NOT 
sticking around this fucking place if I don’t have to.” I looked around, hoping to see 
something useful, as though my wallet and some money and maybe a handgun had just 
appeared since the last time I’d scanned the room, but found nothing more useful than a 
bread knife laying under the table. Cherry was frozen, sprawled on the floor just as she 
had fallen, cold air from outside pulling her skin tight. Part of me wanted to stop, seeing 
her like that. Carry her back to bed and massage the cold out of her and then keep her hot 
all night. But I wouldn’t get another chance like that, and she clearly wasn’t leaving. I 
turned away and left her there, climbing on the table, and then to the sill, and finally 
dropping down to the grass. 

 
There was a time when I’d watch crime movies, where someone was abducted 

and carried off in a limo or a van or some kind of sleek sedan that makes you wonder if 
the kidnappers really NEED the ransom, and I would wonder what the point was of the 
blindfold. I mean, if you don’t want to be identified, then, yeah, that’s great, but these 
guys would always take the blindfold off their meal ticket once they were wherever they 
were going, so what was the point? It just seemed to be sloppy writing; an excuse for the 
detective or other random “hero” to look all the slicker because they were able to track 
the person down based entirely on what they heard or smelt in the car ride. I never 
believed there was any real logistical value to the blindfold itself. If your victim has any 
mind to escape, it’ll be the men with large guns that stop them more than the vague 
confusion of not knowing what street you turned down to get to that specific abandoned 
warehouse. Thanks to Sebastian and his massive estate, I learned the hard way that not 
knowing where in the hell you are is, in fact, a very valuable tool in keeping someone 
from running off.  

Maybe it was because he had an entire life built from people taken from their 
lives and made to suit his purpose, or maybe it was just a part of Beckett’s opulent tastes, 
but the entire grounds were suddenly like a giant maze for me. The place was huge, and 
instead of being laid out in a sharp, simplistic way with a main house and a well-groomed 
yard surrounding it, with a few gardens and maybe a tennis court thrown in, it was a 
jumble of various outbuildings, some of them larger in their own right than any house 
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I’ve ever lived in, and mazes and manmade waterfalls and complex gardens surrounded 
by high iron fences. There was nowhere I could run where I wasn’t eventually blocked by 
something bigger than I could climb and almost impossible to go around. I ran through 
the pitch black for what felt like ages, never sure if I was even getting anywhere and 
often not even aware I was running for something solid until I discovered it with my face. 
It was with panic that I started to realizing the various obstacles were getting easier to 
see; the dim blue light of false dawn was coming on me fast, and I could still see the roof 
of the Beckett mansion standing tall behind me, far closer than I would have wanted. I 
shouldn’t have spent so much of the night wrapped up in hot sex with a gorgeous woman. 
I shouldn’t have wasted so much time talking, hoping she would want to leave. She 
should have been smart enough to go with me. Surely after three years she would have 
had to know her way around the place at least a little better than I did.  

The one benefit of the growing light was that, while it did make me stand out 
quite a bit more, it also let me see for certain that I wasn’t backtracking, and helped me 
find my way around some of the more daunting obstacles, like all the damned hedges and 
sharp, hand-crafted fences. I got as far in the first fifteen minutes of semi-light than I did 
in the entire time that passed from escaping and realizing I could see. Ten more minutes 
and I could see the high stone wall, peaked with metal spikes, that surrounded the 
property. Staying low, creeping slowly around the corner, I tried to follow the line of the 
perimeter, looking for a place where I would be able to climb over, or an opening to slip 
through. It looked like someone did a pretty good job of keeping anything away from the 
wall that would help anyone climb over it, and the only opening I saw was about forty 
feet away, what looked like a utility entrance, which had both an imposing gate blocking 
the way, and a guardhouse on either side of that. Keeping quiet, I watched for a few 
minutes, trying to think. There were only three guards, and one of them was extremely 
fat. I would be better off if I had my bat, but they still didn’t look like anything I couldn’t 
handle. My plan was to sneak as close as I could behind the shrubbery and half-walls, and 
then rush them, knocking them out if I could and stabbing them or killing them if I 
couldn’t with the knife I’d taken from my room. If I waited until the one standing in front 
of the gate went over to talk to the fat one in the far guardhouse, I might even be able to 
take out the one guard before the other two saw me, which would make the whole deal 
easier. Not that I was worried. If these guys were any good in a fight, Sebastian would 
have them in the ring, not guarding the back gate to his house. Ultimately, there were 
only two problems with my plan: one, there were four guards, not three, and two, while 
they may not be that skilled of fighters, they were armed with the same fucking tazers 
that got me into this situation in the first place. The guard I hadn’t seen was only two feet 
away when I caught him out of the corner of my eye, and my knife was still half-tucked 
into my belt when he got me, and the false dawn faded to full dark. 
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“Imagine my surprise, being woken up ay such an early hour, my servant telling 

me that the guards reported finding someone sneaking around. At first I thought it was 
some kind of spy from someone else in the circle, or maybe even a reporter who didn’t 
know yet to leave well enough alone. Then I thought maybe it was one of the girls, 
deciding the wanted to try her luck in the outside world, leaving without saying goodbye. 
It hadn’t even occurred to me that it would be you. What’s the matter, did you and Cherry 
not get along? Did she offend you so wholly as to make you splinter my fine windows 
and ruin a perfectly good pitcher just to get away?” My captor was pacing on a concrete 
floor in a dressing gown over what looked like the most ornate pajamas I had ever seen. I 
was hunched down on the ground in front of him in a dim storeroom with bare walls and 
exposed light fixtures on the ceiling. Drost, Nikki, and Hiro were standing at one wall, 
their faces too obscured by shadows to tell anything about them. 

“Fuck you, Sebastian, do you really think I want to be here? You can give me 
the most beautiful woman in the world and it won’t make up for you keeping me here.” 

“I have to say, Cherry might be offended that you don’t think she’s worth 
staying for. I believe she likes you a little. When I went to your room, she was asleep in 
your bed, and didn’t really want to say much on where you had gone.” 

“Cherry is fine. I tried to get her to come with me.” 
“Well, at least one of you had sense at any rate.” 
“Yeah, but probably not the one you think.” 
“Droll. Now, I had hoped we had reached an understanding of some kind. You 

fought well for me, and I have big plans for you. In exchange, you’ll get nothing but the 
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finest treatment. The company of beautiful women, exquisite foods, the finest clothing 
and enviable lodging. You really aren’t so unlucky as you seem to imagine. But it’s no 
good to me to have you breaking out of my home and rushing the gates. It’s upsetting to 
everyone else. I am truly at a loss about what to do with you, in the long run.”  

“How about letting me go?” 
“No, I’m afraid that’s not an option. For now, I have a simple solution. Think of 

it as part punishment for such poor manners, and part incentive to look at the brighter 
side of your current situation. Hiro, here, is all too happy to assist me in this. He feels he 
owes you for what you did to his student. Hiro?” Sebastian stepped back, casually 
walking to the wall opposite the brothers. Hiro, grinning menacingly, walked with 
shoulders hunched towards me.  

I had been injured in the fights, but that was somehow different. With 
everything that was going on, all the adrenaline and anger and danger, I was lost in a 
void, barely aware of anything, with whatever focus I could muster all directed to the 
hurting I was going to dole out, not any I was probably going to get. Some of the cuts I 
couldn’t even feel, and the ones I did, the stab wounds and Sammy’s hatchet, happened in 
such a rush that I could push past them and do what I had to. My hands bound behind my 
back, on the hard floor with nothing more going through my mind than what was about to 
happen made the beating Hiro gave me seem all the more brutal. Everything he did, every 
blow to the face or punch to the stomach or kick to the side, stood out on its own merit. In 
between he walked around me, like a wild predator intimidating something he was about 
to eat, letting the impact sink in. He was fast, too, I saw where his student had gotten it 
from. It was hard to believe that this man was considered too old to champion for anyone. 
Maybe he was a different fighter when his opponent was armed, or at least had complete 
freedom of his limbs. I was little more than a bag of meat for him to do what he wanted 
to, and what he wanted was to hurt me. The beating went on for longer than it should 
have before Sebastian took a step forward.  

“That’s enough.” Hiro stepped back, admiring his work. Sebastian looked at the 
Russians. “Take him to his quarters, and then have him seen to. He can rest today, and 
tomorrow his training will resume.” Sebastian turned and opened the door, letting light 
stream in, followed quickly by Hiro, who took one last look before he left, smiling with 
self-congratulation at having been able to get what he wanted from me.  

My twin teachers walked over slowly, regretful expressions on each of their 
faces as they helped me to my feet and out of the handcuffs. My knees were weak after 
the jolt of the cattle prod that took me down, followed by the savage beating Hiro had for 
me, so they supported me with a hand under each arm. Their eyes had none of the same 
disappointment that had filled Sebastian’s, or the hatred that burned in Hiro. As silently 
as they did everything, Nikki took my arm over his shoulder to help me walk, and Drost 
led us out the door to the grassy grounds that I had been stumbling blindly through only 
hours before. Once in the house, I got my first impression of how bad I looked from the 
horrified expressions on the faces of some of the house staff that we walked past, and one 
or two of the girls lingering about. Down the familiar hallway my room was on, one maid 
dropped the bedding she was carrying and rushed to the side just to avoid us. We went 
past the door I’m sure had once been mine, though, and continued down to a much wider 
double-door, which led to a suite of rooms far larger and richer than the last. New rooms 
to go with my new status, I thought, since Sebastian had decided to make me his 
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champion. Nikki set me in a chair next to a case of books, and stepped back, making 
room for Drost. Taking my chin between his thumb and fingers he slowly moved my face 
from one side to the other, examining the new damage, and then nodded, slapping my 
shoulder with his big hand and leaving it there, offering me courage with his face, before 
the two of them turned and left me alone.  

Minutes later there was the distinct sound of heavy locks releasing, and Rain 
walked into the room, followed closely by Ava. Clearly she wasn’t expecting me this 
time, and didn’t have time to put on her naughty nurse outfit, instead appearing in a 
sarong that fell almost to her knees, and a matching tank top, while Ava was wearing a 
simple, pretty sundress. Her eyebrows knit together with concern as soon as she saw me, 
and she walked over to my side.  

“Well, it looks like you weren’t lucky enough for whoever did this to leave your 
face alone this time.” Rain tried to force a smile as she examined my face.  

“This one wasn’t a fight.” She nodded, her smile fading fast.  
“I know. Hiro. Drost told me.” 
“Told you?” 
“Mmhmm. He can’t speak, but you’d be surprised how well he can 

communicate.” She stepped back and gestured towards a closed door. “Let’s get you 
washed up and see what we can do for you. Into the bathroom and take off your shirt.” 

Beneath my clothes, there was a lot of blood. Several of the wounds that Rain 
had worked so hard to stitch closed had been torn open during the morning’s adventures, 
and new welts and bruises were already showing up. I could see why people were 
cringing from me.  

“Don’t worry, you’re still handsome under there. Nothing was done that won’t 
heal up again.” Rain was watching my face in the mirror, a comforting hand on my back. 

“How can you be so sure? I look like shit.” She shook her head solemnly.  
“If you’d seen half the things I have, you’d be able to see the difference between 

a beating that will look like nothing once the swelling goes down and the black eyes fade, 
and a beating that leaves it’s mark.” Ava stepped into the room with delicate steps that 
made no sound, and began handing Rain a damp cloth and swabs.  

“At least I feel better knowing that you’ll be here to put me back together again, 
and point out the difference between the two.” 

“There’s only so much I can do, you know. I can’t raise the dead.”  
“I guess I’ll have to try and stay alive then, huh?” Rain tried but couldn’t look 

me in the eyes, focusing instead intently on some torn stitches at my shoulder. “Did I say 
something wrong?” 

“I wouldn’t call what you did an act of someone with a mind for self-
preservation.” 

“How is it NOT self-preservation? Come on, you think this place is some kind 
of spa resort? I didn’t ask to come here, and if I stay here, I’m going to have a life of 
constant danger, an endless stream of people trying to kill me. If I’m going to be violently 
killed by strangers, I may as well do it trying to see my friends again, not so some bastard 
who doesn’t know the difference between people and pets can acquire a new company or 
wager his summer home on it.” 
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“People in the ring you can fight against. They say you’re going to be good, and 
if you are, you can survive. You can live a long time, and enjoy life outside the fights. 
But if you keep pissing Sebastian off, you’re going to die before you get that chance.” 

“Why would he kill me? I thought I was his big hope.” 
“You are as long as you do what he wants. He’s…got a temper.” Rain’s voice 

got small, like it was trying to hide from something inside her chest. My indignation was 
pinched out like a candle flame. 

“Cherry mentioned something about that…” 
“Yeah.” 
“What…I mean, how bad is it? His temper?” Rain stopped swabbing the blood 

from my cuts and sat back on her heels, looking at me as though she was examining 
something expensive in a store that she wanted, but didn’t want to spend the money on. 

“You’ve noticed Ava is quiet?” 
“Yeah. I think I might know why, too.” Rain nodded. 
“She came to us about three years ago. Almost the exact same time Cherry did. 

She was a sweet kid, though. Thought she saw an angle to play in Sebastian, same as 
most of the rest of us. Rich guy comes up, flashes a lot of money in front of you and tells 
you he wants you to come live on his estate with him, a girl can’t help but get some pretty 
big ideas. Ava had it all worked out before she ever saw the place. She was going to be 
everything he had ever wanted; she would wake up and have breakfast made for him, 
help him get ready for work, make sure the place always looked great when he came 
home and have little surprises for him, spend all day thinking of clever things to say to 
him when he got home, read books and magazines to have something to talk about, and 
then at night she could be whatever he wanted. And in exchange, she would never have to 
worry about money again. And then in a few years, depending on how things worked out, 
she would either get every dollar out of him she could and leave in the night, set for life, 
or at least for the next decade of it, or she would marry him.” 

“Sounds like not so bad a plan.” 
“It wouldn’t have been, if he was what she thought he was. Everything changed 

when she saw the house. All the guards at the front gate made her nervous. And then 
when she got inside, and was introduced to the rest of us, you could watch it fall out from 
under her. It broke my heart, seeing her face fall like that. She had dreamed of being his 
princess, his queen, and taking care of his huge estate. She didn’t know she was just 
going to be a plaything, another addition to his little harem.” 

“I take it this isn’t a job most girls would apply for.” She shrugged a little and 
her eyes fell to the floor. 

“Sebastian gets what he wants. If he decides he wants a girl, then he’ll say 
whatever he has to. If he can bring her here with the truth, then he’s happy to, and will 
have a contract signed up, and if he has to lie to bring her in, he has no problem with that, 
either. It’s all about what he wants when he wants it. Nobody else even factors into it.” 

“Yeah, I’m getting that.” 
“So, here was Ava, young and energetic and suddenly trapped in this world 

where she was just a house consort. We tried to explain to her, you know, how things 
worked here, but she had so much spirit then. Sometimes, when it was just the girls, you 
couldn’t even tell what she was. If you heard her talking, gossiping and telling jokes and 
laughing, you’d have thought this was a bachelorette party, or a regular night out with the 
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girls. You should have heard her when she laughed, Spencer, she was so alive. But she 
hated Sebastian for lying to her, for tricking her, for using her body and expecting her to 
do whatever he wanted. She’d expected to have to do some things she might not like 
when she thought she could get him to marry her, but that was when she thought she’d 
just be doing those things with him. Even normal relationships have moments when you 
do something you wouldn’t normally do to make the other person happy, right? But she 
wasn’t in a relationship, and she hadn’t counted on her new man asking her to bed 
whatever champion had won that day, or whichever visiting socialite happened to like the 
look of her. She still saw her body as her own private property, which wasn’t something 
Sebastian could take and give away as he saw fit.” 

“And he saw otherwise.” 
“Of course. In his eyes, this was all a done deal. She had been brought here and 

explained the way things worked, and she should have just gone along with it, and been 
happy for the opportunity. Being the girl she was, she didn’t take that kind of thing 
quietly. If Sebastian told her to go ‘entertain’ some disgusting old man after a fight, she 
would tell him no. If he asked her to do anything she didn’t like, she let him have it. The 
first few times, he…well, he beat her pretty badly.”  

Ava had been standing at the counter, keeping herself busy by arranging and 
rearranging the medical supplies they had brought, but she finally stopped. She looked at 
her hands, and when she finally looked back over at the two of us, her eyes were wet and 
glassy. She walked to Rain, and Rain reached up to take her hand without looking. 

“When the beating didn’t teach her where she belonged, he thought he’d 
demonstrate just how easy it was for him to give her body away. He took her one night to 
one of the dormitories where he keeps and trains his lesser fighters, and gave her to them 
for the night. They took turns all night, holding her down and raping her, until someone 
came to pick her up the next morning. She was a little cut up, so I did what I could, but 
she wouldn’t tell me anything about what had happened to her. Not until a few weeks 
later, when he had done this twice more with the other dorms did she break down and 
confess what had happened. It was horrible, knowing there wasn’t much we could do. 
She didn’t laugh anymore, and didn’t spend any time with the rest of us. One evening, 
Sebastian was in a pretty foul mood, having just lost one of his bigger holdings in a fight. 
The member he lost it to was going to stay the night and leave with his new holdings in 
the morning, so Sebastian was showing him our rooms to offer him some company. Ava 
was sitting in the corner of her room, curled in a ball by the window with her arms 
wrapped around herself. Sebastian came in, kept prodding her and goading her, showing 
off a little in front of this man. He finally pushed her enough, and she leapt off the 
windowsill, yelling at him and swearing at him and calling him on all the terrible things 
he had done. Even if he hadn’t been in a bad mood, he wouldn’t have tolerated that, being 
embarrassed in front of someone else. He’s always so worried about his place in their 
little secret society. He had a new guy coming in, an experienced fighter he bought off 
someone, so he had his private doctor coming out to perform the operation on him 
anyway. He came in that night and gave Ava the worst beating I ever saw her take, and 
locked her in the room. The next morning he had the doctor take away her voice, so she 
could never talk to him like that again.” Ava was now sitting on the floor with her legs 
curled beneath her, leaning her head in to Rain, who sat with a protective arm over her 
shoulder, rubbing a hand up and down her arm. I wanted to have something to say that 



40 
 

would help, that would make either of them feel better, but I just wasn’t prepared as a 
person for the kind of insight that would be in any way fitting. I opened my mouth a few 
times, hoping that the sudden depth of sympathy, of concern would spit something out on 
it’s own, but nothing came. Rain took shallow breaths, her eyes closed, and swallowed 
hard a few times before she could say anything herself. “She had such a beautiful laugh, 
and such a clever way with words. She told the best jokes, and told stories you really 
didn’t get tired of hearing. He took that away from her forever, because he was mad at 
her. Because she didn’t become what he wanted her to be.” 

“I’m so sorry…” It was feeble, but I hadn’t been able to think of anything better.  
“See, he likes you right now. You’re new, and you won. He thinks maybe you 

can pull him out of this hole he got himself in, maybe bring him back up to where he used 
to be in the world. But don’t kid yourself. If you keep making him mad, if you lose or try 
to get away or insult him enough, he’ll beat you and torture you and kill you, just because 
he can. You were right, what you said. He doesn’t see a difference between people and 
pets. You’re his property now, and if you fail to be trained properly, he’ll find some other 
way to amuse himself with you.” We sat for a minute, nobody moving or talking or 
looking at one another. I could feel the blood from the tear on my chest trickling down 
slowly, but couldn’t move myself to do anything about it. Suddenly my beating seemed a 
lot less severe, and I’d have taken another one to not have to hear that story again. Before 
this, my life had been as middle-class as you get, with boring jobs, timeclocks and dinner 
parties, where the worst suffering came from families that didn’t get along, and my 
breakup with Brenda was enough to send me into a drinking binge. What Ava and Rain 
had seen was leagues beyond my level of understanding. Sitting on the floor of my 
elegant tiled bathroom, surrounded by bloodied cloths and swabs, cradling Ava for 
comfort, Rain was one of the most caring, strong, and beautiful women I had ever seen. 
After finally giving up on my limited experience and even more limited vocabulary, I did 
the only other thing that came to mind. I reached out my hand to brush the hair out of her 
eyes, and wiped away the tear that was lingering on her cheek. She smiled a little through 
her pain, and held onto my hand before moving all of us back to what we were doing, 
repairing her patchwork of my body, so much easier than I could have had it. I fought 
even letting myself flinch, in the light of what these two had to endure before I was ever 
knocked out and dragged into their world.  

 
The next morning saw my door being opened bright and early, Nikki coming in 

to roust me out of bed for training. He did a cursory examination of my bandages, 
applying more tape in places where he thought the gauze had come a little loose. I tried 
hard to remember my resolve from the day before as his rough hands pressed on wounds 
that were far from healing. I noticed that he made a point to walk beside me as he led me 
down to the now-familiar exercise room, where Drost was already waiting for me, some 
weighted armor set out, and my practice bat leaning against the wall. Laying in bed the 
night before, waiting to fall asleep, I had come to the decision that I would take my 
training more seriously. Unable to get Rain’s story out of my head, I started to think more 
and more about the possibility of being stuck for a while as a champion, and the beating 
Hiro gave me was enough to put a fine point on the fact that, even though I was better 
than the other amateurs, I wasn’t halfway ready to fight a man who was judged as too 
past his prime to fight in a real arena anymore. This meant I had a long way to go, and 
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gave me the willingness I needed to learn everything I could from my teachers, both old 
and new. Being unable to speak and therefore forced to talk to one another through body 
language and gestures made the Kalenov brothers excellent at reading people, and I think 
they could tell just by the way I stood, waiting for instruction, that I was changed in my 
resolve to take the lesson’s seriously. Pride beamed on both their faces, and we set to 
work immediately.  

Having experienced firsthand what it was like when someone was coming at me 
with actual malice in their intent only made it easier to spar for practice. Before, there 
was a part of me that thought of it as a joke. I thought about those epic fight scenes in 
movies, where the two actors parried back and forth with their swords clashing time and 
time again, sparks flying, while they leaps over tables and climbed stairs for an epic 
finale on a balcony. When they were attacking me, I had been as content to strike their 
weapon as I was to hit the man holding it, wanting to give a good show for my imaginary 
cameras. Afterward, everything changed. When Drost had his axe in hand and was 
coming at me, I didn’t think about what would look good, or what Robin Hood would 
have done; I thought about where his ax wasn’t protecting him, and where I could hit to 
do the most damage and disarm or disable him the quickest. All that day, all the time 
spent fighting and not working out, one of the brothers stood at the back behind the battle 
where I could see him, pointing out on his own body all the weaknesses of my opponent. 
Nikki patted his left rubs to indicate that Drost had left himself open in raising his ax, and 
Drost tapped is right knee to point out that Nikki was exposing his legs with every swing. 
When the evening came, I was exhausted and sore, and my head was buzzing with new 
information. I didn’t even notice which of the bandages had come loose until Rain came 
by, with Ava by her side, to change them and clean the blood off me. None of the painful 
topics of the night before were revisited, and Rain’s friendly smile was back as she told 
stories and asked about my training.  

The next day Dougan was already in the sparring room when we got there, a 
short sword waiting for me. Continuing the lessons of looking for the best opening, the 
silent Scotsman pointed out the techniques of quick stabbing strikes, a short blade being 
quicker and needing less of an opening than I had been used to. Whenever I did well, he 
grinned cheerfully, and the time I actually knocked Drost down with a strike to the chest 
he slapped his knee, laughing silently like a tall bearded child. By the third day I was 
irritated by the cumbersome armor, and shed any that didn’t protect some part of my 
body that had been injured over the past few days. Leaving my legs and right arm 
exposed let me move much faster, which helped in my attacks, and since I could react 
with less time, I got hit less than I had when I was wearing the armor. During any rest 
periods and while we ate lunch, my teachers had books of pictures of various weapons 
and armor, which we would skim through, while they pointed out which types or armor 
worked well with which weapons. The books showcased armor through centuries around 
the world, and I couldn’t believe how many different types there really were. As page 
after page was turned, I found myself thinking about what I would be wearing when I had 
to enter the ring for real. What I would probably be wearing when I died, which wasn’t 
likely to be all that long from now. Some I knew straight away wouldn’t work for me at 
all, like the over-mitt looking Russian gauntlets, or the ancient roman studded-leather 
miniskirts. If I have to be killed with archaic weaponry, I’d rather not do it in a leather 
miniskirt.  
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At the end of the week all three of my teachers came together to get me in the 
morning. Instead of the usual path down to the sparring and exercise rooms, we continued 
down to the very end of that wing of the house, where the doors became spaced further 
apart, where a huge granite doorway held two heavy, studded wooden doors. They swung 
open with deceptive ease, revealing an incredibly large and well-stocked armory, where 
Sebastian and Hiro were already standing.  

“Good morning, Spencer. Do you know what today is?” 
“I think it’s Friday, but my room doesn’t have a calendar and you stole my cell 

phone, so I don’t know for sure.”  
“Actually, its Tuesday. It is also the day we decide on your name, and your 

identity!” 
“My folks took care of the name thing for me just after I was born, and I got 

through with all that soul-searching shit in college.” 
“That was who you were, and it doesn’t mean anything anymore. We need to 

make some decisions about whom you are going to be from this moment forward.” 
“I don’t get to be Spencer anymore?” 
“I certainly can’t imagine the loudspeaker announcing you to into the ring by the 

name Spencer, no. Nor does it conjure up any images of your style.” 
“I’ve always thought I was quite Spencery. I would ever go so far as to say I am 

incredibly Spencer-ific.” Rich evil bastards have no appreciation for wordplay, and all I 
got was a grimace.  

“Be that as it may, has anyone ever flown across the country just to see Spencer? 
Has anyone bet millions of dollars on Spencer’s ability to win a fight? Being Spencer is 
fine for your old life, because nobody real cared to see you. You’re representing me now, 
and I require you to have a little more in the way of showmanship.”  

“Which means what?” 
“The arena matches aren’t just about bloodsport, they’re about drama. Think of 

it as a little bit of acting. Most of the champions, the primaries, have names and identities 
that separate them from one another, characters they play in the ring. There’s the Last 
Musketeer, the Pale Ninja, the Stone Pony and of course the Midnight Samurai.” 

“You want me to play dress-up?” 
“I suppose, in a sense. But the identity you adopt will also dictate the kinds of 

weapons you use, the style you fight with. We couldn’t very well dress you up as a 
Native American and then give you a Scottish claymore sword, for instance.” 

“And you want me to just pick something?” 
“I see no reason to wait. You’re going to be doing some more intensive training 

now, and there is no sense in teaching you to use a halyard if you’re never going to fight 
with a polearm.” 

“Gotcha. And, of course, you’ll be deciding the character I play?” 
“Oh, I wouldn’t dream of it. This is going to be how the world knows you, sees 

you, identifies you, I couldn’t hope to impose that on you. I don’t know your preferences 
in dress or culture, or what your culture is for that matter, and haven’t seen you fight 
enough to know if you have any specific proficiencies yet with certain weapon types. I 
did think that, as we have Hiro here to train you, you might want something in a long-
sword.” The thought of spending more time with Hiro didn’t please me. 

“And what’s wrong with my bat again?” Sebastian chuckled. 
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“Don’t be absurd. We can’t very well dress you up as Babe Ruth and have you 
fight it out with a Louisville slugger. You’ll need a proper weapon for future fights.” 

“What the fuck for?” 
“Pardon?” 
“WHY do I need a different weapon? I mean, not for nothing but I think I’ve 

done alright with the bat. I won your little championship thing, and everyone else I 
fought had something traditional. Dougan and I have already been working with knives, 
so I can stab these guys after I take them down with the bat.” 

“Oh, heavens no, I can’t have you doing that.” 
“What?” 
“While we do have fights to the death, those usually take place among the lesser 

champions, or with challenges we set up. The larger fights we arrange between our 
primaries don’t include death. In fact, killing one’s champion in a non-death match would 
result in some very severe penalties.”  

“Then what’s the problem? You give me a long sword like Hiro’s other guy had, 
I might accidentally stab someone and earn you a slapped wrist. The bat just breaks bones 
and leaves the person alive.” 

“Yes, but, what kind of persona would go along with it? There is already a 
warrior that goes by the name Crow who dresses up like a primitive and has a club. We 
could get you a mace maybe…” 

“No, no mace. Look, you want something that reflects me? Then ditch the idea 
of having me get dressed up in some queer-ass theatre costume. I don’t even like dressing 
up for Halloween.” 

“Then what do you propose? Did you get an idea from the books I’m told you 
looked through, or the armory here?” 

“No, that was all history, old stuff. You don’t get it. I’m not a knight, I’m not a 
warrior. I’m a guy who sat at a desk for nine hours at a time sorting out other people’s 
money, and still had to work selling shitty music to assholes, then got dumped, got 
pissed, and got in a bar fight. That was what you saw, right? Why you took me?” 

“Indeed.” 
“Well, there you go. That’s who I am. I’m a guy who gets in bar fights. I’m a 

guy who gets drunk and hurts people who pisses him off. You want my fighting style, it’s 
the guy who will kick your ass on the street if you push him far enough. You put me in 
that ring, I’m not going to prance around in pantaloons and recite Elizabethan poetry, but 
I WILL paint the ground with your blood. Me and my bat, we’ll splatter your brains 
across the goddamn sand.” 

“Hmm…splatter…paint. Yes, I can see this working. A sort of rugged modern 
street fighter. The Jackson Pollock of Pain.” 

“What are you talking about?” 
“There are distinct possibilities there. Did you have an idea for armor?” 
“No. Well, yeah. You know what? All this metal shit? That’s for losers. I don’t 

want chain mail or breastplates. I want something that looks decent. I kindof liked that 
Sammy’s coat, only, you know, not stained with shit.” 

“You would like to be armored in a…duster jacket?” 
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“Sure, yeah. Reinforce it, make it out of Kevlar or metal mesh or whatever, 
make it so it does the job, but make it look like something I wouldn’t be embarrassed to 
be seen in, either.” 

“Would you like leather, as well?” 
“I said something I WOULDN’T  be embarrassed to be seen in. I’m not fighting 

in a gay bar.” 
“Fair enough. Anything else?”  
“Sure. Whatever you get me, make sure it fits. I was wearing that chainmail shirt 

that came in triple-fat-guy. It was too big, got in my way, and got caught on weapons too 
easily. I need sleeves that stay out of the way of my arms.” 

“Easily accommodated. Surely you’ll need more armor than a single Kevlar 
jacket.” 

“I don’t know. Uh, gimme some pants made of whatever you make the coat of. 
Not, like, matching fabric, but the inside. The Kevlar or whatever. Give me double 
reinforced knees, something in there that will keep them from getting hurt, and make 
them look like normal jeans. Not so baggy they get in my way, but not so tight you can 
see my balls through the fabric. In fact, I want extra padding around those, too. And I’ll 
need boots. Those can be leather, steel toe, steel shank…something durable that looks 
good.” 

“Very good. How about, say, a breastplate under the coat? Or some kind of 
gauntlets? And you’ll surely need a helmet. Maybe we could make it look like a ski 
mask, or…perhaps a hood, on the jacket?” 

“I don’t want big gauntlets, I want gloves. I need to be able to hold my weapon 
and some of the things in those books, like the Russian oven-mitts, were, no offense 
guys, fucking retarded. Gimme something leather, to match the boots, and thin, with open 
fingertips so I can hold onto the handle, and studded knuckles so I can beat the shit out of 
guys. And I don’t want an old solid-metal breastplate, but maybe we could do some kind 
of extra armor, so I don’t get stabbed. Maybe something like SWAT chest armor? 
Something sleek and new. No helmet though, and absolutely no hood on the duster.” 

“Surely you need some kind of head protection.” 
“Helmets block my vision. Maybe your little ninja there could spend his time 

teaching me to not get hit the head, and less of it punching me in the face.” 
“How about if we got you a helmet that had open visibility?” 
“It’ll still look stupid. I hate helmets.”  
“That is something we may have to discuss. However everything else we can 

work on. I think you may be on to something. We will make you a sight to behold, 
Jackson Pollock. I knew you were made for this. We’ll resume your training then, with 
the bat, but I will also have Hiro and the others teach you a variety of other skills. After 
all, Pollock, as I recall, practiced many styles of art before he became famous for his 
splatter painting.” 

“Whatever. Are we done here?” 
“Certainly. Please, go about your training. I’ll send someone by to measure you 

for this new armor. Enjoy the rest of your day.” Sebastian turned and walked from the 
room, leaving the rest of us standing there. It took me a moment to notice that Hiro had 
not left with them for once.  
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“So, little guy, I guess you’re sticking around to join us for training today?” He 
looked at me, without nodding or shaking his head. “That’s okay. It must be hard for you 
to socialize when your master leaves you alone. Welcome to the team, asshole.” The 
brothers exchanged smirks before leading us out of the room. There was a display of 
short blades just to the left of the door.  

“Hey, Dougan.” He stopped and looked at me. “This blade here? Reverse handle 
and a curved blade?” He looked, and nodded, his eyes showing an appreciation for the 
weapon. “You like that?” He nodded again, lips curling at one side of his mouth. “Me 
too. Looks badass. Can you show me how to use it?” He reached out and took the blade 
from the stand, saluting with the handle before we followed the others, tailed by Hiro. 
“He’s back there so he can stare at your ass you know.” Dougan shook his head, smiling 
quietly to himself.  
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Training was much like before, but somewhat more hostile with Hiro there. If 

anything, he helped me feel a little closer to the other three, reminding me that, while I 
wasn’t exactly a willing volunteer, at least there were people around who appreciated that 
fact and didn’t seem intent on treating me less than human. The others didn’t care for 
Hiro any more than I did, and I could see the approval on their faces when we were 
sparring and I had the opportunity to hit him with my wooden bat, just a little harder than 
I would have if matched against one of the others. I have to admit, though, that he was as 
fast as had been advertised, and was ugly-mean with a sword. I had him showing me the 
longsword, first, figuring it would be a good starter. The last spar, I went back to the bat 
against his longsword, for fighting technique, and saw a fantastic opening. Maybe 
because we were working harder than we had been the last few days and my wounds hurt 
more, or maybe because I was mad. In fact, honestly, for both of those reasons and more 
on top of them, when I saw an opening to tag Hiro in the head, I took it, and swung with a 
little extra effort. I wasn’t trying to kill him or anything, but I wanted to get one back for 
all the cheap shots he took when my hands were tied, and I think I did a pretty good job, 
because he dropped his wooden blade and staggered to the wall, clearly dizzy and 
disoriented. My other tutors were a little shocked, unsure of what to do, aside from 
Dougan, who struggled to control his laughter, hand clapped tight to his mouth despite 
his lack of vocal ability. When he finally recovered, Hiro turned to lunge at me, and was 
caught by the Kalenov brothers, pulling him back and letting him know that his turn was 
done. Instead of taking a swing at me, he stormed out of the room, through for the day. 
We finished our exercises in a much more jovial mood, free from his presence.  
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Back in my room, before I could even shower and change for dinner, I got a 
knock, and answered the door to find a girl I had never seen before.  

“Hi there.” 
“Hi. I’m July.” 
“Like the month?” She nodded, brushing her hands through her hair, clearly 

having heard the question more often than she’d have liked. 
“Yeah…yeah. And you’re Spencer.” 
“I am. There aren’t any months named Spencer, but I’ve been trying to change 

that.” 
“Oh?” 
“Yeah. I mean, we don’t really need a month called March, right? I’ve never 

met anyone named March who was worth anything. Spencer is a much better name for a 
month. But unfortunately, I don’t know who exactly to go to about that.” 

“That’s too bad. Maybe the calendar makers?” 
“I don’t think they get to decide much more than what kinds of dogs or 

landscapes or naked ladies go for which month.” 
“I guess those are big decisions.” 
“Not really. I mean, that sort of thing really decides itself. Clearly the girl 

wearing the fur-lined g-string is going to fit much better with the winter months. Floral 
patterns would work well for spring. And summer, well, hey, they’re all mostly naked 
anyway. Although having you there would make one more easy decision.” 

“Do you think so?” 
“How could they have a beautiful woman named July and not pick her to model 

for July? It’s, like, kismet.” 
“What if there was a prettier girl up for July?” 
“Don’t sell yourself short. You’re a beautiful woman. I’d pay to see you naked.” 

That one got a little blush out of her, and she opted to step past me into the room instead 
of answering.  

“Should we get to work?” 
“Oh. Well, sure, but…I meant what I said and all, but I don’t actually HAVE the 

money to pay to see you naked. I would have, normally, but some asshole in a fancy coat 
and a cattle prod stole it.” I got another blush, while she looked everywhere but at me and 
run her fingers through her hair again.  

“No, I was sent to get your measurements. For the tailor? Kamala said you 
needed to be fitted for some new armor.” 

“Right. Yeah. Doesn’t that seem weird to you?” 
“That you’re going to a tailor for armor?” 
“Yeah. I mean, just saying that. That I need to be fitted for armor. It sounds so 

weird to me. That’s not a normal conversation.” 
“Let me tell you, around here, it’s pretty normal.” 
“Have you been fitted for armor?” 
“Sebastian doesn’t let his girls do anything they would need armor for, really. 

He let Ashe keep hers, from before, but he doesn’t even really like that.” 
“Girls can’t fight?” 
“Not…sometimes, he’ll make some girls fight, but not in rings. Not really like 

what you do.” 
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“I don’t know if I’m offended that these fancy-pants rich people won’t let girls 
champion for them, or relieved that I won’t be expected to hit a girl in the face with my 
bat.” 

“You should know there is no place in the arena for chivalry.” 
“I’m not okay with that. I honestly don’t know that I could do it.” 
“Ooh, don’t tell Sebastian. He’d be so disappointed. I bet he’d find one for you 

to fight just to try and make you.” 
“You wouldn’t try to kill me, would you?”  
“Honestly, I’m not in much position to decide what I do or don’t do anymore.” 
“You must get some choice.” 
“Very little. See the clothes I’m wearing?” July held out her arms and twirled, 

showing off a tight black skirt, and a pinstripe blouse buttoned only halfway. 
“Looks nice.” 
“Kamala picked it out. And my hair? Shine did that for me. Someone tells me 

when to get up, when to go to bed, and if I’m going to bed with someone besides myself. 
In any given day I make barely a handful of decisions.”  

“We need to do something about that.” 
“Such as?” 
“I don’t know. But I’ll work on it.” 
“Okay, you do that, but until then, the current decision that I didn’t get to make 

is measuring you for your armor, so you can kick ass in style.”  
“Fair enough.” I stood with my arms at my sides, ready for measuring. 
“So, what am I measuring you for? Did you go for the full-armor look, or are 

you going to be more ninja-like?” 
“I’m getting jeans and a coat.” 
“Okay, now that part actually IS a little strange. What are you supposed to be?” 
“Me. Just a version of me that hits people with a bat until someone says stop.”  
“I can just hear the announcer now: ‘And now, coming into the ring, that guy 

who hits you with a bat a lot. You know the one.’ It’ll be great.” 
“Sebastian calls me Jackson Pollock.” 
“Like the painter?” 
“I guess.” 
“Are you going to paint pictures with people’s blood?” 
“I hadn’t planned on it.” 
“That’s too bad. You’re using a good theme, and letting the creative opportunity 

slip away.” 
“I tell you what. If you come see me fight, I’ll paint a picture.” 
“That may be one thing I am actually able to do. Sebastian loves it when we see 

something violent. He thinks violent acts make all girls horny, just because they make 
him horny.” 

“Are you telling me it turned him on when he watched me fight?” 
“Probably.” 
“If he expects me to fuck him, he may as well kill me now.” She laughed a little 

and had to re-measure the length of my arms. 
“No, he leaves that up to us. Someone probably got it as soon as he got back 

from watching you though.” 
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“But not you?” 
“Not that night.” 
“What do you do when you’re not…working?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“You don’t know?” 
“Um…nope. Completely slipped my mind.” 
“Sucks being the new kidnappee in town. No trust from anyone.” 
“Sorry buddy, that’s life. Trust isn’t something we have a lot extra of around 

here, if you can imagine that.” She wrote down the measurement of my neck, and rolled 
the measuring tape back up. “All done here. Unless you want me to measure your inseam 
again…” 

“Do you WANT to measure my inseam again?” 
“Actually, that was just a dick joke. I was told to measure you and then bring the 

info straight back. I don’t make decisions, remember?” 
“Right. Well, you start thinking about what kind of a picture you want me to 

paint, and maybe your imagination will get a jump-start.” July smiled politely and left, 
leaving me alone again. 

 
The next morning Dougan woke me up, smiling excitedly, his hand behind his 

back. I half expected it to be some kind of trick, and approached him expecting a sucker-
punch. Instead, he pulled out a knife, freshly carved from a piece of wood, looking 
almost exactly like the one he pulled from the knife display in the armory the day before. 
He held it out to me, lifting his eyebrows a few times in celebratory pride. I picked it up 
in my hand, and held the grip. He made a face like he was thinking, and then, tipping his 
head towards his shoulder in something that was half a nod and half a shrug, he reached 
out to reposition my hand on the handle.  

Drost and Nikki were matching against one another when I got there, Hiro in the 
back looking as mad as ever. Just like on Christmas morning, the others took their turns 
examining the new rehearsal weapon as though they were completely surprised to see it, 
showing their approval of the craftsmanship and the weight of it in their hands (none of 
them needing to have the knife re-positioned in their hands), and the day’s lessons then 
all centered around the new toy. Many hours were spent with a single knife in my hand, 
learning the techniques of getting in close to someone, slipping the blade between cracks 
in armor, through defenses; turning the smallest of weapons into the deadliest. Once they 
felt I had spent enough time with the knife alone, they found another small wooden blade 
to give me, and started going over the rules of fighting with two weapons. Suddenly my 
concentration had to be in two places at once. What should have made fighting easier; 
having twice as many things with which to hit my opponent, actually made it harder. I 
would see an opening, and wonder which hand to use to attack it, and before I could 
make my move with either, the blade as at my throat. True to form, they spent hours 
beating me, humiliating me, sending my self esteem in the ring back down to ground 
level by introducing new elements, and then, just when I thought I was getting the hang 
of it, they changed it up again, giving me back my bat, and moving the knife to a backup 
weapon. This was even worse, large weapon in one hand and small in another, I got in 
my own way more often than I did anything good.  
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There was definitely a pattern to the training technique being used to train me. 
Anything new was given a large portion of our devotion, practicing again and again until 
the moves stopped being something I thought about consciously. What started as 
something I tried to do perfectly each time became something I did hastily, just to get it 
done with, through exhaustion, and then moved into something I did almost by reflex, 
form improving again through sheer repetition. I guess that’s what all those slow-motions 
practice forms are for in martial arts; getting the muscle memory down so that when it 
comes time that you need to use these skills and you don’t have the time to think, you can 
react with your fullest abilities on instinct alone. Slowly, without my awareness, I was 
getting better. So many new things were being thrown at me that, even though I never felt 
comfortable or prepared, there were things I simply didn’t worry about anymore. When 
they started making me use the knife only in my left hand, I was just barely comfortable 
that my right would be doing well with the bat. When they wanted me to dual-wield all 
the time, I was relieved when I was allowed just the one. As lessons got harder, the 
simpler things that used to give me grief became the easy things I had down. Many times 
I got leaps and bounds in my improvements through frustration and anger, as though I 
needed the fuel of the anger I seemed to always have near to hand to push through the 
barrier of learning. Towards the end of that first week of two-handed fighting training, 
when we were working hard on using the bat as my primary and the knife as my 
secondary, a combination that was unanimously decided to be the most advantageous, I 
was still having a focus problem. In the past, I had been able to put all my attention on 
just the bat, which meant that if, for any reason, I started to lose my grip, I could grab it 
with my second hand and re-secure myself. It allowed me more power and a little more 
maneuverability, since I could also switch off if I needed. With my left hand full of 
another weapon, I had to re-learn my bat technique; new grip placement and a lot more 
practice on getting force behind a single-handed swing. But time after time, when I was 
sparring, I would imagine going in close with the knife, and when I tried to go for it, I’d 
barely see an attack coming from the other side, and block it, a feeble deflection, leaving 
my bat grip loose and far too often dropping it entirely. Every single time I heard the 
wooden klunk of the bat landing, it echoed in the hollow metal ring of the aluminum bat, 
and Crazy Sammy’s eyes were right in front of me, rimmed red and ready to cut my head 
off with a sharp hatchet. Losing my weapon was inexcusable, and had already left me 
with a few scars. If I hoped to live long enough to find a way out of this mess, I’d have to 
keep my gear in my hands. After being disarmed for the dozenth time in a day, probably 
the hundredth in a week, I was fed up. Children could learn from the tantrum I threw 
then, kicking over an entire rack of weapons and smashing a sword over my knee before 
something snapped in my head and I found a solution. I pulled off my shirt, already damp 
with sweat so early in the day, and tore the bottom two inches off, discarding the rest. I 
tied one end around the bottom of the bat and the other around my wrist, giving me a 
curled cloth rope about two feet long. Nikki and Dougan exchanged curious glances, and 
then Dougan resumed his starting stance, as if to say ‘okay, let’s see how this plays out.’  

The first round started as so many had before then, the two of us going through 
the routine, attacking and dodging each other with such familiarity you’d think we had 
been doing it all our lives. And then he started pouring it on, hitting harder and faster, 
intentionally leaving an opening to lure me into using the knife, just so he could disarm 
and dispatch me again. I knew it was a ruse, I knew how it would go, but I went for it 
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anyway. Shifting my weight to dive down and forward, he pivoted at the hip to anticipate 
me, chopping down less than an inch from my face, forcing me to catch myself short, 
throwing my balance off, and then bringing his sword back around at my right hand while 
I was off-guard. And, just as it had before, I pulled back my hand with enough time to 
spare my fingers a pounding, but not enough time to keep him from knocking the weapon 
from their grip. Only this time, it was tied to me, flying out only as far as the makeshift 
rope would let it, tugging at my wrist to let it go. I tugged back, and it swung back 
around, nearly landing back in my hand, enabling me to swing back before he was ready 
to put up his defenses. I pinned his sword back to his chest on the first blow, and 
followed by stepping in close with my knife to his neck. The second go round he knew 
he’d have to change tactics, trying to use the tether to his advantage, use it as a means to 
pull the weapon away from me, instead of just bringing it back. Luck was on my side, 
and by a stupid twist of fate, and a careless twist of my arm, when his sword hit the strip 
of cloth I turned my arm just right and trapped the blade there, giving me a window to 
bring my knife up to his ribs. For the second time I took a knife to the side of Crazy 
Sammy, this time sending his ghost back to hell, feeling elated inside that I had solved 
the problem of losing my bat, and gained something that I could, eventually, actually use 
as a weapon itself. For the first time, I had done something that impressed my teachers 
not just through learning, but through innovation. A door had opened somewhere inside 
me, showing the first glimpse of Jackson Pollock, the ring fighter.  

 
Aside from the daily exercise and training sessions, the only constant in my 

new, simplified life was Rain, who came every evening to change my bandages and 
check me or any new wounds or torn stitches. Using the wooden weapons kept me from 
getting stabbed or killed, but since I had given up on wearing armor, choosing instead to 
go natural like the Kalenovs and Dougan, I frequently got new bruises, some of which 
agitated old wounds.  

“You should be more careful, you know. You’ll never heal if you keep tearing 
these open.” She was dabbing at the cut near the top of my chest which, along with my 
shoulder, was the worst repeat offender for re-stitching.  

“Maybe I do it on purpose. If I get better, you’ll stop coming to visit me.” 
“Is it really worth having a constant open wound just to spend a few minutes 

with me every evening?” She tried to lower her eyebrows for a proper scolding, but it just 
wasn’t in her nature.  

“Clearly you undervalue the value of your company.”  
“As sweet as that is, Spencer, I don’t think you really have to worry about ever 

really getting rid of me. Unfortunately, you’ll probably be seeing me plenty.” 
“Unfortunately? Perhaps I’ve OVERvalued my own company…” She slapped 

my side just lightly enough to let me know she didn’t mean anything by it. 
“I meant I don’t really look forward to seeing you get hurt. Seems such a 

waste.” 
“Waste of blood?” 
“Waste of…a good guy, I guess.” 
“Why is it that it’s not until I got kidnapped and stabbed that I met someone as 

gentle and sweet as you?” 
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“I don’t know. How is it that you’re one of the most genuine guys I’ve ever met, 
and you’re supposed to be the new top-killer around here?” 

“I guess we’re both caught in a pretty weird world right now, huh? Forced to 
become something new in order to get by?” 

“Maybe. I don’t know. Some of it must be natural, or we wouldn’t have wound 
up here at all, right? If I had been pure and noble, I never would have gotten tricked into 
this, and if you didn’t have a violent bone in your body, Sebastian wouldn’t have found 
you and brought you here.” 

“Okay. At the very least, we’ve found a place that seeks to bring out the worst in 
us, anyway.” 

“That I can agree to. Who knows, maybe this is just the karmic way for us to 
find the better parts of ourselves?” 

“Right now, it isn’t even the strangest thing I’ve heard this week.” 
“What IS the weirdest thing to happen this week?” 
“My every breath in this place is full of surreal weirdness. Remember, I have 

disappeared from the face of the earth to fight in secret battles at the behest of a 
clandestine circle of the world’s wealth and power. But, personally, the weirdest thing 
was realizing how much more aware I am of the world around me, after all this training.” 

“Aware like the grass is greener and apples taste sweeter?” 
“No. Actually, in some ways, yeah, but what I meant was, I can sense the air 

around me a lot more. Almost like how a cat almost always knows when you’re sneaking 
up on it. Through everything we do in a day to get me ready for this, most of it is 
mechanical, simple learning, training my body to do something I had never thought to 
make it do at all before. It’s like learning to dance, only the point is to hurt someone 
instead of impress girls.” 

“Don’t sell yourself short. There are some girls around here who are mighty 
impressed by watching you fight.” 

“Be that as it may, the thing that really catches me off guard is when I realize 
that I’m blocking things that come from behind me. Dude tries to hit me in the back with 
something, and I can twist and block it and turn my attention back to the front again 
without thinking. It’s like having eyes on the back of my head. It’s…so weird.” 

“Sounds like the guys are good teachers.” 
“I guess. You know what it’s like? You’ll probably get this better than anyone I 

knew before, but it’s like when you get a job you didn’t expect to. Maybe you applied 
because you were bored or figured it wouldn’t be more than a waste of a few minutes on 
the gamble that it worked, but you get this job that you never really thought seriously 
about doing before, and so for the first few months, you’re walking on eggshells, waiting 
for something to go wrong, waiting to be found out. And then one day someone calls up 
with a question, and you get the same sick feeling in your gut like THIS will be the phone 
call that gives you away, only you don’t even have to think about the question this time. 
So you figure it was just an easy one, and then someone else calls, and you know that one 
too, and finally, after a few more, you don’t even feel nervous anymore, and you realize 
that it’s not that the questions are easy, it’s that you’ve finally just fit into the job, and just 
then really made it yours.” 

“I know exactly what you’re talking about. I’ve had that twice here. The first 
time, when I realized that I was really part of some kind of harem, it just made me feel 
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sick. I couldn’t believe that I had become little more that a glorified whore, but at the 
same time, I knew that’s what I was, and what I was going to be. And then the second 
time, with the medical stuff, the nursing, felt really good. The first time I saw an open 
wound and reached for the antiseptic and the stitching needle like I had seen it a thousand 
times before. God, that felt good. Yours is probably more the first kind though, right?” 

“It’s a mixed bag. It’s not something I really WANT to be good at, and, yeah, it 
makes me feel a little sick when I think about what I’m supposed to do with it. But I can’t 
deny that there are these moments, when we’re just practicing, that I feel really good, 
because there’s all this complicated stuff that I might see in a movie, and I’m doing it, 
and it’s not half as hard as I think it should be. If it was all that stuff, it would be great.” 

“If only you could just keep it at that, huh? Just you and the guys playing 
around.” 

“We could be stuntmen, or work with the traveling carnival. Instead of killing 
people. Just wait, I’ll probably be screwed up good after I have to really fight. If I live.” 
Rain sat beside me and cupped my face in her hands, looking deep into me with those 
bright blue eyes of hers, until I couldn’t help but feel her sincerity. 

“You’ll survive, and you’ll do well. If it helps, remember that not everybody 
there is like you. You’re going to fight a lot of guys who CHOSE this, who get off on 
this. Ex boxers or military men who really WANT to kill people for a living, and a lot of 
people who would have been dead by now through some other means if they hadn’t 
wound up here. Don’t start telling yourself that everyone out there is just like you, 
because they’re not. Guys like you are rare. Even in the real world. And especially here. 
So you do what you have to do to keep yourself alive, and don’t get yourself any wound 
so bad I can’t put you back together, okay?” I couldn’t remember the last time someone 
looked at me like that, or spoke to me so affectionately, even before. Had Brenda ever 
cared so much? Nothing came to mind. “Okay?” I struggled to speak, barely finding my 
voice, small and weak, buried deep in the back of my throat. 

“Okay. I’ll do what I can to come back to you.” Barely a whisper, the words 
were as loud as I could make them. Since that day in the Beckett Arena, I hadn’t shaken 
so bad, and only after I realized my body was quivering so did I realize I had my hands 
on her arms, leaning close to her. I couldn’t keep my eyes away from her, couldn’t stand 
or let go. I couldn’t do anything at all except lean forward, so slow it was barely 
movement at all, and kiss her gently on her soft lips. My eyes only closing when hers did, 
and only opening after her lips parted from mine. Rain’s eyes were still lowered, hidden 
by lids and long lashes. She cleared her voice before speaking again, hew voice quiet and 
slow.  

“I…should go. Everything is good here. You’re healing well. Take care of 
yourself, and I’ll see you tomorrow.” Only after she finished speaking did her eyes raise 
to meet mine again, and then she turned, gathering some of her supplies together before 
Ava picked up the rest of them and followed, the expression on her face clearly saying 
that, even if she were capable of speech, she would be silent. The door hadn’t even 
clicked shut before I found myself looking forward to the next evening when she would 
come back. I had been getting along with Drost and Nikki and Dougan, and I had enjoyed 
talking and spending time with Cherry, but it was Rain who made me feel like maybe 
there could be something like home in this new world I inhabited. She was the silver 
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lining to the black stormclouds of the new life, only more reliable than any weather can 
ever be.  

 
On the nice days, we would go outside and spend the entire day sparring. The 

collective of my tutors had begun training me how to fight more than one opponent at a 
time, which meant a new kind of focus entirely. During the first few days, I got 
instruction and patience, and after that, we returned to the learn-by-doing staple of ring-
fighting education. For hours at a time I would fight them, two by two, while another two 
rested. First I would fight Nikki and Drost, and then Drost would step out to be replaced 
by Dougan, and after that match, Hiro would replace Nikki, and after that Drost replaced 
Dougan, and so forth, so each round had me up against someone rested, sitting on the 
sides to observe and give advice, or lying in the grass, while the only time I ever got to lie 
down was when someone knocked me flat on my back. It was a brutal campaign against 
my body, but after the first hour, I was comfortable expecting attacks from two sides, and 
by the second I was winning as many matches as I lost. Four hours after that, I was 
spraying drops of sweat with every swing of my arms, and many of my muscles were 
almost beyond exhaustion, but I wasn’t even thinking about the fights anymore, just 
reacting; dodge and strike, block and counter, on instinct alone. Our break was signaled 
by a cheerful call from across the lawn, followed by a beautiful woman in matching 
bikini and sarong, with chain jewelry wrapped around her right arm and stomach, her 
soft, tan flesh dotted with freckles and decorated with several tattoos, and the bright noon 
sun catching gold highlights in her brown hair, making them glow.  

“You boys ready for some lunch? I brought you a picnic!” We walked from the 
small sandy square of a wrestling pit, Dougan smiling in the sun and slapping the sand 
from my back, and for a moment it felt like we were just friends enjoying a beautiful day 
at the park.  

“You’re like a beautiful angel. I’m starved.” 
“I bet! I was watching you fight, and it looks exhausting! How do you move that 

fast for so long?” 
“Having two big guys waiting to smack you with wooden swords is pretty good 

inspiration, really. Those things fucking hurt.” She chuckled, and handed me a sandwich 
as I collapsed on the ground. I only took one bite before Dougan, sitting beside me, 
snatched it away and lit into it, grinning madly around a mouthful of food. I held out my 
open hand, indicating where a sandwich should be, and he just shrugged. “Of all the 
lousy things a guy can do, I me—OH MY GOD, WHAT IS SHE DOING!?” The girl and 
my trainers all turned their heads quickly, following my eye line to a perfectly normal 
and vacant garden in the distance, not certain what I saw seeing until Nikki felt the 
sandwich that had been resting on his knee disappear, still wrapped up.  

“Ha! You even fooled ME there.” The girl smiled brightly.  
“It only seemed fair.” Nikki, on the other hand, felt it to be most unfair. He 

looked at the rest of us with our sandwiches, and then at his brother, who shook his head 
and turned his back to us, placing his body between Nikki and his lunch. Nikki rocked to 
his knees, and then dove sideways at his sibling, the two of them wrestling and grappling 
on the ground, each clutching wildly, until Nikki ducked out of Drost’s grip, his prize 
smashed and somewhat mangled, but no less the victor.  



55 
 

Left empty-handed, Drost looked around and his options. Everyone was happily 
munching away at their pilfered sandwiches, too wizened from previous theft to fall prey 
to him now. For the briefest of moments he entertained thoughts of taking Hiro’s lunch, 
but the way Hiro was glowering under his lowered brows and keeping one hand only 
inches away from his bokken was enough to stifle any notion Drost may have had to 
make him the next victim.  

“Aww, you should know by now that Hiro has never been playful in his life. 
Have a consolation prize.” The girl tossed Drost a new sandwich of his own. His eyes 
beamed at the ultimate victory: a lunch all his own, untouched by the hands and mouths 
of others. As soon as she was done passing out the rest of lunch, standing in the middle of 
us to make sure there was no more horseplay, she gathered her basket to go.  

“Hey, now. Why aren’t you staying?” 
“I don’t want to interrupt Boy Time for too long.” 
“Boy Time lasts all damn day. Please, stay for lunch at least.” Without saying 

anything she looked at me, her head cocked to the side, letting her hair fall onto her 
shoulders, before a thin smile spread on her face, and she nodded, and sat on the grass 
beside Dougan and myself.  

“Okay, but only because I brought an extra sandwich and it they look good.”  
“Works for me. So why have I not seen you around before?”  
“I don’t know. I’ve been here for…oh, a few months short of two years. 

Probably because you spend most of your time fighting with these guys or brooding in 
your room.” 

“I don’t have much choice about that.” 
“Which?” 
“Either. Someone comes and gets me in the morning, and then brings me back in 

the evening and locks my door.” 
“Sebastian takes break-out attempts personally. He’ll get over it.” 
“And then I can get to know you?” She wrinkled her nose. 
“If you really want to, I guess. If you can find me.” 
“And where would you be that I couldn’t find you?” 
“I don’t know. Fighting with some girls or brooding in my room?” 
“Fighting with swords and axes?” 
“No, just mean words and claws. Regular girl stuff. Like when Ember borrowed 

my panties without asking. G-strings are SO a personal thing, you do not share those.”  
“Understood. So I’ll find you when you’re happy and smiling, like now.” 
 “I only ever smile in the sunshine.”  
“Is that a rule?” 
“Yup. That’s why they call me Soleil.” 
“So when it’s sunny and you’re not looking for stolen-panty vengeance, I’ll look 

for you.” 
“Which means you may never find me.” 
“It seems to me that you’re a little on the invisible side.” 
“I’m a figment of your imagination.” 
“At least you’re pretty. I think these guys are figments of my imagination, too, 

but they’re plug ugly.” 
“These guys are figments?” 
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“You mean you can see them?!” 
“Shouldn’t I be able to?” 
“Well, I keep asking people if they can see anyone around because I’m hearing 

voices, and they just look at me funny.” 
“You can hear them?” 
“Oh, yeah. These are the chattiest figments I’ve ever had. You should hear them 

go on. Especially the bald one on the end. He’s like a little high-school girl, always going 
on about boys he likes and who he’s going to ask to the prom.” Soleil giggled, and it was 
one of the most beautiful things I had ever seen or heard. I was so distracted I didn’t even 
see Drost coming at me until it was too late to evade his tackle. We wrestled and rolled 
around on the grass, until I had him half-pinned, and his brother took mercy on him and 
tossed him his wooden broadsword. I danced and boxed as much as I could around the 
whistling sword swings, slapping and jabbing any holes left in his defenses.  

“Aren’t you going to help him?” Dougan raised an eyebrow at Soleil, and then 
leaned back, arms behind him for support, and shook his head slowly.  

“Thanks Dougie, you’re a real pal. I’ll remember this the next time you need 
help ironing the pleats in your kilts.” A soft, friendly laugh was followed by a stolen 
wooden short sword landing in the sand. “Oh, you see? The pretty lady is on MY side. 
You’re in for it now, baldy!” Drost and I screwed around a while, and than, after I got in 
a few good hits, Nikki came to join, and then Dougan, and play-fighting had become 
practice sparring again, bat and short sword against two or three of the guys at a time. 
Soleil sat in the grass and watched a while, with her eyes squinting against the sun and a 
thin smile on her face. As much focus as it took to fight two or three of them at once, I 
couldn’t help but turn and look over my shoulder time and again. If bringing a smile to a 
beautiful, friendly girl like that was what these fights were all about, maybe I’d be okay 
with them after all.  

The longer we continued, the less time in a day we spent of the actual 
instruction, my form and stances being corrected and each move and technique being 
demonstrated for me repeatedly before I was allowed to try it in a ring, and the more time 
we spent simply working out, or sparring. There was still learning, when a situation 
presented itself that I hadn’t seen, or one of the guys did something new that I wanted to 
know, but we would go days without stopping to show me something new, instead 
focusing on honing what had already been taught. And with each passing day that this 
rehearsal continued, the more I started to think of it as the battles intended for me, 
comfortable and familiar, instead of the constant dread I had been having before about 
deadly battles with huge, well-trained men. I must have been doing something right 
though, even if it did just feel like exercising and playing around. I was more frequently 
invited to Sebastian’s semi-formal dinners, where he spoke to me as though I was an old 
friend or a valued houseguest, and I got more frequent company. Or perhaps the other 
residents of the estate were simply getting used to me. The week after I met Soleil, I was 
reading in my room when Cherry came in. She acted surprised to see me at first, and then 
proceeded to search my room, speaking aloud about all the hidden supplies and trap 
doors she expected to find. 

“So are you digging a tunnel under your mattress at night? Are you making a 
papier-mâché body double to slip under the blankets when you sneak out so it looks like 



57 
 

you’re sleeping? Does it snore? Where to you keep your digging tools? Do you have a 
hollowed-out bible anywhere?” 

“I’ll hollow YOU out if you don’t stop throwing my books on the floor and 
messing up my room.” She froze where she was at the bookshelf for a minute and then 
turned to me, pointing with a large hardback volume she still had in her hand.  

“Okay, I don’t actually know if you were threatening me or hitting on me just 
then.” 

“Which would you prefer?” 
“I don’t know. If that was a threat, it was pretty lame, but if you were hitting on 

me, it sounds a little uncomfortable. And maybe painful. Or just gross.” 
“Then let’s go for a lame threat. Like the kind your grandpa might have made.” 
“My grandfather didn’t speak English, and the few times I saw him he was 

never sober or awake long enough to use whole sentences.”  
“I take it you started driving men to drink at an early age then.” 
“If you listen to my mom, then I drove my old man to drink since her first 

missed period.” 
“Aw. Your jokes make me sad.” 
“That’s because you’re an awful big pussy for being such a hot-shit gladiator.” 
“Maybe that’s my secret. I kill with love. You should see me execute a care-bear 

stare.” 
“Yeah, it sure worked on those guards you saw, and boy did it ever keep you 

from getting a beating out in the woodshed.” 
“You heard?” 
“Heard AND saw. Not all of us are so wrapped up in our complex little escape 

plans that we fail to notice the rest of the world you know.” 
“Jesus you’re mean. If I admit it was a bad plan, will you let up a little?” 
“Maybe.” 
“Fine. It was a shit plan. I ran into buildings in the dark and got nailed by a rent-

a-cop with a cattle-prod. Happy?” With one eye half closed and her lip bit, Cherry looked 
like she was concentrating hard.  

“So was it something that just happened on the fly, or did you actually think up 
with this incredibly shit plan while fucking me?” Once she knew I was willing to give in, 
I was all hers. 

“I thought it up.” 
“What you’re telling me is; it’s safe to say I fucked your brains out. Because, 

clearly, your plan? No brains involved.” 
“Your solution certainly explains why I wanted to take a mean little thing like 

you with me…” She cocked her head, grinning wildly with one half of her mouth. 
“Oooh, someone is getting catty. Did I hit a sore spot? What is it you’re 

sensitive about, your escape attempt, or your planning ability?” 
“I’m just a little disappointed that I didn’t try to bust the window with your thick 

head instead of the metal pot. Probably would have taken me less time, maybe I could 
have made it.” Cherry ran her tongue across her teeth, making her lips glisten. 

“You’d know all about hard heads, wouldn’t you?”  
“Now you’re the one confusing insults and come-on’s, I think.” She dropped the 

last book and stalked towards me slowly, a huntress moving in for the kill. 
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“Spencer, shut the hell up and get your sassy ass on that bed.” 
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It was about a week or so later that I got another reminder about my pending job 

as an arena fighter. An after-practice knock on my door revealed July, standing there with 
a bag in her hands, looking distracted and so deep in thought that even the huge, heavy 
doors to my room swinging open was not enough alone to bring her attention to me.  

“What’s in the bag?” 
“Oh! Spencer!” 
“Yes. Spencer.” She lowered her eyes as though I had been sneaking up on her. 
“You startled me.” 
“Funny, really, considering you knocked on the door to my rooms. Who would 

you expect here?” 
“I expected YOU, just…not so…I don’t know. Can I come in?” In changing the 

subject, she clearly intended to put the entire question to bed without a single additional 
thought wasted on it. 

“Of course.” She walked in, her stride now proud and determined.  
“So they’re working on your armor, and they came to a point where they want 

your input.” She set the bag down on the table by my bookshelves. 
“So they sent you on another errand, huh?” 
“It’s what I do. Sit down here and give me some opinions.” I walked to the table 

and sat in one of the two high backed wing-chairs that sat beside it. 
“You girls issue me a lot of orders, you know that?” 
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“We know what’s good for you. You should listen to us. Girls can tell these 
things.” July’s head tilted a little, her eyes settling on mine, searching them like she was 
trying to find a secret gateway in them to lead her somewhere new and interesting. 

“I don’t know how much I trust these estrogen-laced psychic powers you 
women claim you have. Gimme fiction over intuition any day. For now, though; what’s 
in the bag?” She looked at it as though seeing it again for the first time, and opened it up, 
dumping out the contents.  

“Fabric swatches!” 
“Oh god no!” 
“Oh God yes, yes, YES!” She giggled a little and looked to her left, as though 

someone might be spying on her little mock orgasms. “You have to help decide how 
you’re going to look out there.” 

“I thought I did my part.” 
“You did HALF your part. You gave them the ideas and the measurements. 

Now they’ve been working on how to put it all together, all the technical issues and the 
design questions, and we’re to the point now where we need to come up with the final 
layer, what your gear will look like on the outside, overtop of all those layers of defensive 
stuff. It’s going to be REAL easy, I promise.” I settled back in the chair with a heavy 
sigh, similar, I’m sure, to the collective sigh of any man who has ever had to look at 
fabric swatches or wallpaper books or IKEA catalogues. July held up a stack of thick 
fabric, held together at one side with plastic binding. It fell into my lap like a dead 
animal.  

“Denim?” 
“For your jeans.” 
“Can’t they just be jeans-colored?” 
“No such thing. Jeans come in as many different colors as everything else. Do 

you ever wonder who once decided jeans were going to be blue? How odd a conclusion 
to just jump to all the sudden.” 

“It’s not odd, it’s natural. I want the blue ones.” 
“It’s not ‘natural’. Mankind did not discover jeans growing on expansive forests 

of Levi trees down in California. We didn’t find bunnies hopping around in little daisy 
dukes and decide to make people-sized versions. They were invented. And since we 
made then blue, we can make them un-blue, too. You could very well chose your armor 
to be made to look like grey jeans, for instance. Or purple ones.” 

“No purple! I LIKE the blue ones.” She sighed heavily, echoing, I’m sure, the 
collective sigh of every woman who had to deal with a guy taking an unmoving and 
vaguely childish stand on something while being forced to look through fabric swatches 
or wallpaper books. Leaning across the table, she flipped open the book past the colors, to 
where the blue denim was all grouped together.” 

“Okay, neophobe, pick a blue one then.” Carefully, so as not to seem too 
interested, I flipped through the little squares of blue cloth, and was somewhat shocked at 
the number of options there were. I couldn’t remember the last time I went shopping for 
jeans, but it surely hadn’t involved so many variations.  

“So which one is the natural and right choice?” For a man who said he didn’t 
like mouthy women, Sebastian sure kept a lot of them around.  

“It’s more complex than originally believed.” 
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“So there isn’t just One True Jean?” 
“No. Help me pick?” 
“Which do you like?” 
“I like the ones that are a little muddled and dirty looking.”  
“Good choice. It’ll help hide the dirt. Do you care about texture?” 
“Of course not.” 
“So any of these four will work?” 
“Well, not that one, it feels too thin.” 
“Okay, these three?” 
“Not that one either. In fact, I like the rough one.” 
“That, Spencer, is what I meant by ‘texture’, but good job. Let’s move on.” 
“Please.” 
“Now, for the coat…” I knew once she mentioned the coat that it was going to 

be more trouble than the jeans, both in the options available and in how much I cared. 
Apparently, and I wouldn’t have expected this, when you’re wearing a costume that may 
save your life, that you may even die in, and that thousands of strangers will see you in, 
you can’t help but care about how it looks. In many ways, the armed forces should let 
their soldiers choose their uniforms. Everyone would spend so much time hemming and 
hawing over color and textile type and getting teased by girls that nobody would have 
any time left for war. In the end, I went with a sort of deep brown, which, apparently, was 
somewhere between tan and chocolate on the color scale of things (I said it was the color 
of peanut butter), and was made of something that July called duck cloth. I even had to 
chose the color of finish for the SWAT armor (standard bluish-black) and the leather for 
my gloves and boots. After this, she brought out a series of sketches of a helmet that 
someone had designed for me, which I covered with notes like ‘if this visor shatters, it 
could put my eyes out’ and ‘how am I supposed to breathe in this thing?’ while July sat, 
commenting that they looked a lot like the helmets guys in the motocross races wear. 
When I was done making it clear that I didn’t like the helmet idea, she packed everything 
back in the bag, my choices made, and set it aside. 

“So, I haven’t much to eat or drink in here now, but would you like to stay for a 
while?” 

“Actually…” 
“Actually what? Did someone already decide you were going to go next?” 
“No, I mean actually, they didn’t decide anything. They gave me a choice, for 

me to decide.” 
“What are your options?” 
“Not so much options as…when he found out I was coming to see you about 

this stuff, Sebastian seemed to think it was good, was excited that your armor was close 
to being done, and then he said that if I wanted to stay tonight, to go ahead.” 

“Oh?”  
“Yeah. So, I’ve been thinking about that. Whether I want to stay or not. And I 

think I do.” 
“I think I want you to want to.” 
“Well, nobody said it was YOUR choice…but I’m glad you’re not opposed to 

the idea.” 
“Not that my opinion could sway your decision or anything.” 
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“No, I’d stay whether you wanted me to or not, but I think it’d be a lot more fun 
if you actually want me here. Otherwise I’d just be sitting in this chair while you pout in 
bed with your back to me. And that wouldn’t be at all interesting.”  

“You could always shoot spitballs at my back.” She nodded her agreement. 
“So it would be a LITTLE interesting. Not as satisfying though.” July was 

grinning a little, I think more because she got to make a decision regarding where she 
was going to spend the night than because she had chosen to spend it with me. Sex is 
something commonplace to a girl who does it for a living, but making her own decisions, 
that’s something special. And while sex isn’t something I have ever gotten sick of, I was 
still glad to be a part of her decision-making revelation. 

 
Having made the decision on what my kit was going to be made of, it only took 

them about ten days to actually finish it up. I was surprised that nobody told me about it, 
nobody rushed in to interrupt our fighting, waiting anxiously while I tried it on. After all 
the waiting and the measuring and Sebastian’s excitement for this day to arrive, there was 
nothing to tell me it was there at all until I got back to my room at the end of our day’s 
workouts and saw a cardboard box sitting on my bed. Not even a note attached telling me 
what it was, leaving me to wonder if someone had set me up for some kind of trick. 
Maybe it was some kind of ancient Japanese trick that Hiro wanted to play on me 
involving poisoned rice balls and deadly snakes or something. I opened the box as 
cautiously as I could, keeping as much distance as my arms would allow, until I noticed 
the familiar colors that July and I had spent so much time discussing, and realized that 
this was, in fact, everything that turned me from a guy named Spencer who hated his job 
and had two more years of payments on his car, to Jackson Pollock, who didn’t have a 
car OR a job, but hated everything else and, theoretically, painted pictures with people’s 
blood.  

Each piece seemed far more real in my hands than I had expected. The coat was 
thick and heavy, hanging down from my arm as though it wasn’t just pulled by gravity, 
but was stretching out with an uncanny will to touch the ground. When I laid it out on the 
bed, I half expected it to sit up on it’s own and start moving. The specialized jeans were 
about the same, weighing as much as ten pairs normally would, incredibly thick, with 
added padding and what felt like thin, flexible metal inside the knees and the crotch 
piece. The body armor was sound, sturdy, and felt somehow much stronger than the solid 
plates that I had seen in the armory, that  had worn for practice and tried on for my one 
day of fighting. Designed with all the modern conveniences of computers and science 
instead of with hammers and an anvil, it bent in the places you would need it to and lay 
flat against my body, but was so thickly armored in the vital spots that it hurt my 
knuckles to rap on the plates. Setting on top of the boots was a pair of gloves, the metal 
studs and plate making the sound of loose change, or Christmas ornaments on a tree, hard 
metal set in soft leather, still smelling new, a similarly studded belt, and a leather bracelet 
with a single ring on it, which could only be the wrist band for my tether. When I was 
twelve my folks decided to get me out of their hair or a few weeks during the summer, 
and signed me up for camp. It was a pretty fancy ordeal, supposed to teach me all about 
the great outdoors and everything, and before it was time to go they sent us a box full of 
shit I would need. The regular stuff was there; lists of what to pack, lists of what NOT to 
pack, rule books, maps, trail guides, all of that, but there was also a large leather arm-
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band with colored stitching and my name on it, and a half dozen t-shirts, all the same 
muddy green color, all with the same camp logo and a picture of an otter on them. This 
place sorted the kids up by different things for different activities, so in the morning all 
kids with muddy green shirts would be gathered together to go on a hike and learn what 
to do if bears attacked, and then we would come back and all the kids with otters on their 
shirts would be marched into a glorified barn to learn how make ashtrays for our 
grandparents who were trying and failing to quit smoking anyway. I hadn’t been looking 
forward to it, and up until the last minute I was hoping something would come up to 
prevent me from going. Maybe a relative would die (preferably one I didn’t care for 
much anyway) or the camp would be washed off the face of the earth with some freak 
weather, or terrorists would take it over and turn it into their home base for world 
domination, just long enough to keep me from getting on that bus. The morning I was 
supposed to leave, my mom had packed everything for me, and set out one set of clothes 
for me, including one of those horrible muddy green otter shirts, and when I walked into 
the room after finishing my poptarts and saw it there, I knew there would be no stopping 
the camp from swallowing me into it’s song-chanting numbers. That shirt was my doom, 
and putting it on was the final step off the plank, inevitable and terrifying, but since it 
was coming anyway, I may as well get it over with. At that moment, with my bedspread 
covered in armor made exactly to specifications, I knew that I couldn’t stop what they 
wanted to make me. I may as well try them on and get used to looking at the new me. 
With my arms over my head, pulling off my white t-shirt, I caught a whiff of myself, and 
decided to get acquainted with the new me after a quick shower.  

Cleaned, shaven, and smelling fresh as a daisy, I was ready to give the armor a 
second try, approaching it again dressed only in boxes and an undershirt, feeling both 
defeated and curious. My second attempt was thwarted with a knock at the door, followed 
by Rain walking in. for only the second time, Rain was without Ava in tow, meaning Ava 
was probably off doing something she didn’t particularly want to. I’d asked the last time, 
and it only made Rain upset, so I pretended not to notice.  

“I know I probably shouldn’t have, but I just took a shower. I figured that most 
of the open wounds were closed, and you said I could do that again soon.”  

“I did say it, and today as a good a day as any to start. Let’s just check to make 
sure nothing opened up in the water, okay?” I led her into the bathroom, stripping my 
clean t-shirt off and hanging it on the shower bar. Behind me, Rain paused a moment, 
watching the mirror closely, before stepping up beside me to examine all the places she 
had been tending to over the past months. Her eyes slowly examined the landscape of my 
body, lingering on every fresh pink scar, softly running fingers along them to ensure full 
wound closure, before moving on the to the next.  

“Do I pass the test?” A familiar, sweet smile spread slowly across her lips 
showing a few bright porcelain, like it had a hundred times before, the tips of her fingers 
not quite leaving my body. 

“Everything looks good. You’ll have a few new scars, but I know you expected 
that. You can finally start taking those showers all the time now.” 

“You sure everything looks good? You don’t sound 100% certain.” 
“Oh, I am. I’m just trying to remember what you looked like when you first 

came here.” She had an oddly nostalgic tone, like someone trying to fondly remember 
their favorite childhood toy, a little disturbed that they couldn’t. 
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“Have I really changed so much?” 
“You haven’t even noticed, have you? Here, look:” she turned me to the mirror 

and stood, just behind me, her head peeking around my arm. One of her delicate fingers 
reached up to my cheek, and then started sliding, very slowly and deliberately, down my 
neck, over the mound of a clearly defined clavicle, drawing an invisible line on the 
fissure between my pecs, and then carefully over each abdominal, as though trying to 
trace each one. In that instant, I saw what she was talking about. I hadn’t been on the 
worst shape of my life when I was taken by Sebastian, but I had been a pretty average 
guy. I could wear a reasonably tight t-shirt without worrying about what people thought 
of me, but I was a bit too thin in some places, and a little soft in others, giving me a sort 
of generic shape. With my shirt off, I looked like a simple line drawing of a person, with 
only the bare minimum to imply arms, nipples, belly button, but otherwise completely 
lacking in anything that could be used to tell one muscle group from another. Now I was 
like a cutaway anatomy drawing, every muscle in my torso, every muscle 
EVERYWHERE clearly defined, prominently exposed, looking for attention. Working 
day in and day out on becoming a better fighter, I never noticed what it had done to the 
rest of me. How often do you really look in the mirror when you know that you aren’t 
going out any time soon and the only girls who sleep with you do so because they have 
to, or because you simply AREN’T evil? The body I had known for so many years was 
completely gone, replaced by this thing someone carved from stone and left for me, this 
Grecian body builder of Herculean proportion. Another little piece of the Spencer I kept 
wanting to get back to was gone, replaced by something entirely different right under my 
nose, while I wasn’t paying attention.  

“Hello, Jackson.” Rain’s eyes looked torn between an obvious appreciation of 
my body, and a sympathetic appreciation of how weird it must be to suddenly see it for 
the first time. 

“It’s so much change, happening so slowly you couldn’t help but miss it.” 
“I guess if anyone ever asks what the best part about being forced to give up my 

life and become someone else is, I could always tell them that it helped me get into better 
shape than most people will ever see…” 

“Everything has an upside.” My eyes met hers in the clear mirrored glass. 
“More than one, maybe. I seem to have met some great people as Jackson.” She 

smiled and turned away from me for a moment, and then returned playfully. 
“Does this mean you and Sebastian are going to be friends now?’ 
“No, he’s still a motherfucker.” She chuckled, and then stepped away, her 

fingers finally sliding away from my skin.  
“Is that your costume all set out on your bed like the first day of school?” 
“Yeah. Just came today. If you had been a little later, you could have seen me 

trying it on.” I tried to shake the sensation that had come over me seeing the mirror Rain 
and Spencer together, hiding them from me with my t-shirt while putting it back on. 

“I can’t now?” I made sure to close the door on the mirror couple as I left, so 
they couldn’t follow.  

“I suppose. Do you want to sit around while I play dress up with the new clothes 
Sebastian bought me?” 

“I’d like that, yes.” 
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“Then you’re welcome to stay as long as you like. Now that you gave me your 
bill of health, I’ll take whatever excuse to see you I can get. I’ll miss seeing you every 
day.” 

“You could always come visit you know.” 
“Yeah, right. Just let me break another lock…” 
“Um…your door hasn’t been locked for a while now. A long while.”  
“Really?” At first unlikely, there was an odd ring to it, and a few things Cherry 

and Soleil had said made a little more sense.  
“Honest. It was locked for a few days after you tried to get away, but as soon as 

it looked like you had decided to stick it out a while, the guard left and the door was left 
open. Didn’t you notice that I was able to let myself in all of the sudden without any keys 
or someone opening it for me?” 

“I…hadn’t thought about it. I was usually glad enough to have good company 
that I could talk to, I didn’t speculate as to how you got there.” 

“And you thought they went through the trouble to move you into this much 
nicer suite, with three rooms, a complete wardrobe, and whatever else you wanted, just to 
keep you locked up?” 

“A fancy prison is still a prison.” 
“That’s the thing. See, Sebastian doesn’t think of you as a prisoner here. I mean, 

regardless of what happened here, you’re just a part of the household. Nobody can leave 
here, really, but that doesn’t mean anyone really has to stay confined to one area for any 
length of time. This is our house, and we can go anywhere in here that we please, eat 
what we please, as long as we do what is required of us when asked or commanded.” 

“But every morning someone comes to get me and lead me to training…” 
“Because if they didn’t come get you, you wouldn’t show up.” 
“…and so at any time, if I had just set the alarm clock and got up myself, I could 

have walked down the hall and gone to the exercise rooms myself?” 
“That’s right.” 
“Or gone and explored the rest of the house?” 
“Yup.” 
“Hung out with the rest of you or visited your little medlab so you and Ava 

wouldn’t have had to tote that shit all in here?” 
“MmHmm.” 
“Well, now I feel like a bit of an ass. Why didn’t anyone tell me?” 
“You stopped mid-coitus to smash through a window with a water jug, you were 

so desperate to leave. We figured you’d have tried the doorknob at least once.” 
“Son of a bitch…” 
“Does this mean you’ll come visit us now?” 
“Of course. Shit, I have a whole house to explore…” 
“You CAN leave the house, too. Just don’t get too close to the gates or look like 

you want to stab a guard or staff member.” 
“You are just full of revelations today, aren’t you?” her grin told me she had fun 

playing the seer of truths for me.  
“So, Queen Anne you going to put on your armor anytime soon, or are you 

trying to seduce me with your underwear?” 
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“No, no I’m just…no. Sorry.” It was like learning you were adopted. Well, 
maybe quite not that dramatic. Like learning your little brother was adopted. Less of a 
how-could-you-have-lied-to-me-like-this sensation, and more of a how-could-I-not-have-
known thing. I went into my wardrobe (which really WAS quite large) and grabbed a 
reasonably tight, thin-looking sweater, and pulled it on, and then returned to my gear.  

Being so heavy, I felt like putting on pants soaked through from swimming or a 
heavy rain, and they were just as cold. There was a moment in pulling them on when I 
suddenly couldn’t figure out how to open them up to get them over my hips, or close 
them again. Some frustrated tearing revealed that the more solid, padded part that looked 
a little like a codpiece was actually held on at the top by two sets of two snaps, which, 
when removed, revealed a standard fly with industrial zipper. It felt like quite the 
accomplishment, getting them on, and had I been alone I probably would have done a 
little victory dance to celebrate, very likely accompanied by some general hooping and 
hollering, but Rain was watching and looking more adorable by the second, so there was 
very little I could do but grin like an idiot child. The belt was much easier to figure out, 
although studded belts apparently do tend to get stuck in the belt holes, but the vest did 
it’s best to make up for the trouble, with several clasps and buckles I had to fasten to get 
it on right. Rain finally gave in and get off the chair to come help me after seeing that I 
was clearly incapable of figuring such things out on my own, but after it was tight and 
she gave it a few hearty tugs to ensure this, she returned, no less enjoying the show for 
having to act as temporary crew. Everything fit so perfectly it was more comfortable than 
many sets of clothes I’d bought and worn for purely personal reasons, even though I felt a 
few dozen pounds heavier for having it on. The boots must have been ten pounds apiece 
at least, each one looking like standard work boots aside from the exposed, polished 
metal at the heel and capping the toes of them, but upon picking them up I realized that 
most of the insides had been reinforced with small metal plates as well, protecting my 
feet while not sacrificing comfort. Had the teamsters and dockworkers unions known 
about such boots, they would have gone on strike for months to get a few pairs, and I 
myself couldn’t really get over them. The gloves fit just as well, which surprised me for 
all the metal in them, but they were exactly what I had asked for and more; a series of 
studs surrounding a larger cap for each knuckle, and a plate on the back of the hand with 
three ridges, which would be enough both to protect me from errant blades, and to really 
fuck someone up if I punched them hard enough. And then there was the coat; which I 
approached carefully, still half expecting it to jump up and grab my wrists. The arms 
were perfectly sized to me, sliding on like a new body, and swinging around me with its 
own inertia for me to put in the other arm. For something that looked like a simple winter 
duster, colored like peanut butter and hanging down to the backs of my knees, it felt like 
armor. Inside I felt as secure as I could have in a full knight costume, helmet and all. I 
looked at Rain, whose eyes brought back subdued appreciation and recognition, and 
something that looked like a sort of quiet awe. Her head nodded, eyes still on me before 
she got up and open the wardrobe door so I could see myself in the tall mirror there. It 
was a shock.  

If seeing my own body altered under the exercise regimen had been strange, it 
was nothing like seeing myself dressed up for the first time. There was a man standing 
tall, wearing clothes that, even though they were simple street clothes, carried with them 
the bulk and weight of armor; that LOOKED menacing even in their simplicity. The 
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actual metal suits of armor, the breast plates and heavy leggings carried with them an 
antiquated cartoonishness which took away part of the threat. But this armor that 
Sebastian had made for me was more than I had asked for. It was as serious and modern 
and non-theatrical as I had wanted, but I hadn’t counted on the underlying sense of threat 
that went with it, the aura that hung about me of gangsters and bodyguards and people 
getting killed in dark alleys. With the coat and body armor adding the appearance of 
inches and size to muscles I now knew underneath to be developed to a point of clinical 
definition, I looked like the wrong guy to mess with, and the boots and gloves designed 
for nothing besides pain were the punctuation on that statement. As much as I searched 
his eyes, the man in the mirror was NOT the Spencer Neilan I had spent all those years 
getting to know, cultivating and shaping into something like an adult. This was 
something made by other people, built through discipline and diligence, not experience 
and time. This was pure Jackson Pollock, without the room for even a hint of someone 
else.  

“How do you feel?” 
“It’s…like being born again. Like a butterfly. I’m not even me anymore. Not the 

me I knew. I’m this new thing. And I wish I could say I didn’t know this new one, wish I 
could say I wasn’t sure how this new me should act, but I know exactly. This time spent 
preparing me…this person isn’t a stranger.” 

“Old friend?” 
“More like someone you spoke to on the phone so many times without ever 

seeing them in person that, when you saw them for the first time, they were new, and 
maybe the details were a little off what you pictured, but you can still recognize them 
without a doubt.” 

“Is it something you can get used to?” 
“I don’t have much choice in that one, do I? I mean, this is what I have to be 

now, right?” A little bit of the spark left Rain’s eyes 
“Yeah, I guess. Just…don’t change so much that you can’t be the person you’ve 

been so far. I mean…don’t make Jackson less than Spencer has been. I’ve liked getting to 
know you. Spencer.” 

“Spencer is here to stay. I’ve invested too much time in him to let him go at this 
point. I just get to be two people from now on.” 

“Everyone needs a hobby.” 
“You really liked Spencer?” 
“Of course. He’s really sweet to me. I don’t get enough of that in my life.” 
“You’ve been great, too. Are we really allowed to hang out here as we want?” 
“Unless we’re supposed to be somewhere, yeah.” 
“What are you doing tonight?” I got another surprising blush. 
“Is Jackson asking, or Spencer?” 
“Spencer.” 
“Let me call and have someone send some food up, and we can stay in if you 

want.” 
“I’d like that.” 
 
Rain was even more gentle, caring, and beautiful that night as she had been in 

all the days I’d seen her before, tending to my wounds and telling stories that clearly 
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reflected her affection for both Ava and the rest of the girls in the house, as well as my 
silent teachers. Going to bed with her, knowing as soon as she agreed to stay that we 
would end up having sex, was a lot like back in school, asking out a girl I had wanted 
from afar for a long time, hoping just to hold her hand and kiss her softly, not halfway 
expecting to get her clothes off. It wasn’t the sheer passion of being with Cherry, the half-
nervous seduction of July; when Rain’s arms wrapped around me and her eyes looked in 
mine, I felt like I was truly loved, moreso than I had with any girlfriend I could 
remember. Afterwards she held me close and pressed her cheek into my chest and sighed 
deeply, and brought me with her into sleep.  

When morning came, Rain woke me up as gently as she had guided me to sleep 
the night before, with her hand gently rubbing my back, her deep, beautiful eyes shining 
at me as soon as I opened mine, a smile spreading quickly on her face.  

“You sleep so still. I don’t think you moved all night.” 
“Maybe there was nowhere else I wanted to move to.” 
“Not a bad answer. Now, hurry up. I think you should surprise everyone and 

show up before someone has to come get you.” She got up and pulled on my arms, trying 
to literally drag me out of bed.  

“I have a better idea. Why not surprise them early all dressed in my new 
armor?” Rain nodded dutifully, as a soldier just given a command might, if the soldier 
were cute and naked, and then set about collecting the armor she had just taken off of me 
the night before. She showered with me, washing my back, and then helped me get 
dressed; quieter now than she had been when tending to my wounds, but somehow more 
affectionate. She was less the cheerful nurse who came to see to my needs, and more the 
proud woman sending her man off to war. Already, on the second time putting those 
things on, it felt like putting on a familiar uniform; an extension of my job, my place in 
that house, and at the same time, pulling on a mask for someone who was better suited to 
perform it. Once dressed, she tested the fit, and with an almost imperceptible nod, opened 
the door to my rooms and walked with me through the house, to the doors leading out to 
the courtyard, where she opened the door, stole a quick kiss, and then watched me step 
into the sunlight, unescorted for the first time.  

Drost and Nikki were sparring when I approached the sand square we used for 
practice. With Hiro nowhere to be seen and Dougan sitting, carving a second wooden 
knife and watching idly. They didn’t even look my way until I was right beside them, 
probably thinking I was just Hiro showing up, and not at all looking forward to having 
him around. Even in a group of guys who can’t talk to one another, it’s pretty easy for the 
asshole of the crowd to alienate himself, apparently. But when a quick gust of wind 
caused my coat to flap, they turned, and each one froze. Rain and I had both been correct, 
giving the men a double shock: my arrival, without anyone having to come get me from 
my rooms, and the sight of me in full costume and armor, standing in the summer 
weather like some kind of movie hero, waiting for someone to yell action.  

“So, are we going to get this shit started today, or what?” I managed to get even 
the stoic nature of the Kalenovs to crack, abandoning their match to come inspect the 
armor, to test for weak points and smile, nodding their approval. Dougan took my bat and 
tether off the band we had been using, and tied it to the ring on my leather padded 
wristband, handing me the knives that would complete my setup. There’s something to be 
said for earning the respect of the people around you, even if it isn’t the way you may 
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have chosen to earn it, and I have to admit that I felt pretty good at that moment. By the 
time Hiro finally showed his scowling face to the rest of us, I was already fighting the 
brothers, putting all my focus into it as though it were for real, adding flourishes where I 
could and taking every opening, fighting like I had been born to do it. Where my sudden 
leap forward in their world gained me the affection of my other teachers, it seemed to 
make Hiro hate me more, his brow furrowing deeper, his eyes colder and full of more 
disdain for me. Even if he could have spoken, he wouldn’t have told me why, but I think 
it was because I had gotten to the point where I was comfortable in costume, and he had 
been hoping to break me, to drive me to try and escape again so he could kill me. Either 
that or he was just mad that I didn’t take all the pomp and game seriously enough to get 
dressed up like some kind of medieval whatsit to stab people with fancy, historically 
inaccurate weapons. Fuck him either way, I was anxious to see how the gear felt to fight 
in. 

The brothers were all too eager to hit the sand with me, starting off with their 
full fighting game, offering no sort of warm-up, to test both me and my armor. Both 
performed as well as could be hoped for. Since most of my protection came from cloth, I 
had more range of movement than I had in any of the metallic armors I’d used in practice 
or in my fight, and wasn’t at all encumbered. The sleeves of my duster clung tightly 
enough to my arms that I didn’t get snagged on close calls, and the gloves solved half of 
my grip problem right away. I loved the feeling of the coat behind me, flowing in my 
wake as I moved, making everything seem larger in scale, and somehow more important. 
I wasn’t ducking under a swing of the ax; I was swooping. Maybe it was the armor, and 
maybe is was a good night sleep with Rain beside me, but I felt invigorated, and two 
hours after we started, I was still going strong, covered in sweat but far from tiring. When 
it looked like I was doing too well, they decided to triple-team me, pushing me as fast as I 
could move. The fight felt orchestrated, like we have been choreographing it and 
rehearsing it for a month solid just to pull it off flawlessly in front of an audience. So 
much time had been spent fighting that I knew what to do with every attack thrown at me, 
every opening, every defense, every counter that came into play. I’d fought each of them 
so many times that I knew their moves like I knew my own, and I could predict their 
reactions. Block the short sword with my reverse-grip knife, deflect the broadsword 
towards the oncoming ax, sweep between the bald Russian and the beefy scot, parry the 
short sword and swing around to stab Dougan in the side. Pull my head back to miss an 
elbow to the face, pivot back around, sword blade nowhere near me, behind the arc of the 
swinging ax, bring the bat to the back of Nikki’s head and don’t even stop the bat before 
bringing it to meet the sword, leaving nothing to stop the knife from meeting Drost’s 
neck, and then duck back, sweeping away, blocking short sword and ax at once, both 
hands for support, and then lean into a kick to knock one to his ass, forcing the second to 
stumble, chest open to a blow that would splinter ribs. It was flurried slow motion, a 
cluster of snapshots; like fucking with a strobe light on; senses and time and vision all 
tied up in knots, leaving only a beautiful chaos, fervent and liquid. It wasn’t over until all 
three stopped fighting back, each of us stopping, hunched under the weight of our need 
for oxygen and the sweat soaked into our clothes.  

“Jackson Pollock! Well done, son!” Sebastian was standing not far away with 
Soleil and two others I didn’t recognize; a buxom blond woman a few years older than 
her with an elegant poise, and a tall girl with dark hair and high cheekbones who looked a 



70 
 

little bitter and distant. Further behind them, sitting in the shade of a tree with a book in 
her lap that she didn’t seem to be paying much attention to was Rain, who looked happy 
and peaceful. Sebastian took a few steps forward, followed by his entourage.  

“Really, Jackson, that was a fine display. I see you got your costume, as well.” 
“Yes, last night.” 
“Good, good. Looks great on you, too, has a definite flair. I have to say, I think 

you may be ready for your debut. Introduce you to the world, so to speak. What do you 
say, guys? Is he ready?”  

The three of them looked at me gravely, nodding once. Soleil looked me up and 
down and smiled, and then shared a look with the blond woman as though a point had 
been made to some earlier conversation of theirs. The dark-haired one had an expression 
not too distant from the one Hiro wore when he looked at me, and I couldn’t help but 
wonder if they were special friends. Sebastian, for his part, seemed not to notice anyone’s 
reactions but his own, and filled in the rest with his vanity anyway. 

“Excellent! This is just fantastic. I’m going to make some arrangements, and see 
when I can get you in the ring. This is it! You’re going to do very well for me, I can see it 
all!” 

“I can see that I’m going to hit some people in the face with a bat, and then get 
paid for it.” 

“Paid well, son! You win for me, you will never want for anything. I always 
take care of my family, right girls!” It wasn’t a question, and the grin on Sebastian’s face 
showed a complete obliviousness to the fact that each of his girls had something 
glimmering in her eyes that she wanted so much she knew never to even wish for it out 
loud. I’m not the most observant guy in the world, and even I could feel the cold settle 
over them. The blond looked at the ground and crossed her arms, taking step back, while 
the tall girl stared at me like she wanted to kill me for something I did a decade past and 
couldn’t remember. Only Soleil tried to look me in the eyes, determined not to let 
something come between her and her walk in the sunshine, until her eyes glassed over 
and she finally had to close them.  

“Yeah, well, we’ll see what I want when that happens, how generous you really 
are.” Sebastian laughed heartily, sharing a special moment with the versions of everyone 
who lived inside his mind. 

“Worry not, my boy. Worry not! Now, I have to go make some calls and set 
some things up. Time for all this planning and time and practice to turn into something 
real.” He turned with a snap in his step and walked off, eager to get things rolling, and 
two girls I didn’t know followed right away, while the one I did lingered. 

“Kindof in his own universe, huh? Making himself out to be some kind of 
benevolent father figure…” 

“Yeah…” She sounded nothing like the cheery girl she had the first time I met 
her. I wanted to do something. I thought about hugging her, but the bat was still tethered 
to me, so I couldn’t put it down. I settled for brushing the hair from her eyes and resting 
my hand on her shoulder. 

“Hey. It’ll get better, I promise. If I can’t get him to make our lives better, then, 
hell…I’ll crack him in the head and take over.” 

“Outside of the ring, everyone else has guns. They’d shoot you, and how would 
that make my life better?” 
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“Maybe they’d give you my room? Or maybe my coat. It’s very comfy. You 
want to try it on? Test drive your legacy?” 

“No.” She patted the lapels on my chest and looked away again. 
“Okay, so I need a new plan. But I’ll think of something, and I’ll help you. I 

want you to be able to smile when the sun isn’t shining, too.” She froze with her hands 
still on my chest, and I thought maybe she was about to kiss me. Instead, she turned and 
started to walk away. Four feet away she stopped and turned to speak to me over her 
shoulder, without raising her eyes up. 

“If he notices I’m gone, he’ll be mad.” And she walked off. I watched for a 
while, and then turned to Rain, who had watched the whole thing, with the caring look 
coming over her again. She only sat for a second looking at me with one of those looks 
that made me wish I could read minds, and then went after Soleil, leaving me there to 
wonder for a moment what was going on for each of them, and then return to the sand pit, 
where everyone was pretending they weren’t listening in, and lose myself back into the 
uniform and the fighting; into the world of Jackson Pollock.  
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Jackson’s day passed quickly, but by the end of it, even with the extra energy 
from the new character of me, I was exhausted, and couldn’t wait to shower and change 
out of the clothes that had doubled in weight by the end. Even with the vents cut out of 
the underarm, they got hot, got sweaty, and got heavy. But after I had been cleaned and 
was wearing civilian clothes, I felt better, like coming home from work, taking off the 
mask and becoming Spencer again for a while. And Spencer had just found out that he 
was not, in fact, locked in his room, so he had a big-ass house to explore.  

The place was even bigger and more confusing when I didn’t have anyone 
leading me from one place to the next, and I lost where I was or where I was headed after 
my first three hallways. The entire place was a never-ending series of dark paneled walls 
and memorabilia, big heavy double doors, many of which were either locked, or led to 
rooms just like the one I had been living in before. Stumbling into a new wing of the 
building brought with it new buildings; a sitting room with plush chairs and a full bar, 
sitting empty and unguarded. Next door was a classic gameroom with a card table, 
billiards, and another small bar. Apparently Sebastian did a lot of entertaining in there. 
Further back was a more modern arcade, electronic machines contrasting against heavy 
velvet curtains and polished wood. And then, towards the end, right between the sitting 
lounge that would come to haunt me and the private theatre, was a library, which was one 
of the few rooms that had its doors already open. So I went in.  

“Hey stranger, what brings you out of your cave?” Soleil was curled up in a seat 
in the back corner, a book sitting on the armchair beside her.  
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“You won’t believe this, but it turns out my door isn’t actually locked, and I’ve 
been able to walk around as I pleased for some time now.” 

“You don’t say. Who would have guessed that? Aside from all of us who tried to 
hint to you that you should come out more often…” 

“Well, I’ve been a little distracted what with this whole kidnapping, training to 
be someone else thing.” 

“Oh, so you’re self-pity is more important than the rest of us?” 
“Hey now. That’s a little uncalled for, isn’t it?” 
“Is it? I thought you were supposed to be the gung-ho, bust-a-window-while-

fucking-a-girl escape guy. You don’t even try the damn doorknob?” 
“Does everyone have to point out the flaws of my escape plan? Okay, I admit it 

wouldn’t have killed me to try the door. But I did get quite the beating, and a lot of 
people pointing out that I would get shot if I tried to escape. Surely you can see how I 
might be disinclined to go around pressing my luck.” Soleil made a motor-boat sound to 
brush me off and picked her book back up. 

“Whatever, pussy.” 
“Jesus. You’re a lot meaner outside the sunlight, aren’t you. You almost sound 

like Cherry now.” She set the book back down and smiled at me playfully. 
“Relax, I was kidding. I’m really glad you managed to find me here. It’s nice to 

have someone to talk to.” 
“I thought you had a whole harem full of people to talk to. And Sebastian.” 
“Sebastian isn’t fun to talk to, and I’ve known the girls for years. It’s nice to 

have someone NEW to talk to.” 
“Well, I’m glad I found you, too, then. I’m glad you’re smiling, as well. You 

seemed to upset earlier.” She got quiet again, and turned her eyes to the cover of her 
book. 

“Yeah, well, this morning wasn’t fun.”  
“Did Sebastian do something to you?” 
“No. Not even the normal stuff. He just saw I was headed out, and wanted me to 

walk with him. Make him feel like he had an entourage, I guess, while he decided who he 
wanted to play with. It was just…the conversation. Thinking stuff.” 

“Not wanting for anything and all that shit?” 
“Yeah. He thinks this is paradise for us, that this is what we’d choose. I honestly 

don’t think he realizes that most of us would rather be anywhere else.” 
“Were you weird with me because I made him bring it up?” 
“No. No, you just…the things you were saying. It was sweet and everything, but 

I don’t think you get yet what it’s like to be here for a really long time.” 
“What do you mean? I just said I wanted to help you be happy.” 
“That’s the thing. Don’t get me wrong. I like you. I think you’re a pretty nice 

guy, and you treat everyone here like people, like friends. You’ve already spoken to some 
us more than some champions who were here six times as long, and even then all they 
really said was along the lines of ‘hold still, bitch, I wanna cum on your face.’ But you 
haven’t really done anything yet. You don’t know how it is here.” 

“So how is it here, then?” 
“How it is is that once the fighting starts, and Sebastian has you in the ring, you 

stop being permanent here. Every time he decides he’s bored or he wants to do business, 
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you could die and we’d never see you again. You’re good out there with the guys, and I 
know you think you’re pretty tough right now, but some of these fighters, they’ve been 
winning fights for years. They killed the last nine people who championed for Sebastian, 
and a lot more people who fought for him. When he sets up this match he wants, that 
could be it. You could be out of my life forever.” 

“I…shit, I know I don’t know that much about it, but I can’t sit here thinking 
that I’m going to die every time. I don’t PLAN on getting killed, and as long as I’m alive, 
I mean the things I say.” 

“Spencer, I don’t doubt you mean it. But what does that do for me? Honestly? 
So you tell me you want to save me from all this. Pluck me out of this world and take me 
somewhere that I can work a real job where I get to wear my clothes, and only sleep with 
someone because I like them. Where I get to fall in love and have a dog and one day get 
married. Let’s say I believe you, and start to fall for your bullshit. What happens then 
when you die? When the fantasy falls all to nothing and I have to learn all over again to 
live with this world, with your replacement who would probably be some evil 
misogynistic son of a bitch and going to sleep listening to one of the girls crying because 
he likes to hurt girls and make them bleed when he fucks them in the ass, praying that 
I’m just not his type so it isn’t me next time? I’ve been here long enough that I know the 
ropes, and I don’t have much in the way of expectations. If you start making me believe 
that this is all going to change, that I’m suddenly going to wake up in another life, it’s 
only going to make this world hurt more. You understand?” The fire in Soleil’s eyes was 
something I could never have been prepared for. She wasn’t hiding anything behind the 
sarcasm or humor anymore, she was just open, honest, showing me the pain and the fury 
that lay behind it. All I could do was stand there, dumb and paralyzed by those eyes, until 
I finally took a heavy, dizzy step towards her, tripping on the ottoman in front of her 
chair, half falling, half sitting on it, I grabbed one of her hands in both of mine, closing 
my eyes against the burning starting to build in them. 

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to make…make anything worse for you. I wouldn’t 
do that. I like you. I promise I wouldn’t hurt you, won’t let you be hurt. If something bad 
happens, you just come to my room. I don’t know how, but I can make your life better. I 
just…I’m sorry…” Soleil pulled her hand quickly from mine, and I heard her sniffle 
once, before her hand came back, patting my own, still hanging in place, and then cupped 
my cheek to raise my eyes to hers. 

“God damn you, you’re sweet, but you have no idea what you’re saying.” I 
knew everything I was thinking to say was wrong, so I wracked my brain for something 
else. Something safe, to change the subject, before I made more of an ass of myself.  

“Who were the other girls with you today? The one didn’t seem to like me 
much.” Her smile told me Soleil knew what I was doing, but she didn’t say anything 
about it.  

“That was Ashe. She’s not your biggest fan, but it’s not personal.” 
“She’s the girl that has her own armor?” 
“Yeah.” 
“She used to fight, too?”  
“Yeah. She was the champion for this investments woman for two years. Her 

costume was this whole she-devil with a sword, dominatrix thing. She had a real whip, 
even. She did pretty good, I guess, but the woman she fought for was kindof weird about 
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making her fight, like she would have just as soon not, you know? But the crowd liked 
her because it was like a burlesque show with the fight, a bunch of rich old boys hoping 
she got her top ripped off in the fight. Some of the other champions, they wanted the 
same thing, but didn’t really want to hit her or kill her. Some others fought even harder, 
because they didn’t like women. Shine said that she almost got raped once in the middle 
of a match; got hit in the head with a mace and was stumbling around, and this big guy 
came up and held her down and started stripping her. She got lucky and stabbed him 
blindly, got his liver or something, and the fight was over, but it was ugly.” 

“Is that kind of thing allowed?” 
“It doesn’t happen a lot, but, yeah, it would have been. It depends on the match I 

guess, but it’s usually anything goes, aside from what they ban.” 
“Is that why she stopped?” 
“Ashe never wanted to stop, but the woman didn’t want her fighting as much 

anymore. Sebastian had this thing for her. Apparently he would just go on and on about 
how beautiful she was. He got a new girl who looked like her and would make her dress 
up in a version of Ashe’s costume, but it didn’t work. So when Ashe stopped fighting so 
much, Sebastian offered to buy her from her old handler. The investment woman agreed.” 

“Wait, so she didn’t want Ashe to be raped in the ring, but it was okay to sell her 
to be someone’s sex toy?” 

“She’s a businesswoman, and the money was right, I guess.”  
“Fucked up.” 
“Yeah. Ashe thought that  she was going to be his new champion at first, but he 

had other plans. She was his favorite for months, and every once in a while he would let 
her fight. Not a big fight, not one of the main ones, but in an opening fight, against people 
he knew she could beat. Until one time when she got stabbed in the stomach. Ended up 
with a scar, and couldn’t fuck him for over a month, so that was her last time in the ring.” 

“She wasn’t his favorite after that, or did he just have to dress everyone else up 
like her for a month?” 

“I don’t know. I wasn’t there then, this was four years ago that she came here, 
and I’ve been here for just shy or two years. But I’ve heard the stories, and I know that 
after she wasn’t allowed to fight anymore, she got really mad about everything else. She 
didn’t want all the sex and everything. She said she never liked sex all that much before 
she started fighting, she didn’t want it to be her whole life now. But she started to get a 
lot of attitude, and you know how Sebastian feels about that.” 

“So he did the silence thing to her?” 
“No, but he almost did, and that was enough. He had her on the table, all ready 

to go, doctors there, ready for it to happen, and she broke down and begged him not to. 
She knows to stay in line now, but she’s still pretty pissed about it. She doesn’t like the 
champions, because she thinks she should have been one of those, instead of one of 
Bast’s concubines.” 

“I can understand that. She can have the job as far as I’m concerned…” 
“You want to trade her? You didn’t seem the type…” 
“I don’t want to TRADE, but if she took my job, I’d have no choice but to go 

home.” 
“Yeah, they’d really let you just leave, to tell the world about how all these rich 

guys do business in arena death-matches instead of boardrooms.” 
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“Oh. I hadn’t thought about that.” 
“You’re pretty much stuck here until you die, one way or the other.” 
“Thanks. That makes me feel great.” 
“Is it really so bad, being with us?” I couldn’t tell if she was really a little hurt or 

if she was playing with me.  
“No, not you guys. Just everything else.”  
“Good. Then stop sitting on the floor. Come here.” She made some room in her 

oversized chair, and repositioned herself once I sat down to be half sitting on my lap, 
snuggled in close like we were about to watch a movie on a lazy evening at home.  

“So who was the other one then? The blond?” 
“That’s Shine.” 
“Ah. I’ve heard about her. Kindof a mother hen?” 
“After Kamala, I guess, yeah. More of a fashion consultant, most days.” 
“Doesn’t she like giving advice outside of hairstyles?” 
“She’s been here for over nine years, so she has a lot to share, but she’s not the 

deepest person you’ll ever meet.” 
“Nine years? Was she kidnapped as a kid or what?” Soleil chuckled.  
“No, she’s just aged really well. There are days I think she looks younger than 

me, and she’s twelve years older than I am. She wasn’t kidnapped though. With the 
possible exception of Kamala, she is also the one here who is living the closest to the life 
she thought she would be when she met Sebastian.” 

“Who would sign up for this?” 
“Shine, apparently. Before she was here, she was married and had a life. But 

marriage was a lot more boring than she thought it would be, and after she had her first 
kid, she panicked. She saw herself spending all her time at home watching the kid, 
getting fatter and more wrinkled and older, and that was the last thing she wanted. Of 
course, it was probably all in her head. I mean, you’ve seen her. Who would think she 
had ever had a kid? But, regardless, she went out and started spending all this time at the 
gym, and got obsessed with looking right.” 

“That’s not so bad.” 
“Not if you can afford it. But her husband wasn’t rich, and she was buying 

specialty foods and gym memberships and exercise equipment, and left the baby at 
daycare all day every day, regardless of what she was doing. He wanted her to stay at 
home and be a traditional housewife. I guess it was the normal after-marriage sex slump, 
but she thought he was just done with her, and wanted her to clean his house and raise his 
kids and get ugly, so she resented him for it, and started going out a lot to bars and clubs, 
spending time with a younger crowd. She dressed like them, listened to their music, and 
went home with any guy willing to chose her over one of her younger counterparts. When 
the right guy decided she looked hotter and more fun than some girl a decade her junior, 
she felt really happy. Most of the time it was a college kid in a tight t-shirt and full of 
stamina that did it for her, but every once in a while an older man who looked like he had 
money to burn did the trick. It gave her something to spend besides what her husband 
earned, after all, and then he couldn’t complain about how much she blew on the way she 
looked.” 

“Of course, he had to wonder how she was GETTING all that money.” 
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“I’m sure he did. Poor guy. Can you imagine? You marry this beautiful woman, 
and think you’re going to have this happy family, and she gets so obsessed with herself 
and looking the way she thinks she ought to that she starts sleeping with all these guys 
just to get money to go to the gym and the salon and the doctor to look even better to 
sleep with even more guys who tell her she looks young and hot. But that’s what she did, 
and that’s how she met Sebastian.” 

“I take it he was the guy with the money, not the one in the tight shirt with the 
stamina?” 

“He is certainly NOT the one with the stamina. But he was rich and he spoiled 
her, which was pretty much what she wanted from any man. If she expressed any concern 
about the way she looked, he paid for whatever she wanted, without asking. Getting her 
tits and ass lifted, controlling what few places hair could grow, even getting eye surgery 
so she didn’t have to wear contacts; Bast footed the bill to make her happy, and to make 
her pretty.” 

“What a humanitarian guy, that Sebastian…” 
“Always thinking of others. Naked, usually. Well, if having one kid was enough 

to make Shine do all this, then when her husband, desperate to try and put his family back 
together, started to ask for another one, hoping her maternal instincts would drive her 
back to fidelity and home-life, she flipped. Absolutely panicked. On one hand she had a 
man who wanted to grow old with her and knock her up time and again, which made her 
furious, and on the other was a wealthy man who was willing to aid her in her quest to 
never grow old at all, and who would never ask for her to be anything but beautiful, but 
could give her anything in return. So she left her family, and ran away with Sebastian.” 

“Just like that. Did she know about the harem and all that?” 
“No. From what I understand, he didn’t really have much of a harem back then. 

He just had three other girls around. She didn’t know about them beforehand, but when 
you’re as good as sleeping around as she was, I’m sure she couldn’t have been all that 
surprised to find out that her sugar daddy wanted more than one piece of ass.”  

“Wait though. If she wanted this, then why didn’t she seem happy when I saw 
her? Because, really, isn’t this her dream life? Walking around all day looking good and 
having sex?” 

“Hasn’t anyone ever told you ‘be careful what you wish for’ before? We don’t 
talk a lot, Shine and I, but she’s spent the last nine years either on her back or her knees, 
without really going too far or seeing too much. I bet after that, she might start wondering 
about the family she ran out on.” 

“I suppose she’d have to think about them sooner or later.” 
“On top of which, she did think she was getting a sugar daddy who would give 

her anything, which usually means she imaged herself tanning naked on white sandy 
beaches somewhere, and going on wild shopping sprees in little European villages. And 
Sebastian doesn’t really let us get too far away from him. Anytime we travel, it’s with 
him. Otherwise, we’re here. When he was doing better, and flew around for business a lot 
more, maybe one or two of us would get to stay at one of his places somewhere else for 
when he was in town there, but then we were sill housebound, with guards to keep us 
from going outside. No girl thinks of a sugar daddy as being the guy who loans you out to 
business partners to do whatever they want with you, even if it means hitting you or 
leaving you all bruised up.” 
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“So she signed up for just a happier version of this life.” 
“Right. I guess. Like I said, I don’t really talk to her much, so I don’t know the 

answer to why she looked to unhappy.” 
“Still, it’s good to know. I’d heard both of them mentioned before, but couldn’t 

put faces to what I had heard. Now I know, if I see them coming, that once of them wants 
to kill me because she thinks I got her job, and the other one will probably jump me if I 
guess her age at ten years less than it is.” 

“Pretty much. It’s a jungle in here.”  
“I just wish I knew where I stood in the food chain.” I couldn’t think of anything 

interesting to say, but I didn’t want to leave just yet, so we say there in silence, Soleil 
cuddled up against me in the chair. In such a deep, comfy chair, snuggling with such an 
alarmingly beautiful girl, I thought I was going to fall asleep more than once. In fact, I 
had been slowly drifting off when the girl spoke, jarring my eyes open even though her 
voice was so soft it was almost a whisper.  

“Hey, Spencer?” 
“Yeah?” 
“Be careful when Bast sets up this fight, okay? I’m counting on you to prove me 

wrong and make good on your promises.” 
“I’ll to my best.” 
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Sebastian wasted no time in putting together the fight. Within days he invited 

me to dinner just so he could tell me that it was all arranged, and then two more weeks of 
practice, wondering how the real deal would go down. I didn’t want to stop practicing, 
worried that every minute could be the difference between me living and getting stabbed. 
The night beforehand, I paced my rooms, restless. I couldn’t read and I couldn’t sleep and 
I couldn’t stop thinking about the next day. I eventually broke apart a wooden chair, 
using the leg as a bat to practice my forms for hours, back and forth across my rooms, 
through doorways and around furniture, until I was so exhausted I finally passed out on 
the bed.  

Someone was rubbing my back, sitting on the edge of the bed beside me when I 
woke up. It felt nice, something I would have been able to lay and enjoy for hours. I was 
afraid to move or make a sound, not wanting the warm, comforted feeling to fade.  

“Wake up, sweetie. You have to get ready.” Rain whispered softly into my ear; I 
could feel the words rush through my hair, and smell cinnamon on her breath. “Don’t 
worry, I’ll help you with your armor.” And her gentle voice, so sweet and caring, 
shattered my warm nest, splitting it with cold dread. My eyes burst open, and I sat up. I 
could see Drost sitting in the next room, with my armor in a pile on the table beside him, 
and a long metal case at his feet. Rain drew her fingers down my cheek until she had my 
attention again. “C’mon, lets get you ready. We don’t want you going into battle with 
bed-head.” She grinned so sweetly, you’d think I wasn’t about to face death.  
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Rain guided me through all the morning rituals I’ve been doing for years and 
should have been able to do on my own, but was too nervous. She helped me shave, 
washed my back, fixed my hair, and filed my nails before leading me back into the 
bedroom and getting out some clothes for me to wear beneath the armor. While I put 
them on, she went into the next room and got the armor from Drost, piled high in her 
arms. Like she had the first morning I put it on, Rain assisted with every buckle and snap, 
like a knight’s page, or a samurai’s wife, getting me ready for what lay ahead. The last 
time, I felt a little silly and a little romantic, with her buckling my belt and lacing up my 
boots, but this morning I wouldn’t have been able to do it myself, and couldn’t feel much 
more than the sick feeling in the pit of my stomach, and the dizziness eating away at the 
base of my skull.  

My attention faded in and out, only aware of my surroundings in leaps. I must 
have been cooperating as Rain moved my body around, but I was hardly aware of what 
was happening. I was standing, putting on my heavy armored jeans, and then I was 
sitting, my second boot being tied, and then I was standing again, my body armor already 
on, and my wrist band being tightened. Rain was talking most of the time, but I couldn’t 
make out any more than her reassuring tone of voice, until my second glove was tugged 
on and fastened, and Rain stepped back to look at me.  

“You look every inch the warrior. They’ll be so afraid of you that they will 
forget to try and hit you. Let’s go. Drost has your weapons, and then you need to eat 
something. I know you probably aren’t hungry, but Soleil asked Sebastian if she could 
make your breakfast, and it’ll break her heart if you don’t eat any of it.” She wrapped her 
arm around mine, and slowly escorted me in to meet Drost, still sitting, looking at me 
proudly. When we got to him he stooped to pick up the case, and then stood, setting it on 
the table and opening it ceremoniously. Inside was a new bat, custom made and absent of 
all markings aside from ‘Jackson Pollock’ painted in frenzied, angry letters. Lined up at 
the top of the case were several knives in hand-tooled leather scabbards. He took one of 
the knives from the case, and held it out to me, handle first. I pulled it from the scabbard, 
trying to keep my hand from shaking. The knife was almost exactly like the one I had 
been practicing with, and I had a feeling that Dougan had made them himself. They felt 
comfortable in my hand, and holding it somehow made me feel less afraid of what was 
going to happen. After all, I had spent a lot of time with these weapons, and I was 
comfortable with them. Rain unfastened my belt, and slid the knives on as Drost pointed; 
two on the left side, one on the right, and a small one to be lashed to the inside of my left 
wrist. Before closing the case, I ran my hand across the bat, feeling the slight difference 
in texture of the engraved letters. Jackson Pollock. Jackson wouldn’t be afraid of a fight. 
Jackson existed for the fight. I had to try and remember to be Jackson. The cold metal 
feel of the bat, the sudden realization of the heavy armor made the sickness in my 
stomach subside to a tingle. I snapped shut the case, and Rain took my arm again, 
walking with me to breakfast, guiding me when the nervousness took over my focus. 

It wasn’t until I got to the dining room and saw everyone sitting around the table 
like it was a state dinner did I realize that everyone besides myself was dressed in fine 
evening wear; expensive gowns and nice tuxedos. Even Nikki, who I guessed had pulled 
guard duty, was looking like an ambassador of some kind instead of a retired gladiator. 
Dougan and Drost were wearing slightly less formal suits, which I guess meant that they 
were with me instead of the A-list, but Rain, once she guided me to my seat, was wearing 
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satin silk that made her almost glow, and sat beside Ava, in a gown of Chinese silk. Next 
to Sebastian was a girl I hadn’t met before, with her hair carefully sculpted, in a gold 
lame dress that sparkled like treasure, looked better than most actresses on their premier 
nights. Up until then, I thought that the evenings were more of a chance for the upper 
crust to slum a little, to enjoy the brutality of meager life, and hadn’t really expected it to 
be the event it truly was, but I saw in the finery around me that this was, in fact, one of 
the most prestigious events that this inner circle could attend. Only Soleil was dressed in 
her normal clothes, as she emerged from the kitchen doorway holding trays in her hands, 
beaming as soon as she saw me sitting, waiting.  

“Good. You have to have a hearty meal before you go in for the day, you know. 
I can’t have you suddenly getting tired and faint in the middle of the second round.” I had 
a gym membership, back in my real life, and I went running sometimes in the spring and 
summer months, but I never really knew the rules on eating before a fight. I thought I was 
supposed to carbo-load, so I guess that’s why I got oatmeal and toast AND a muffin, but 
there were also sausage and eggs, which I would have thought was against the rules. The 
food was good, and I ate more than I thought I’d have been able to, considering what I 
knew my day had in store for me, but Soleil gushed to see me eat so much. Midway 
through the meal she disappeared to finish getting ready, which meant she must have 
been coming, too.  

“Are you ready?” Sebastian actually sounded more like an encouraging parent 
than some kind of demented cheer-leading captor for once. 

“I’m not entirely sure. This isn’t the kind of thing I’ve ever had to prepare for 
before this. I guess. As ready as I’m going to get.” 

“Good, good. It should be a good day, today. This is your debut into our society, 
so there’s a kind of ritual we normally have for these fights. In most cases, our champions 
fight only the headline round, whatever the center of the day is. There are a few fights 
beforehand using the lesser, but those are the opening acts, if you will. However, today 
will be you for three rounds.” 

“Some sort of a test?” 
“In a manner of speaking. It gives everyone a chance to see what you’re made 

of.” 
“I guess I can take three guys.” 
“It’ll actually be more than that. The first one is a warm-up. Non-death match 

with someone from my own stable. The second will be against a small number of the 
lesser, and that will be a death match. That’s where the test comes in. And then the final 
round will be a traditional challenge match against some rivals of mine, the Garth 
sisters.” 

“You challenged them?” 
“Yes. They have something of mine that they shouldn’t, and if you win, this will 

be a good opportunity for me to get it back. It will be symbolic.” 
“Will this one be a death-match?” 
“Unfortunately, it will. I had tried to set it up otherwise, but when we were 

coming to terms for the challenge, they insisted on it. I have every confidence in you, 
though.” 

“If I die, will anyone know about it? Do you send something to my family?” 
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“Not usually. In some cases, we can arrange for your body to be found, so they 
know you’ve died, but they can’t know how or why, clearly.” 

“It would look like a random murder?” 
“Yes. It gives the local police something to do, however, and ads some 

excitement to the local news.” 
“At least they’d get closure, I guess.” 
“Is there anything you need before the fight? I never thought to ask before now, 

but we can arrange for someone to come say a prayer with you, if you’re a religious man 
at all.” 

“Can we arrange for someone to sneak me a gun, in case I start losing?” 
“Absolutely not. Cheating in these cases means you forfeit your match as well as 

your life. I would be punished myself, fined or worse. These are fair fights; that’s the 
point.” 

“Then I guess I’m good.” 
“Excellent. As soon as we finish here, the car will take us to the arena.” 

Sebastian had nothing more to say during breakfast. 
Towards the end of the meal, Soleil returned to the room with her hair pulled 

back, wearing a form-fitting blue gown covered in swirled patterns, like tendrils of 
smoke, formed from small pearlized beads, the same color as the gown only glittering 
with every movement. She sat and picked at her plate while everyone finished up, but 
didn’t eat much. Either she was more nervous than I was, or she had eaten her fill while 
making me breakfast. The meal completed, someone came to clear the table, and man in a 
more formal version of the guard uniform, guns included, arrived to inform us that the car 
was ready. We followed him as a group, Rain and Soleil walking on either side of me, 
Drost and Dougan just behind, as though I were a celebrity in need of body guards. Inside 
the car, Sebastian idly flipped through a magazine, ignoring everyone but himself, while 
the rest of us sat in awkward silence. I felt like saying something, this voice running 
through the back of my mind telling me that these could be some of my last moments on 
earth, so they should damn well be full of sparkling conversation, but then Soleil reached 
over without saying anything and took my hand, squeezing right, and Rain, seconds later, 
leaned her head against the opposite shoulder. As last moments on earth go, I decided 
mine would be better spent enjoying their company quietly, appreciating the comfort they 
brought to such a weird time in my life.  

The arena seemed larger and somehow more resplendent this time around, and I 
knew Sebastian must have done something to it in preparation of the event. It was already 
beginning to draw a crowd in, though, and I was ushered with all haste to the corridors 
that would take me to the ready rooms. The girls and I were forced to part, them sliding 
into their roles as arm candy, me guided by my two teachers to a much larger room than I 
was in last time, clearly the equivalent of the home-team locker room; padded furniture, 
kitchenette, and exercise equipment all ready and waiting for me. Even through concrete 
walls, I could hear the commotion, but before my nerves could act up again, I was 
directed into a warm-up regimen to get myself loosened up and ready for what lie ahead. 
I tried to think about all the things I would miss, so I could keep myself motivated, but I 
couldn’t actually concentrate on much of anything at all; only the familiar repetition of 
movement, and the comforting sound of wooden bat striking wooden swords. This went 
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on until a green light started flashing above the door, and my armor was given one more 
check for being in the right place, and my new bat was tethered to my wrist-band.  

 
“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, WE HAVE FOR YOU TONIGHT A STARTLING DEBUT, A 

BRAND NEW CHAMPION FIGHTING FOR THE HEAD OF ONE OF OUR OLDEST FAMILIES, THE 

BECKETT HOUSE, SEBASTIAN RICHARD BECKETT! THIS YOUNG MAN WAS FOUND WHILE 

BEATING A MAN SENSELESS IN A PUBLIC BAR, AND TOOK GREAT EFFORT TO RESTRAIN  

DURING RECRUITMENT IN, AND THEN AFTER ONLY TWO WEEKS OF OFFICIAL TRAINING, IN 

WHAT WAS SUPPOSED TO BE A SAFE SERIES OF SHORT BOUTS TO PICK A CHAMPION, HE 

KILLED ONE OPPONENT AND CRIPPLED TWO OTHERS! HIS FIRST REAL FIGHT STILL AHEAD 

OF HIM, HE HAS ALREADY EARNED A DARK REPUTATION FOR BRUTALITY AND SAVAGERY! 

HE WILL EAGERLY MEET ANY OPPONENT GIVEN HIM, AND HE WILL NOT ONLY FIGHT, HE 

WILL NOT ONLY WIN, BUT HE WILL SPLATTER THE MAN’S BLOOD ACROSS THE SAND LIKE 

STREET ART AND GRAFFITI THE ARENA WALLS IN BRAINS! I PRESENT TO YOU, FOR THE 

VERY FIRST TIME, JACKSON POLLOCK!”  
The roar of the crowd was deafening, even before the heavy wooden doors 

swing open on their automatic hinges, revealing bright lights cutting sharp lines through 
the dusty air. The butterflies in my stomach put on biker boots and started stomping me 
from the inside, while I tried to fix my eyes on the door opposite the ring and step out 
slowly, self conscious with all those people watching me. I couldn’t see individual heads 
or faces; only a mass of people. I heard the door shut behind me but refused to turn and 
look.  

“FOR THE FIRST ROUND OF THIS DEBUT EVENT, WE HAVE SOMETHING SPECIAL 

FOR YOU! HE WAS THE CONSIDERED BY SOME TO BE A FAVORITE AMONG THE HOPEFULS IN 

THE VERY ELIMINATION TRIALS THAT DREW OUR NEW CHAMPION, AND VERY NEARLY HAD 

THE TITLE HIMSELF, UNTIL HE MET UP WITH THE BAT-WIELDING PSYCHOPATH YOU SEE 

BEFORE YOU NOW! IN THAT BATTLE, INTENDED TO BE A TEST ONLY, WITH NO PERMANENT 

INJURIES, THIS MAN WAS STRICKEN SO HARD IN THE HEAD WITH POLLOCK’S CLUB THAT HIS 

SKULL WAS CRUSHED, AND ONE OF HIS EYES WAS LOST! INSTEAD OF GIVING IN, THIS MAN 

TRAINED HARDER, GOT FASTER AND MEANER, LEARNING TO FIGHT ALL OVER AGAIN, 
DRIVING HIMSELF SOLELY WITH THE HOPE THAT HE GET A CHANCE TO FACE ONCE AGAIN 

THE MAN WHO COST HIM HALF HIS SIGHT! I GIVE YOU THE CHALLENGER FOR ROUND ONE, 
RICO DAUGER: THE MAN IN THE IRON MASK!” It was difficult, over the roar of the crowd, 
to pull up the memory of that fight with Rico. He had been doing so well, I ended up 
panicking and hitting him with the bat. Had I really knocked his eye out? The announcer 
exaggerated some shit about me when he brought me in, maybe it was the same with 
Rico. Maybe I just knocked out a contact lens or something. As the door opened, I could 
see a man stepping out, a flare of blue and gold. Rico had gone the traditional route, 
picking some fancy-assed costume from history and wearing that as armor. Adorned in 
chainmail, with the blue clothes and tunic of a French musketeer, fleur-de-lis emblazoned 
in gold, like something out of a movie instead of a history book. Covering his entire head, 
down to a collar around his neck, was a shining metal helmet. The only obvious opening 
in it was at his right eye. The entire rest of his face, including the left eye, were covered 
over with a metal relief of someone else. Even with only one eye showing, across the 
sand, I could see the hatred in Rico burning out from behind the eerie calm of the face on 
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his mask. Sebastian had said the first round wasn’t a death-match, but there was no way 
Rico was going to honor that.  

When I went to my first real rock concert in a big city, I was convinced 
everyone I passed on the street that night wanted to kill, rob, and rape me, and I was 
terrified with every step I took. The blocks in between the auditorium and the parking 
garage seemed like an unholy gauntlet, packed with the worst, meanest-looking guys the 
city could offer. I was pretty young at the time, and eventually got over it, but that feeling 
of certain doom stuck with me. Facing a man who really was armed, and who I knew for 
a fact was about to try and do his very best to actually kill me, I felt suddenly calm and 
focused. All of the nervousness and fear that had been haunting me all morning vanished 
along with the bright lights and the crowd and everything else when I saw his eyes, and I 
felt truly prepared. There was no mysterious threat here, and he had no shadows to hide 
behind. I knew this man’s face, even behind his shining metal mask, and I knew his 
intentions, but most importantly, I knew what he was about to do and knew how to stop 
him. I had been trained for this, I had fought these fights and done these moves so many 
times my body could probably do them even if my head was cut off. And here was this 
little shit, wanting to fight me because I took the honor away from him of being head 
kidnapping victim. Well, fuck him. I beat him once, and I would do it again. 

 
Rico certainly had the swagger down that went with his costume, slowly 

drawing his rapier from it’s sheath, letting the steel ring in the still air, the audience silent 
and waiting for something to happen. Somebody somewhere opened a door, and the 
change in pressure kicked up a light swirl of dust, sent Rico’s musketeer tunic and my 
duster flapping for a moment. Rico just stood, pointing his little sword at me, trying to 
intimidate me or something. I didn’t feel like standing and looking at him all night, so I 
started walking his way. Once I got close enough that I could see his one good eye 
through the hole in his mask, he burst into motion, coming right at me. I could see the 
thrust before he made it, and stepped aside with ease, teasing him a little when the butt of 
my bat met his shiny new face, satisfied in the knowledge that he was living inside a 
ringing bell. His blood was up in an instant, pulling his guard knife from behind is back, 
making a play for my stomach and finding only my knife. He swing at me once, twice, 
and again, but he was moving so slow, it was easy to block him, and I could feel myself 
grinning. It only served to make him madder, more careless. A distorted voice bellowed 
wordless syllables of pure rage and hatred, the one eye glaring at me grew bloodshot. 
Months ago, dragged from home and given two weeks with two men who never spoke a 
word to me, but pounded me mercilessly with wooden weapons all day long, this man 
had been a tough match for me. All over my body were scars given to me by his narrow 
blade, which split chainmail and tore flesh. He could have been the end of Spencer, on a 
dirty floor in a secret arena, not even for the amusement of rich assholes who think our 
lives are nothing more than quality entertainment, but for the sake of an even bigger 
asshole who saw value in impressing them. But that was Spencer, and he never got in 
many fights outside of a few drunken incidents in bars. Jackson was made to fight, was a 
creation OF the fight, and Rico was still the same mincing bastard he had always been, 
just better dressed, and with a finer sword.  

Realization made me feel strong, and the battle was mine. With Chrome-dome 
unsteady on his feet, I brought my bat down on the back of his knees, and sunk my knife 
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into his shoulder as soon as he dropped. In seconds he was back on his feet, but instead of 
getting the jump on me like the thought, I put the full force of my swing against the blind 
side of his face, and then brought it back against the side with the eye. It’s gotta be a 
bitch, your head vibrating inside a metal shell. Especially when you’ve already lost your 
depth perception. The fight was over for him, but being as stubborn as he is, Rico refused 
to throw it in, choosing instead to attack blindly; a quick dart with the guard dagger, 
followed by a shriek and the snap of a broken arm. A half-hearted swing with a rapier 
from a half-kneeling position; a blade broken in meeting a full swing from a heavy club, 
and a kick to the kidneys with steel-backed boots. On the ground, barely propped up with 
one arm, the other groping beneath a dirty blue tunic for an emergency weapon, I belted 
him in the back of his head, sending him face-first to the dust, a little blood trickling out 
of the small holes drilled in the ears of his mask. Instantly, I was overwhelmed by a tidal 
wave of cheers and applause, louder than any jet engine or rock show I’ve ever seen, all 
in appreciation of the violence they just saw. Up until they nearly knocked me on my ass 
with noise, I had forgotten they were there, completely wrapped up in Rico, and how easy 
it had become to beat him. No matter how much I wanted to hate them, I couldn’t deny 
the charge I got from having so many people cheering me on. It took them less than five 
minutes to give me another reason to hate them more. 

“WELL, HOW DO YOU LIKE THAT?! LOOKS LIKE DAUGER WAS ABOUT TWO 

MUSKETEERS SHORT OF ANY REAL CHANCE FOR VICTORY! IT WASN’T MUCH OF A GRUDGE 

MATCH, THOUGH, POLLOCK DIDN’T EVEN GET A SCRATCH ON HIM! WE’LL HAVE TO TRY 

AND DO BETTER WITH THE NEXT ROUND.” One of the doors along the arena wall opened, 
and two well-built men walked out, grabbing Rico under the arms. One of them worked 
to get  his mask off, to make it easier for Rico to breathe. With a final snap, the front of 
the mask came off, and under the shadows of the men dragging him, I got a half-glimpse 
of the man beneath. For that one split second, I got a spark of memory from my own past. 
I tried hard to place his face, if I had seen him before. I thought he looked like someone I 
had fought once; I remembered those eyes full of hate, through sweat and exhaustion, but 
as I stared they started to fill with blood and fire, turning into Crazy Sammy’s eyes. My 
heart jumped and I held tight to my knife handle, slowly working the thought over, 
reasoning that Sammy was dead. By the time I shook the thought, the guy was gone, 
dragging a sleeping sack of meat dressed in his mom’s best tablecloth behind him, and I 
was alone in the sand.  

“IN THE SECOND ROUND, WE’LL BE TESTING THE NEWCOMER POLLOCK’S SKILL 

AGAINST A HAND-PICKED SELECTION OF THE LESSER FROM SIX OF OUR MOST PRESTIGIOUS 

HOUSES! FROM THE STEPPES OF THE CAUCUS TO THE BLOODY TRAIL TO THE CUP OF 

CHRIST; FROM THE STORMY GREY OF THE OPEN WATERS TO THE DRY HEAT OF THE 

BURNING DESERTS, WE HAVE PULLED TOGETHER SIX EXPERIENCED FIGHTERS TO FACE OFF 

AGAINST JACKSON POLLOCK. A HALF DOZEN HARD MEN, EACH ONE DETERMINED TO END 

THE LIFE OF THIS YOUNG UPSTART, REWARDS OF FLESH AND LUXURY IF THEY SUCCEED, 
AND ONLY DEATH IF THEY FAIL; ONLY BY SURVIVING THIS MOST HARROWING OF TESTS 

CAN THE PAINTER OF PAIN PROVE THAT HE TRULY BELONGS AMONG THE RANK OF OUR 

CHAMPIONS, AND EARN THE RIGHT TO FIGHT IN THE THIRD ROUND, TO SPEARHEAD THE 

CHALLENGE OF THE BECKETT HOUSE!” 
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To earn the right to kill someone I don’t know so my kidnapper can make a 
shitload of money and send me a beautiful young woman he tricked into being his whore 
to keep me company and fuck me senseless.  

Three of the doors opened this time, a pair of men coming from each. As the 
shadows pulled off them like dark sheets, revealing the glint of armor and the flair of 
costumes, I felt a little like I was being attacked by Bill & Ted’s final homework 
presentation. Six men, the result of a time machine with a randomization circuit: A 
Mongolian with fur armor and a huge wide-bladed sabre, a celtic warrior in full kilt, with 
blue woad paint covering his hairy skin, a gap-toothed pirate, an English crusader, a bare-
chested Indian with two spinning scimitars, twisting like deadly fan blades, and a man 
with pitch black skin who looked like he crawled right out of hell, straight up through the 
grave. I half expected Abe Lincoln to come out of the shadows swinging a fucking 
morningstar, or maybe Beethoven with a battleaxe. At my best, when all of my teachers 
were pretending not to hate each other long enough to cooperate for a few minutes at a 
time, I had fought four men, all of whom had aged beyond their prime, and were no 
longer seen as fit to fight as champions. Now I was up against six much younger men, 
and while none of them were the primary champions of any one house, they had all been 
in fights before, which meant they had survived someone trying to kill them, most likely 
by killing someone themselves.  

Of course, I had killed someone, hadn’t I? 
I heard Sammy gasp in my ear, wheezing out his last breath, calling me a dirty 

sneaky motherfucker with his final strength. Whispers of a rancid ghost blended into the 
screams of an attacking barbarian, who looked for all the world like he wandered out of 
the Irik valley for no reason other than to kill me. His sword, what the twins’ book called 
a Dao sword, appeared crude and hand-made, but heavy. My second hand at the top of 
the bat, I had enough support to block the swing and pull back quickly to send a double-
fisted blow right to his gut. The heavy rushing noise of sand alerted me to a wild 
Scotsman only feet away, and something in my brain kicked into a gear I had only 
experienced a little in training; the world slowing, becoming a series of flashes, frozen 
bits of time, with me skipping through them like a stone. My bat knocked away the 
narrow, short dirk knife before it could be swung, turning without stopping to just miss 
the shielded nose of the crusader. Surrounded on three sides, I had couldn’t stop moving 
or, like a shark, I would die. Also like a shark, if anyone got too close, I would take a 
chunk out of their sorry asses. With the odds stacked so high against me, I had to block 
and dodge nine hits for every one I dished out, a picture in the back of my head of what 
would happen if I side-stepped left instead of right, until the sneaky son-of-a-bitch bible-
thumper with a longsword got lucky and snuck a stab past the bat. My heard stopped 
while my head caught on to the fact that getting stabbed in the gut feels a lot colder and 
creepier than the dull punch I felt did, and I fell in love with my body armor. And then I 
got mad that someone tried to kill me. The snapshots of the world got redder, my face got 
hotter, even through the sweat, and I started looking for every opening I could possibly 
grab. Having already seen what my knife could do to chainmail, I took a stab at the 
crusader’s thigh, catching him off guard and making him drop his big-ass shield. Two-
hundred pounds of sucker-punching muscle make a better shield anyway, so I spun 
around him, letting his body serve as a wall between my sweet self and five men who 
wanted me dead. His promotion cost him a poorly-timed swing with a cutlass, but his 
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armor took most of that one, and he started to get up again. My first impulse was to keep 
him where he was useful, and I leaned in, pressing down on the helm with my weight, but 
being too close to my meat-wall brought me too close to the sharp deadly things, so my 
plan changed to digging my fingers under the helmet and pulling it off, skin and blood 
catching on my fingernails as I ripped upwards and brought a sweaty mass of hair into the 
open. Someone knocked the helm out of my hand, aiming, I think, for my fingers, and I 
just barely ducked back to dodge another aimed at my pretty, pretty face. One open 
window of a fraction of a second, I wound back and took a hard swing at the crusader’s 
head, like a kid in t-ball, getting a home-run of crushing bone and splattered blood.  

Walking-dead stopped in his tracks with blood in his eyes, and the Arab had a 
dead guy falling forward on him like a drunk girl wanting to slowdance, which left three 
guys wanting to hurt me. I got out of the way just in time to avoid getting sliced and 
stabbed, and took a passing swing at skirt-boys exposed shin, which kept him off me for a 
bit. With just the Caucasian and the butt-pirate after me, it was more like practice, and the 
odds were back in my favor. Two against one was more like playing, giving me time to 
block and parry and cut in here and there, breaking a finger against a hand-guard, or 
cutting in around the weak spots in their armor. Neither of them was too well protected, 
and a few test-stabs revealed that they weren’t given anything extra underneath their 
period costumes. Either they lacked any originality at all, or their keepers really didn’t 
give a shit of they lived or died. Someone with some sense would have given them 
something like what I wore underneath the theatre garb. Not that I was complaining, 
since it gave me one more advantage. Moving as quickly as I could, I slapped back both 
swords, alternating wild, easily blocked blows towards their faces; something they 
couldn’t NOT defend. When they were in their defensive mode, expecting another easy 
shot, I popped captain hook in the knee, and then swung around him, grabbing his sword-
wrist and jabbing the tip of his blade deep into the fur padding above the studded leather 
breastplate of the Mongolian gear until I was sure we got something he needed to live. It 
happened so fast the pirate didn’t respond until it was too late, and by the time he 
struggled against me, my knife blade was against his throat, about to dig deep with a 
spray of blood and a final, awful gasp for breath.  

Two laying dead, and one clutching helplessly at the blood jetting from his open 
neck, stumbling on his knees as the world got further out of his reach, I turned back to the 
hairy man in the catholic schoolgirl skirt. Fucker was faster than he looked though, and I 
turned right into his knives: one in each hand. One jabbed right through all the heavy 
layers of my coat, and right into my body armor, the top barely puncturing my side, but 
the other one hit my knife-arm directly. The Kevlar and steel mesh helped slow it, but I 
got a good, deep cut on my upper arm that burned instantly. There was a trace of Dougan 
in the way this man fought, two long knives flashing left and right, faster than he had any 
business being, and tough, too. It became apparent too quickly that one Scot equaled 
more fighting power than a pirate and a Cossack combined, and it took all of my focus to 
spar with the guy. As soon as I thought I found an opening, I saw a blade in the corner of 
my eye, intent on sneaking past my defenses. I was slowing, and I could feel it, but 
couldn’t feel the way out. A car stuttering while climbing a hill, it was forge ahead or 
lose all ground, and I knew the consequences of losing ground. You know what the 
motivation to speed up is? The sudden jarring crack of a scimitar landing right on your 
back. It wasn’t a great swing, and the back was reinforced, so it didn’t even hurt as much 
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as the earlier stab to my abdomen had, but it was enough to remind me that, while this 
one mick was the guy giving me the most grief, there were two other guys who wanted to 
kill me just as badly. Once again, I found myself pinballing back and forth between the 
three of them; blocking whirlwind blades only to turn and duck the stabbing dirks or swat 
down the razorsharp long claw-like blades that Walking-dead carried. Pivot and block, 
duck and parry, until I finally saw an opening while nearly leaping to one side, and 
elbowed the Scotsman in the chin with my full weight. He flew back, his arms straight 
out from his sides to catch his balance, leaving me a wide expanse of chest, open and 
unguarded. Spinning away from the other attackers, I made a back-handed stab, sinking 
my knife to the handle into his heart and releasing before one of the others could take the 
opportunity.  

Before I could pull my second left-hand knife, I blocked too slowly and felt the 
swift cold rush that meant one of the heavy half-crescent scimitars slicing open a part of 
my neck. Thinking about the cooling body laying near our feet, slit by my own knife, my 
left hand darted to the cut, already shaking, afraid to feel a huge gaping wounds with a 
waterfall of blood that I needed in order to keep on living. What I found was either a 
minor cut or a bad scratch, depending on whether you’re a glass-half-full type or not, and 
was both relieved and enraged. One after another, these sorry sons-of-bitches were trying 
to kill me. Didn’t even know my name, but wanted me dead. Why? So their own keepers 
would give them a fancy dinner and get their dicks sucked? Fuck that, and fuck them. I 
was sick to death of people trying to kill me, and I couldn’t stand it anymore. Just like the 
last time. Just like Sammy. My life against theirs, I knew where my vote went, and I 
bum-rushed the man behind the swords, determined to let him know it, too.  

Twin blades rang as they met briefly right above my head, where my neck 
would have been if I hadn’t ducked in time. Low to the ground and close to the bastard, I 
grabbed an ankle with both hands, right where baggy pants met sandaled foot, and pulled 
back. Beneath the cloth, I could feel something solid that felt like armor, and applauded 
him for the sense at least, but centered my weight on brining that leg out and up, in turn 
taking his body back and down. Armor or no, once his ass was on the ground it was a 
simple matter to hold that leg up with my hands, and stomp on the knee with my heavy 
boots, until bone and sinew had to give, the crack I could feel in my bones drowned out 
by a wordless shriek of pain. It was enough even to get the demon behind me pause, until 
an uppercut with the bat knocked him back a ways, giving me all the time I needed to 
bring down the already bloody club like an executioner’s ax on my fallen, teary-eyed 
enemy, pushing the brittle bones at his temple somewhere into his brain, killing him. My 
heart pounding and my ears ringing, I turned back around to the one last standing man, all 
my attention focused.  

Once it was just us, and you could see him clearly, the demon looked pretty 
fierce. Not only was his entire body painted, but much of the black that I thought had 
been paint was actually a series of huge, detailed tattoos, symbols and sharp edges and 
blood. His face carried at least two-dozen piercings, and his ears were split in several 
places to make them appear serrated. He even seemed to have a pattern of metal spikes 
imbedded in his left shoulder. At first I thought it could be something he was wearing 
over his skin, but there was definitely a hole where one of them had been torn out, which 
left a narrow trail of blood down his arm to his fingers, where those ugly, savage blades 
were held. Unlike anything I had ever seen outside of comics or maybe science fiction 
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movies, they were mean in and of themselves. In most circumstances, he would have 
been a scary guy. Right then, he was just someone who I had to kill because if I didn’t I 
couldn’t stop fighting. If I didn’t, I could actually die. And mostly because he was really 
pissing me right off. While he had his scary blades, there were two more almost as bad 
laying at my feet, beside the newly-made corpse with a misshapen skull. I picked up the 
nearest one, heavy and awkward in my hand, and waited for the demon to attack. I didn’t 
have to wait long.  

Yelling with his mouth open wide to reveal a tongue both pierced twice and split 
down the middle at the tip, the hellspawn rushed me, blades ready. Like a matador 
fucking with a bull, I barely sidestepped in time, my attempted block with the heavy 
scimitar doing little more than making a loud clatter when his weapons slammed into it 
and pushed it out of the way. I got in a half-hearted block with it on his spinning return, 
and took a swing that failed to deliver any kind of a result. It seemed I made a mistake, 
taking up the heavy weapon that I thought would give me the advantage of range, but 
only encumbered me instead. I was blocking alright, but any time I connected a body shot 
with the bat, he acted as though I was a toddler hitting him with a wiffle-ball pitch, and 
couldn’t care less. Meanwhile, he was breaking through, shredding one arm of my duster, 
and sinking his claws into my shoulder, two of them breaking past the armor into my 
skin, which hurt. I struggled to fend him off one-handed, bat knocking at him from both 
sides, while my injured arm dangled with the huge blade. He knew I was losing it, 
weakening, and his eyes narrowed. Eyes so angry, so yellow and red they looked fake. 
Eyes with genuine hellfire in them, condemnation. Haunting. Evil. I fucking hated them, 
and I wanted to scream thinking that they were going to be the last thing I’d see. I got 
lucky when he stumbled on one of the dead guys we had strewn about, and his swing was 
thrown off. I hit him again, which made him even more unsteady, and then I made a play, 
putting the weight of both hands behind the half-moon blade and swinging for all I was 
worth, landing the cutting edge right between his twin blades, and letting the weight of 
the thing carry itself on further, through flesh and organs and skin and blood, until it 
finally lodged against bone and stopped. The back edge of the blade was two inches or 
more inside his body, the front edge had to be nearly to his spine. Evil eyes, Sammy eyes, 
grew wide with shock, and then turned to the ceiling as his body dropped backwards, 
landing on top of the pirate. Just like someone turning up the volume of a car stereo when 
a good song came on, the roaring approval of the crowd got louder and louder, until I 
couldn’t hear anything else, and couldn’t make out any individual words being said. Guys 
came out dressed in stripped-down, maybe even civilian versions of the costume clothes, 
and carried off their dead, while the door that I had come out of to begin with (at least I 
THINK it was the same door), swing open to reveal Drost standing there beside Rain, 
waiving their arms for me to come in. Dizzy, exhausted, I did as they wanted, my feet 
shuffling through bloody sand, holding my bat reverse-grip in my hands, the end of it 
making a dashed line in the ground as I stumbled in.  

“Oh my God, are you alright?”  
“You see that fucking sword? Oh my god, I think I’m going to be sick.” 
“Forget about that, how are YOU?” 
“I got stabbed, I think I’m bleeding.” 
“You are. C’mon, we have to hurry and patch you up before the last round.” Her 

hands held my wrist gently but firmly, and pulled me along behind her to my ready-room, 
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Drost in step beside me, his hand fixed on my shoulder. In my dressing room, the 
bandages and supplies were already laid out on to of a small table beside a bench. Before 
the door even swang shut, Drost was helping me off with my coat, and loosening my 
body armor.  

“You’re making a big deal about a few scratches. I did pretty well.” The armor 
came off, and Rain started pulling at my sweater.  

“No, you did amazingly well for your first fight. But coming up is a big guy 
who’s killed a lot of men who did pretty well for a while, too. He’s not terribly bright, but 
he’s tough, and he’s been at this a lot longer than you have.” 

“You’re saying I should be worried?” Rain stopped cleaning a cut on my arm to 
give me one of those looks, dead in the eyes, that lets you know something important is 
being said. 

“I’m saying you should be smart. We have a few minutes to patch you up and 
get you in top form, so let us. There’s a lot more riding on this than a publishing house, 
you know.” A publishing house? 

“I’m fighting a guy for a publishing house?” 
“You’re fighting this guy because you have to, and you’re fighting him to stay 

alive, and you’re fighting him for Soleil, who is up there worried sick about you, hoping 
you come back with us tonight, and you’re doing this for me, because I don’t want to see 
you hurt.” 

“I told her I wasn’t going to die here.”  
“Good. Be the one guy in her life who doesn’t lie to her.” Rain turned back to 

her work, stopping the blood flowing from my arm. “The one guy in all our lives who 
doesn’t.” I wasn’t sure what to say, more overwhelmed and grounded with her words 
than I had been with a half-dozen men trying to kill me. 

“…Drost doesn’t lie.” Drost and Rain both grinned, and she nodded. 
“True, he doesn’t. But he can’t make promises, either.” I had no more jokes, and 

it took Rain less time to bandage me up than it would have to even find all the wounds 
myself. Soon I was putting my shirt, armor, and coat back on, and marching back to the 
arena door, where Rain kissed me quickly, like a housewife sending her husband off to 
work, before sending me out to the sand. Soleil needed a way out of this life, and Rain as 
well, which meant this guy had to die. I came out of the hallway into the bright lights, the 
deep echo of the announcer already filling the room, punctuated by the roars of the 
crowd. 

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, READY YOURSELVES FOR THE FINAL ROUND OF THE 

EVENING; THE CHALLENGE MATCH. SINCE POLLOCK HAS MANAGED TO EARN HIS PLACE 

AMONG THE CHAMPIONS, HE’LL FINALLY GET TO MEET SOMEONE FROM HIS OWN CIRCLE, 
AND SEE HOW HE STANDS UP AGAINST A REAL WARRIOR. THE LAST TIME THIS MIGHTY MAN 

WAS IN THE BECKETT ARENA, HE SLEW A CHALLENGER WITH A CAREER OF ONLY FOUR 

FIGHTS. TODAY HE FACES ONE EVEN GREENER THAN THAT! WELCOME BACK TO THE PIT, 
THE MIGHTY GOD OF THUNDER AND LIGHTNING, CHIEF AMONG GODS, ZEUS!”   

The man walking slowly my direction in the sand was younger and blonder than 
I would have imagined an ancient roman god to be. He bore golden armor shaped to look 
like muscles, including pert little nipples, wrapped with pristine white shoulder robes that 
draped down to form a skirt. Skirts were big this season among trained fighters. His 
blond hair and beard were grown long and curled into rolls, not terribly unlike the 
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powdered wigs of judges back in the 1800s, and while he had heavy gold-colored greaves 
and shin-guards, each with some design I couldn’t make out from across the sand, his feet 
seemed to be covered only by Birkenstocks. His hands, no more well-protected than his 
feet, were carrying large double-bladed knives, glinting to match his armor. As his slow, 
casual stride brought him closer, I could see that the blades he had where supposed to 
resemble lightening bolts; one jagged tine formed into a long two-edged blade on either 
side of the handle. The double bladed knives that I had used in those early experimental 
practices came to mind, and I could see how this guy, if he had truly mastered them, 
would be as intimidating as the announcer made him out to be. Of course, as he got closer 
I could also see that the designs on his armor weren’t some kind of etched designs of the 
ancient thunder god, or anything that had to do with his chosen persona at all, but were 
instead the insignia or designs of the companies that his keepers owned. The ‘mighty god 
of lightening’ could certainly accessorize. 

The difference between lesser gladiators and champions was instantly apparent. 
Having walked near enough to me to fight, he ducked and rushed in from the side, lower 
than an arm swing, trying to bypass all the fucking around and kill me with a stab to the 
kidneys right off. Being the sneaky bitch that he is, this is one of the first things that Hiro 
used in our practice matches, and I had long learned that the best thing to do I those cases 
is to lift a boot and kick the attacker in the face. Zeus’ head snapped back with a 
satisfyingly fleshy slap, and his momentum carried his legs forward bringing him to the 
ground. Approval rained down from the crowd, but I didn’t have a moment to appreciate 
it; the champion wasted no time getting back to his feet. Angry now, blades came at my 
head left and right, causing me to step back and avoid them, making my heart speed up in 
that way that brings the world into so much more focus; this higher gear of living that 
slowed the world and made tiny details seem huge, where Jackson did his thing. All of 
my awareness of the world around me faded; all the thoughts and commentaries given by 
my mind and everything I associate with the waking world, as the training and sparring 
took complete control.  

The bat came up, blocking the blades coming in from either side, sending a 
reverberating ring into the air, buying me seconds to turn the game from defense to 
offense. With a twist, the heavy tether cable dangling from my club was wrapped around 
his wrist twice, and with a tug he was jerked in closer to me, his face meeting my elbow 
with a jarring crack, followed by the hollowed echo of the bat coming back across his 
face, sending him sprawling backwards and pulling his arm free from my snare. I thought 
I would have time to approach and get another free shot in to the back of his head, but he 
was much faster than I gave him credit for, and wheeled around, stabbing one of his bolts 
deep into my shoulder, the blade a cold itch separating my flesh from itself. On reflex, I 
hit him twice, but each landed directly on his armor, causing no more harm than the loud 
sound in his ears, until I drew my second knife and delivered a third strike to his arm just 
above the wrist guard, giving him a taste of his own medicine. We broke, holding fisted 
hands to bleeding wounds, before each of us erupted in frenetic violence, slashing and 
hammering one another quicker than thought and reason, neither caring where or if the 
blow struck, already pulling back for the next. The heavy layers of my duster absorbed 
most of it before I was even aware, an occasional snag of the blade on recently exposed 
steel mesh drawing my attention in and then letting it go again in a second, returning to 
it’s task of finding gaps in his armor. A frantic stab got my blade in the seam between the 
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front and back halves of the armor, the gold suddenly smeared with red, and he twisted 
away, bringing his arm down on the blade with such force that the tip snapped off, tearing 
his elbow and leaving the shard imbedded in the armor seam. Turned with his split armor 
away from me, I jammed the jagged tip of the now ruined knife into his chest just past the 
exposed armhole. He shrieked and retaliated by thrusting one of his blades so hard my 
armor barely stopped it from introducing itself to some of the very best organs I keep in 
my gut. For the second time we broke apart, a knife sticking out of each of us, my only 
consolation the fact that my knife was stabbing Zeus twice at once, against his one, and 
that could be used as a guideline of success.  

With his attention turned to the knife sticking out of his left shoulder, he 
completely ignored the shard sticking out of his right side, which gave me a second to 
pull the blood-slicked blade from my stomach and then swing my bat as hard as I could, 
hitting the shard like a nail and hammer, driving it further between the gap and into the 
decidedly not-godlike flesh of the man inside. The shriek he let out, and the wild attempt 
to slit my throat that followed, were more reflex actions than planned maneuvers; the 
kind of thing anyone might do if stabbed, not the kind of thing my teachers would ever 
have allowed me to get away with. His arm was easily knocked away, and when he 
brought his hand back up I brought my club down on his knuckles, splitting his 
unprotected hand right open, his knife arcing towards me lazily, easily caught even if it 
did cut my hand. I threw myself at him, intending to plunge his own knife into his skull, 
but he wasn’t so weak that he was going to go along with my plan. He fought with his 
bare hands, punching me with ripped hands and clawing at my face with bloody fingers, 
grabbing to get his knife back, even biting my fingers to try and stay alive. The best he 
could do is put all of his weight into one grapple that shoved the blade back into my 
upper arm, but he was bleeding even worse than I was, and I could see the strength 
sapping from his eyes; I knew the cold feeling he had to have been experiencing, the 
draining of his energy and life along with the blood. I kneed him and shoved him off, and 
then stuck the knife as hard as I could right above the neck opening of his armor. The 
hole around the blade spurted and burbled blood, and he fell back, trying to pull the blade 
out and keep his neck wound closed. The knife fell to the dusty ground, red drops turning 
to mud, but no matter how hard he clutched it his neck wouldn’t stop gushing, and he fell 
back. I approached the body, examining it. All his struggles had pulled a necklace free 
from behind his armor; a simple golden lightning bolt on a thin chain. It could have been 
something he was given when he got his own ‘promotion’ to be Zeus for these women, or 
maybe a symbol of his being a captive of theirs if he had been taken, like me. Maybe he 
had been like Rico and this was actually what he wanted, so it was a thing of pride. 
Whatever significance it may have held for him, I found myself kneeling down and 
taking it off him, tucking it into the pocket of my jeans as my awareness of the world 
slowly came back, bringing with it all the noise. 

“—ENDS THE INAUGURAL MATCH OF THIS CLEARLY LETHAL CHAMPION, TRULY A 

WARRIOR OF GREAT BLOOD, AND SOMEONE WE ARE GOING TO SEE MUCH MORE OF IN THE 

FUTURE. JACKSON POLLOCK NOT ONLY RETURNED BECKETT PUBLISHING TO THE HEAD OF 

THE BECKETT HOUSE FROM THE HANDS OF THE GARTH SISTERS WHERE IT HAS BEEN FOR 

THIS PAST YEAR, HE MAY ALSO BE THE FIERCE, BLOODY HAND THAT RESTORES THIS ONCE 

GREAT HOUSE TO ITS FORMER PLACE OF HONOR AND POWER. WE CAN ALL LOOK FORWARD 

TO SEEING SOME MORE SPECTACULAR BATTLES WITH THIS CHAMPION.” 
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The door opened, Dougan, Drost and Rain all waiting for me, beckoning me 
back in to take me home and see to my wounds.  
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“I should have stitched these up before we left the ready room.” Rain was 

examining the cuts beneath layers of cloth armor gingerly, using only the very tips of her 
fingers, pulling back every time the limo hit a bump in the road to keep from jarring the 
wounds, and frowning angrily. Soleil sat at my other side, as close as she could, cradling 
my arm in hers, resting her head on my shoulder but making a point not to look at the 
blood. 

“Nonsense, dear girl. Jackson is a hearty young man, and we’ll be back at the 
house in no time. You’ll have better facilities there.” Sebastian was as cheerful as a small 
boy on his birthday, and eagerly watched the world pass by out the window. 

“I have everything I’d have needed back at the arena.” 
“Yes, but if we were still at the arena now then we wouldn’t be able to greet our 

guests when they arrived at the estate. It would have been rude.” 
“Nobody leaves those things early. You could have used the time to gloat.” 

Rain’s anger was causing her pale pink cheeks to flush a violent red. The corner of 
Sebastian’s smile twitched.  

“This is a celebration, girl. You may have forgotten in all the time it’s been 
since we’ve had one of those in my home, but we had a great victory tonight, a fantastic 
step on the road to recovery, and when that happens, we celebrate!” His enthusiasm 
carried an edge to it that said he was losing his only ever briefly restrained temper.  

“I guess we should make sure Spencer doesn’t bleed to death then, so he can 
have more victories and you can have more celebrations after this one.” Rain had quieted 
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her tone, but made it no less firm. At the words ‘bleed to death’ Soleil squeezed my hand, 
and held tighter to my arm. Sebastian made a show of sighing and rolling his eyes. 

“Very well, if you think I’m being too hard on him…he can have a few days to 
rest and enjoy his first big win before he resumes his exercises. For now, he’s only five 
minutes away from your infirmary.” Rain didn’t say anything else, but I knew she was 
mad. Ava left her hand resting on Rain’s shoulder, her constant show of support, and the 
girl in the dress like melted gold just sat close to Sebastian, silent, loyal, but 
uncomfortable in the tension. I knew I was bleeding pretty good, but there was less blood 
than there had been last time, and this time I knew what to expect. It hurt, and it was 
making me feel a little sick, but I wasn’t worried. Soon enough Rain would make it okay 
and I would feel better. Right as Rain. I laughed.  

“What is it?” The girls had similar expressions of concern and interest.  
“Tell you later.” My mouth felt a little gummy and dry, so I was definitely 

bleeding. I wondered what Sebastian paid for his cleaning bills, transporting bleeding 
gladiators around all the time. Maybe he just bought a new car. He’d be just the kind of 
asshole who would buy a new car when the old one got dirty.  

Before the car had even come to a complete stop in front of the grand entrance, 
before Nikki could react and get the door for her, Rain was pulling me out of the car, 
followed by Soleil and Ava.  

“Ava, sweetie, run and get everything ready, okay? We’re going to take our time 
walking there, but I don’t want to waste any more than we have to.” Ava nodded, 
determination and purpose flashing in her eyes like flint as she turned.  

“No, Ava, don’t.” Rain flashed a murdering glare at Sebastian, and he did his 
best to ignore it, turning to me instead. “You’ve made me very proud today, Pollock. 
You’ve got a few days now, and I want you to enjoy them. As you seem to have caught 
Soleil here’s eye, she’s going to spend the next few days with you, however you wish, 
and Rain will be tending to your wounds. If there is anything you want, feel free to ask or 
call and it will be taken care of, and you are more than welcome to come out and meet the 
guests. I’m sure most of them would appreciate meeting you.” Sebastian turned, snapping 
his fingers at a housekeeper passing out of a distant doorway. Rain turned back to Ava. 

“Ava…” 
“Rain, I have quite a few people coming over soon, Ava can’t be wasting her 

time playing nurse while there are guests to see to. Soleil can help you tend to the young 
man’s wounds; she’s his for the time being anyhow. Ava, you go put on something 
alluring, and practice your smile.”  

Somewhat hesitantly, Rain led Soleil and I off towards the infirmary, where she 
proceeded to patch me up yet again; cleaning the sand out of open wounds, stitching the 
deep ones and bandaging the shallow ones, giving me painkillers and antibiotics before 
sending Soleil and I on our way, all the while making cheerful comments and offering me 
looks of sincerity. While we both knew she was a little concerned about Ava, she said 
nothing, and all I could think about were the wives of firefighters and stuntmen, who had 
to live with the potential danger their loved ones face as a natural part of life. There was 
nothing I could say. Soleil comforted her, reminding Rain that it was nothing any of them 
hadn’t been through before, she would be fine, but she said it with a look in her eyes 
reflecting that, deep down, they all bore scars from their lives with Sebastian. Finally, 
Rain hugged us both, and then broke away, announcing that it had been a long day, and 
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she would see about getting something for all of us to eat and then. As she left the room, 
she told Soleil to take good care of me and that I could use a bath, and then left.  

“I’ve never in my entire life met anyone who cares so much about everyone 
else.” Soleil glanced at the door where Rain had been, and then looked away from me, 
sheepish. 

“She’s something special. It’s amazing that so much compassion could have 
survived in her. In any of you, here.” 

“Not all girls are weeping princesses reduced to sobbing in the fetal position or 
going into a shock coma the first time something bad happens to them.” 

“No, I never assumed that. But I couldn’t deal with what you guys deal with. 
Not half so well as you do.” Soleil looked at me with affection and a little pity, her hand 
on my cheek with her thumb gently running past the splits on my lips.  

“Sweetie, you are dealing with what we deal with, just a different side. Your 
body and your life is his now every bit as much as ours are. You have to spend your days 
making sure you look and perform as best you can, and then when he decides it suits him, 
he puts you somewhere where you have to face a man that wants nothing more than to 
put a foreign object of some kind inside you. Today it was swords for you. Ours are less 
sharp, but can be just as dangerous. But if we do our jobs well, we’re rewarded with 
whatever it is we want, or what he thinks we might want, just like you are.”  

“I guess that means that’s what you are, huh? He gives you to me because he 
thinks you’re what I want, and I’m too stupid to see it because he’s kindof right, and all 
the while I’m just the bastard you have to face off who wants to stab you with something 
and enjoy your body no matter how you may feel about it.” Soleil didn’t take her hands 
off me, and never even blinked her eyes, but let out a slow breath and smiled, just a little, 
bringing beautiful lines to the side of her mouth. 

“No, not tonight. I don’t think that you would ever make me do anything I didn’t 
want to, force ANY of us to do anything. Of all the girls in this house, tonight I’m the 
only one what can say that I get to be just where I would want to be.” 

“You don’t have to say that. If…if you don’t want to be with me, we can go 
back to my room and I’ll take some pain killers and we can just tell Beckett that I rocked 
your world later if he asks so you don’t get in trouble.” She shook her head and kissed me 
playfully.  

“I’m not lying to you to make you happy. I told you, I don’t have to do that 
tonight. I want to be with you, and you are most definitely NOT going to get away with 
getting high and going to sleep and leaving my world un-rocked. But first, since we DO 
have plenty of time, we’re going to go back to your room, and I’ll help you clean up. 
Rain was right. You’re covered in dirt and you smell a little…earthy.”  

“Bad?” 
“Fucking awful. Can’t you tell?” 
“I got punched in the nose tonight; all I can smell is dried blood.” 
“Well, then do it for me?” 
“You don’t have to ask me twice.” 
 
After washing off all the grit and blood and grime, Soleil made love to me like it 

was our anniversary and I told her I loved her for the first time; taking such care not to jar 
my fresh wounds, but still deeply energetic, looking at me with those bright green eyes of 
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hers, radiating passion and sending waves of emotion that felt like being with a new 
girlfriend you aren’t sure you love yet, but you know you don’t want to leave anytime 
soon. Afterwards she was lying beside me, not saying anything but drumming her fingers 
on top of mine in a pattern that seemed halfway between a dance and a tune, when 
someone knocked on the door loudly and she jumped.  

“Here, quick!” Sweat pants that had been waiting to be put in the closet hit me 
in the face while she pulled on a nearby t-shirt and scrambled for her panties while I went 
for the door. On the other side was Rain, holding a tray with three large silver domes, a 
distant cacophony of music, chatter and shrieks of delight or something else echoing 
behind her. 

“You order room service?” 
“Clearly. Although I wonder as to what I ordered?” 
“Oh, we’ve got a little bit of everything out there, but I seem to recall how much 

you enjoyed the steak after your last fight, so I brought that, and a few sides. I brought an 
extra, in case you didn’t mind company.” 

“We’d love it. Please, come in.” The three of us sprawled out on the bed, eating 
our meal and talking about the world. Soleil had worked as a cashier at a few stores for a 
while before she made the wrong turn that brought her in, but Rain had never worked, 
and so what would have been pretty common anecdotes from my life; cheap bars and 
bachelor parties and offices and cubicles, were things that they had only seen from a 
distance before. The meals were finished and the plates set on the table, replaced with 
drinks instead, and more story telling and soft voices that lasted until the drinks took their 
hold, and the three of us fell asleep on top of the bed, without even bothering to turn off 
the light.  

Light pouring in through the massive windows stirred me awake. Soleil was 
sleeping with her arms around me waist, and her face pressed against my stomach, while 
Rain slept using my hand and arm as a pillow. Being in bed with two of the most 
beautiful women I’ve seen in my life is far from the worst way I have ever found to wake 
up, even if my arm WAS completely numb. I tried to use anything I ever knew about 
being sneaky and pull the hand back, but I didn’t succeed in doing so without waking her 
up. Rain stirred, making garbled sleepy noises, and in stretching out her leg, accidentally 
kicked Soleil, who made little purring waking-up noises of her own. They opened their 
eyes at the same time, each one refusing to do more than squeeze me tighter. Soleil was 
the first to open her eyes.  

“I bet yer thinkin’ now how much better it’d be if we were all wakin’ up nekked 
and sticky.” 

“Thought crossed my mind.” Rain chuckled through a yawn. 
“Day’s just starting, you know.” A sexy, sinister grin on each side of me led to a 

kind of double-sided attack I hadn’t been prepared for in any of my fight training. With 
one girl nibbling my stomach, and the other kissing her way up my arm, I didn’t know 
what to do first. Rain decided for me, as she got up to my chest, and noticed that both of 
the wide cuts that had been taken out of my shoulder had split open in my sleep and were 
seeping blood again.  

“Hold it.” It was a quick order, but wasn’t as fun and promising as the kisses had 
let me to expect. 
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“Wait, why?” Soleil made a cute snarl as she approached my nipple, and then 
raised her eyes slightly.  

“Yeah, why?”  
“He’s bleeding again.” Soleil lifted her head higher to look, and her eyebrows 

raised in sympathetic concern. 
“Awww. Can you fix him?” Rain chuckled. 
“Yeah. I’ll go get my stuff.” Rain rolled off the bed and landed on her feet. 

“You two be good, and I’ll be back.” The door shut, leaving me and Soleil alone.  
“Can we just think about being good?” I teased her hair a little, hoping to draw 

her in.  
“No, baby, you just wait until Rain gets back and gets you in peak condition 

again. I have a feeling she wants to be back here as much as you.” 
“I feel fine. I’ve bled more than this.” 
“She worried. Be patient.” It turns out she was all talk, though, and when 30 

minutes passed, she found herself getting flirty and anxious again, and before we could 
reach the full hour, she was well engaged in one of many rounds of foreplay, killing time 
for Rain’s return, and then giving in to desire.  

It was afternoon, with Soleil and I just having taken a long back together to 
wash of all the sweat and musk, sitting down at the table playing cards and debating 
whether we were getting hungry enough to go face the throngs of Sebastian’s peers and 
supposed friends to get something to eat, or if we should hold out longer. The food itself 
was really just the impetus for the action, without being the real reason. We both knew 
we could call and have food sent over. But since I had only recently discovered that I was 
not actually a prisoner in a cell as much as a forced occupant, I had never requested any 
changes be made to my room, and so it was set up with Sebastian’s sense of taste, which 
meant no DVD players or televisions or game consoles in any rooms, or even board 
games. As much as we were determined to spend as much time as possible away from the 
likes of the circle, pretending we were on vacation somewhere, and as much as we 
enjoyed one another’s company, both in bed and in conversation, we were sooner or later 
going to need something else to do. As it stood, if I won the game of go fish, we were 
going to go steal some entertainment from somewhere else in the place, and if she won, 
we were going to order some food and stay in playing more card games, including strip 
poker, and after she kicked my ass she’d get to draw pictures on me with a permanent 
marker. She was very excited about that last part. Before we could finish our deciding 
game, the door to my rooms opened and Rain came back in, walking slow and looking 
distracted. 

“Were you out of gauze?”  
“No, I just had to take care of some things. You’re bleeding through that shirt. 

You two weren’t good like I told you, were you?”  
“Oh, he was VERY good.” Soleil bit her lip and looked at her cards. Rain rolled 

her eyes and brought over her supplies to bandage me up once more. The food came, and 
we all ate, but Rain didn’t have much to say. We did talk her into joining us for strip 
poker, but once Soleil really did kick my ass Rain mostly sat quietly while Soleil drew on 
me, until later in the evening when she decided she would go get us some dinner. This 
time she was only gone for a few minutes instead of a few hours, but she only brought 
food for Soleil and myself, and then went to her room.  
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We didn’t find out what was actually bothering her until the next afternoon, 
when I finally won a game of go-fish, and we left the nude sanctuary of my rooms for the 
frolicking rich perverts that had filled the rest of the house. You can only avoid perverts 
for so long.. Our plan had been to walk around, mostly; to stretch our legs and scout out 
for entertainment we could steal and run off with, as well as some food. Soleil had even 
brought an empty pillowcase which she insisted I refer to as her ‘looting sack’ for the 
occasion. The sight of so many of the circle members lingering around with certain of 
their entourage was nearly like something out of Caligula. All of the rooms that had been 
empty the first time I wandered around were now full of people. The gameroom was full 
of people laughing and watching one another lose at games, drunk or high or somewhere 
in between, and the theatre showed porn with the sound turned low, the audience instead 
paying attention to the two men in the middle row, each getting a blowjob from their own 
girls, some kind of race to see which would cum first, with people betting on it. Every bar 
was crowded tight with people, the surface scattered with half empty bottles and full 
drinks and trays of drugs being served by half naked women and fully naked women and 
a few half naked boys. Each of the members, the houses, seemed to have brought their 
own harems with them, to take care of their needs and to share with the others. Men 
wearing suits with no pants or drawers were talking business with other men mid-coitus. 
Men with no interest in business whatsoever threw dice in the hallway gambling huge 
amounts of money. For me it was an absolutely surreal experience, but for Soleil it was 
just another day for the Beckett house. She walked beside me step for step, her arm 
wrapped around mine, her other hand holding mine, keeping herself close to me. She 
didn’t look at anyone but the new girls in the house, and I wondered if this was because 
she was trying to let them know that she wasn’t working, or because she just hated them. 
It was the first time I’d seen them outside the stands, and I already felt sick watching their 
display. We did manage to throw a few bottles into her looting sack, as well as some food 
scattered around. Simple things, like bread and cheeses and fruits, that wouldn’t need 
preparing, and would help keep us from going out again. We got some of the much-
neglected non-porn movies from the theatre library as well, and stole a DVD played from 
one of the side rooms where the only occupants were passed out. We were going in 
search of a TV on a rolling cart, or just a rolling cart I could use to roll around a TV on, 
when I noticed we were near the infirmary, so I thought we’d stop and see if Rain was 
there.  

Inside the sterile room, Rain was standing by herself at the counter, rinsing 
something off in the sink and wiping down the counter. 

“We didn’t call to make an appointment, but I figured maybe you’d take a walk-
in.” She turned, looking weary, the lines under her eyes melting slowly into a slight smile 
when she saw us.  

“I was just thinking I hadn’t changed your bandages or checked your stitches 
today.” 

“You know, I get hurt a lot. I couldn’t probably survive a day changing my own 
bandages, if you’re busy.” 

“No, I like to. What are you two doing with a pillowcase full of stuff?” 
“Looting and pillaging. Trying to get a TV now.” 
“I don’t think it’ll fit in that bag, you know.” 
“Yeah, I was thinking something on wheels.” 
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“Oh. We have service carts around here somewhere. Just go to one of the rooms 
where someone had food sent up and steal their cart.” I looked over to Soleil, finally 
relaxed now that we were behind closed doors again. 

“See? Rain makes a good accomplice.” 
“So she does. How you doing honey?” Rain sighed and looked around herself, 

her smile fading as it had come. 
“You know. I hate these things.”  
“Yeah. It can’t go on for much longer though. Sebastian still isn’t where he used 

to be. He’s really just trying to show off.” 
“I know. I think everyone is going home tomorrow. Tomorrow night he wants to 

have a big house dinner though. He says everyone has been asking about you though, 
Spencer.” 

“Me?” 
“Well, Pollock anyway.” 
“Oh. Is that something I’m supposed to do? Hang out with them?” 
“Most champions do, but, then, most of them like it.” 
“I don’t think I like them any better than I like Sebastian. I’d rather be locked 

away with you two.” They both smiled a little, and Rain continued talking while working 
on my wounds. 

“There’s a reason why we like you.”  
“Just the one?” 
“Please. You’re something special. You should know that.” There was 

something in the way she took care of my wounds that reminded me of the way she 
touched me when we had sex.  

“Good. Does that mean you’ll be coming to hang out with us tonight?” 
“Do you want me to?” 
“Of course. Wouldn’t ask you if we didn’t.” 
“I don’t know if I really feel like I can be social tonight. It could be a drag.” 
“You don’t have to be anything. You can sit in the chair and not say a thing all 

night. It’s nice having you there is all.”  
“Always room for you.” Soleil added. Rain nodded. 
“When I get done with everything, I may stop by then.” 
“Hopefully by then we’ll have a TV, maybe we can watch some movies.”  
“Good. Don’t work too hard here.” And for a minute it was like leaving a 

regular friend at their regular job until we saw then later at a club or something.  
After dropping the sack off at my rooms we went deeper into the wing to look 

for one of those room-service style carts to steal a TV on. Down the hallway, after we 
had the cart and were peeking into rooms for a set, my attention was caught by a shrill 
shreik. It had started as conversation, I think, the kind of thing going on all around us, but 
at that point, but the time my eyes had followed the sound, all I saw was a girl being 
jerked violently by the wrist into a room, and the door slamming shut behind her. Soleil 
didn’t look and didn’t say anything, so We got our TV from a room where some fat pasty 
man was passed out naked, and went back to my rooms. The image floated around 
somewhere to the back of my mind, lingering there, even after Soleil and I had a snack 
and started a movie and wound up in bed.  
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We had drifted off to sleep when I heard the door open, jarring me awake 
slightly. Rain cautiously peeked her head into the room, and then walked in sitting down 
heavily on the window bench opposite the bed. Her eyes first turned to the grounds 
outside, but the window was dark and showed more of her reflection than the 
landscaping. A quick appraisal of her face; the hair strands that wouldn’t behave, the 
waxy pallor to her skin, made her wrinkle her nose and turn away, sighing.  

“Everything okay?”  
“In some ways, Spencer, I’ve been happier since you came than I have in a long 

while. But I had to admit that life was a lot easier before you went and made Sebastian a 
potential rising star again. I didn’t miss these parties of his.” 

“All the people?” 
“Not all of them. Just some of them.” 
“I’m glad you could get away then. Have you had anything to eat?” 
“No, I’m not hungry.”  
“You should eat something. You look exhausted.” 
“I am. I haven’t had much sleep since the night I was here.” 
“I thought you weren’t going to have to…entertain his guests, I guess.” 
“I’m not, but I have to see to all the girls who are.” She closed her eyes like she 

was trying to keep something out, rubbing the lids with her thumb and index finger. I was 
going to ask what she meant by that, when I remembered the girl I had seen in the 
hallway, being yanked into the room hard, by her wrist. 

“They’re being hurt?” Rain didn’t move, and her voice was flat and defeated. 
“Yes. Of course. And then they all come to me. Girls I don’t even know,, some 

of the young boys they bring with them, and then girls that are like my own family.” 
“Why would Sebastian let someone hurt one of his girls?” 
“You think it matters to him? That’s what we’re there for; the amusement of his 

friends. It doesn’t matter to him that Ava’s eye is still almost swollen shut, even after I 
flushed it a dozen times because some jerk who watched too much porn thought his seed 
belonged there, and pressed too hard with his thumb forcing her lids open. It doesn’t 
mean anything to him that July and Ember were taking on a dozen guys by themselves 
because the guys thought it would be fun, or that when Ember mentioned she was getting 
sore, they got hostile and decided to ‘show her what sore is’ seeing how many of them 
could fuck her at once, seeing if they could all go at the same time just so they could 
cover her with it. Poor girl is covered with bruises now. And Sebastian most certainly 
doesn’t give a shit that little Jade was brutalized so badly that she was bleeding when she 
came to me and I had to put stitches in her ass, and she couldn’t even tell me what all had 
happened so I had to examine every mark on her body. Son of a bitch hit her so hard on 
the back I thought sure she was going to have internal bleeding.” When Rain opened her 
eyes in the middle of describing Jade’s injuries, they were red and bloodshot and encased 
in tears. I could feel myself getting angry, and almost got up to shout when I felt Soleil, 
still sleeping beside me.  

“Does he know about it? Maybe he would do something if he knew.” 
“He’s tell us to stop whining and go back to doing our jobs, and that life is tough 

all over.” 
“Motherfucker. Do you know who it was? That hurt Jade?”  
“She can’t exactly tell me, but I think it was that fucking gorilla of Howe’s.” 
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“Howe?”  
“You’d know him if you saw him. Stupid corn-fed bigot. Brings that pet of his 

everywhere he goes and just stands and laughs at whatever hateful racist womanizing 
filth comes out of his hole.”  

“Is there anything I can do to help? I mean, if you point the guy out, I can put 
him in an early grave. I can hold him down while you and Jade put barbed wood up his 
ass or something.” She tried to force a smile, but gave up, shaking her head. 

“Attacking a champion outside of the ring will only get you in trouble, or beaten 
or worse. It’s just…almost over. Tomorrow they go back to torture their own slaves or 
whores or wives or whatever they have waiting. The worst is done.” She closed her eyes 
again, and let her head drop down into her hands.  

“Rain, honey, what’s wrong?” Soleil’s waking up noises turned into concern, 
and she bolted upright. 

“Rain’s having a shitty couple of days because someone can’t tell the difference 
between people and party favors. She needs some rest.” 

“Aww, then get up off the bench and come here. We were just about to watch 
something funny.” Rain looked up again, too weary to move. “C’mon. You don’t have to 
say anything or do anything, just relax and watch.” Rain picked herself up as though her 
body was an enormous concrete weight, and walked to the bed, crawling up to where we 
were. Soleil jumped out and shuffled through DVD boxes before picking something out 
to put in and resuming her spot. The movie played, and nobody said anything; just held 
each other, laughed at a few jokes, and pretended that nothing existed outside those walls. 
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For the second time, I had been in bed with two beautiful women, and expected 

nothing but sleep to happen. But once the movie ended, Soleil wanted to talk, and after 
just a little bit, she decided Rain needed some serious cheering up. It was the stuff of 
fantasy and imagination, tempered only by the fact that all of the abandon and passion 
was little more than an effort to escape the cruelty that had been thrust upon us in the 
name of celebration. A party, started at the violent death of strangers, continuing with 
drunken and debauched abuse of innocent girls. Sebastian’s world was a wretched place, 
but even in the nearly perfect morning, waking up warm and happy in a tangle of silky-
smooth skin, I knew I couldn’t avoid it forever. After making Soleil promise to stay 
behind and make sure Rain slept as long as possible, I dressed and went out into the 
crowd, looking for Sebastian, hoping I would stumble across one of the fuckers Rain had 
been telling us about. I saw a lot of people moving around, some of them gathering their 
things to go, shepherding tired and beaten looking women and proud, arrogant men 
together like sheep on the way to a livestock auction. Here or there, someone recognized 
me, or was told who I was, and wanted to shake my hand or congratulate me on the fight. 
Even more looked at me from afar, appraising me or judging me, thinking things about 
me they were too afraid or too far above me to say aloud. In the hall just outside the 
dining room, I finally heard the echo of Sebastian’s voice, already drunk. I neared to find 
him chatting with a handful of others, each of them equally disheveled and disoriented.  

“And here he is, the hero of the hour!” Sebastian opened his arms like a father 
beckoning his pride and joy home. The others all turned.  
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“Been hiding out, licking your wounds?”  
“Maybe licking some girl’s wound instead?” 
“Or just getting something else entirely licked for you?” I couldn’t tell which of 

the three men I disliked more. Each was almost identical to my eye: obviously rich with 
the swagger of money but no taste, looking so much like the cover of Fortune magazine 
that I could almost see the teaser titles floating in the air beside their faces. How to quell 
a sweatshop uprising without hurting your bottom line. 10 things you wish you would 
have known earlier about creating tax shelters. Bon Voyage; a look at where to go to 
kidnap the best sex slaves. I longed for my bat.  

“Jackson here was just enjoying a little respite before resuming the grueling 
training schedule he keeps, weren’t you? The lad has quite the eye for the ladies, you 
know. Before long, they’ll be fighting each other to get to him.” 

“Maybe you should think about putting that into the next show. Might be worth 
something. Watching a glorified mudwrestling match, and then watching the winner get 
fucked by your new young stud here.” He eyed me like I was beef.  

“Doesn’t sound worth watching to me. I’ve seen better porn, and better 
fighters.” A tall, pasty man with small beady eyes glared from behind his morning 
screwdriver. I remembered what Rain had said about knowing him when I saw him – this 
must be Howe 

“Someone mention me?” A large, well-built man walked up, wearing tacky 
clothes that fit him poorly, probably by design.  

“Pollock, this is the American Patriot.” Sebastian acted like the proper host, now 
that there was someone in my own social strata around.  

“Patriot here has been winning fights for me since long before you ever existed. 
Going to keep on winning them, isn’t that right?” The brick of muscle grinned proudly, 
nodding. 

“Just so long as the contest doesn’t involve reading or big words or adding 
numbers longer than a single digit.” Beckett and one of the others chuckled, but the dull 
man that could only have been Howe turned red.  

“My man could murder a smart-assed punk like you without breaking a sweat.” 
Sebastian cleared his throat, clearly intrigued.  

“That sounds a little like a challenge, Edmund.”  
“So what if it was!” Howe was clearly slow to calm. 
“Well then, name your stakes.”  
“What could you have that I would want?” 
“Aside from the publishers I just got back? I still have a pretty nice little spread 

down in Texas, and a pretty big estate off the Mississippi. That’s your neck of the woods, 
isn’t it?” 

“Yeah.” 
“And I wouldn’t mind getting those hotels of mine back from you from around 

there. Mississippi, Louisiana, Texas.” 
“Which one in Texas was yours? I have three there.” 
“Why specify which, if you’re so certain about your little pet’s abilities.” I was 

heard and ignored at the same time. Sebastian jumped on the idea as though it fell from 
heaven. 

“Precisely! If one is going to gamble, why not bet large!”  
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“How are you betting large? Those hotels are worth a lot more now than when I 
got them from you. Most have been expanded, and I built one of my steakhouses into 
each one. Award winning food brings in almost as many people as the flea-bitten 
mattresses did when you owned them.” 

“Well, aren’t you just a master of finance. Maybe you should get your 
accountant to fight for you. Or maybe your chefs!”  

“My chefs could fight better than your upstart kid with a baseball bat. What does 
he do if he faces a real threat, throw on a batting helmet and cover his face with a 
catcher’s mitt?” 

“As long as I’m fighting the star-spangled pillow-biter there, we’ll never know 
what happens when I face a threat.” Sebastian and the bystanders roared.  

“Apparently your fellow doesn’t have quite the reputation you think.”  
“Oh, we’ll see his reputation when he fights!” 
“Does that mean you agree to the terms?” 
“What about my restaurants?” 
“Oh, keep the damned things for all I care.” 
“They’re built onto the hotels.” 
“Then I guess you’ll have to leave them where they are…” Spencer, the smart-

assed ghost. 
“Yes, throw in the restaurants. Throw in a whole chain of them.” 
“Against all your southern property and your family birthright you only recently 

got back?” 
“Certainly!” 
“You’d risk it all so easy?” 
“You’re not the only one with confidence in his champion, Edmund.”  
“Fine, you have a fight then!” 
“And you’d better have a nice plot of land of your own to bury your ox in.” 
“Oh, no, it won’t be a deathmatch.” I had been looking forward to killing him, 

too. 
“Why not?” Howe turned to address me with hate in his eyes, proving that I 

wasn’t a ghost after all, and spoiling my plans to float around picking pockets.  
“Because I know for a fact the Patriot can kick your faggot ass any day of the 

week, but I haven’t seen you fight enough to know you won’t try and cheat when you 
start losing.” My faggot ass having talked me into a world I really didn’t understand yet, I 
turned to Sebastian. 

“Can you talk him into it?” He was almost giddy with drink and the promise of a 
new fight. If he wasn’t crazy enough and rich enough to be involved with these guys, I 
have a feeling he would have been enrolled in some kind of gambler’s anonymous 
program. 

“No, the terms are acceptable. Challenge taken.” The Poncy bastard stuck out 
his palm for the whitebread prick to squeeze, and the two agreed to settle out the details 
later, after which he left with his dog at his heels to someplace where their honor hadn’t 
just been challenged. The other two men congratulated Sebastian once more and offered 
their enthusiasm for seeing another show, and then left the two of us alone. 
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“Well played, son! That was quite the bit of teamwork, eh? Working off each 
other like that to get him to bid more and more. He really has put up quite a bit more than 
I have on this challenge.” 

“Stakes this high, you’d think we could have at least talked him into letting me 
kill the guy.” 

“He does hate to enter into those kinds of fights unless he’s pretty sure that 
behemoth of his will make it out the other side alright. They’re actually pretty close, as 
you may have noticed.” 

“I’m surprised they weren’t holding hands when they left, frankly.” 
“Yes, well, hard to say on that one. Have you been enjoying yourself at the 

festivities?” 
“I’ve been keeping out of them, until today.” 
“Fair enough. But you are having a good time? The girls taking good care of 

you?” 
“Rain has had her hands full taking care of everyone else as well, but we’ve all 

been quite happy together, away from all this shit.” 
“That’s what I like to hear! Nothing but the best for the victor! Although I have 

to say, you should sample some of the goods quickly before they’ve all gone home. My 
girls are here all the time, but some of these won’t be back for a while.” 

“Yeah, I’m good actually.” 
“Suit yourself! Listen, I’m going to go play the host with some departing guests 

and make some time with some of the new talent. We’re going to have a large dinner to 
celebrate tonight, and I want the whole house there.” 

“Yeah, Rain said. We’ll be there.” 
“Wonderful! Congratulations on the new challenge today, too. You’re a good 

omen, make no mistake!” And Sebastian went off with a spring in his step, like a patient 
with too much shock treatment in his past, only able to see the parts of the world that 
appealed to his current mood. Sickened by the entire thing, I stole some croissants from a 
side table and made haste back to my rooms.  

 
Come dinnertime, the whole house was sitting around the large table still set up 

in the main dining room. This included quite the guest list. I was sitting between Soleil 
and Rain, determined to get as much time with them as I could before I had to return to 
old routine and my life here. Around the table were Drost and Nikki, dressed up almost 
identically in slacks and polo shirts that would have looked perfectly casual on anyone 
else, but seemed strange on them. Dougie was wearing his casual kilt and a t-shirt, and 
grinned in a way that was clearly Scottish sign-language for having gotten laid. Hiro was 
at the far end of the table, looking sheepish and battered; a contrast to my other trainers 
who looked happy and well-rested. Ava was back in her place beside Rain, her eye still 
red and swollen, although not as bad as I understand it had been. I already knew Cherry 
and July, and I saw Jade, Ashe, and Shine. The girl who I had seen on the way to the 
fight, I now knew was Ember, and the older, stately woman sitting beside Sebastian had 
to be Kamala. With the exception of her, all of the girls looked exhausted and worn and a 
little worse for the wear. If you had seen them anywhere else, you would assume they had 
all gotten the same flue that kept them up all night in the bathroom. As it was, I knew that 
they had been up all night with other, more unpleasant tasks, and that most, if not all of 
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them, were sporting some kind of bruises or marks from the assholes they were with who 
didn’t know the difference between playing rough with a girl who’s into that kind of 
thing and abuse. Jade, I noticed, had a hard time sitting at all, and looked even more 
hopeless than ever. Also around the table were some people I didn’t know. A very 
military-looking man in a tux that must have been the head of Sebastian’s security, as 
well as a few men near to him I figured must have been somehow related to the private 
guard. One I think I had seen driving the car before, and one had surely been among 
those who caught me on my escape attempt. A few men in cheap suits looked around 
somewhat nervously, and I guessed that they had to have something to do with the 
business side of Sebastian’s affairs; accounts or lawyers or something, and weren’t quite 
used to the world of trained killers and live-in concubines that was home to the rest of us. 
And at the head of the table, our addled and cold-hearted father figure, Sebastian beamed 
around at all of us. Clearly when he said the entire house, he didn’t mean any of the 
dozens of housekeepers or cooks or other staff that lived and worked on the estate, but 
just the ones he felt were important.  

“Attention! Everyone, good evening, I’m glad to see you all in one place. I 
thought tonight would be a fantastic opportunity for us all to come together and share in 
what is really a great moment for us all. Beckett House, which means you all as well as 
myself, seems to be back on the way up. This is thanks in no small part to our good friend 
Jackson Pollock over there, who has proven to be more valuable already than one could 
have hoped. He fought better than expected all across the board, dispatching several 
trained and experienced fighters, one champion of some note, and embarrassed former 
rival of our own house, which is both a victory and a loss for us.” There was a brief 
pause, and Sebastian lowered his eyes at Hiro, across the room, leading me to believe his 
haggard look wasn’t from too much sake and sex. “I’d also like to take notice of July and 
Ember, who’s hard work helped earn us an invitation to the premier of Pilar Greeley’s 
new gallery exhibit later this month, and make special mention of Jade, who helped get 
us a warm welcoming to the grand opening of Edmund Howe’s beautiful, incredibly top-
shelf new restaurant in Austin. A place which, thanks to some clever work by both Mr. 
Pollock and myself, may soon be added to our portfolio, so well done there. All told, it 
has been an amazing week for our name, and as you are all members of Beckett House, 
all a part of my extended family in one way or another, this means a victory for everyone 
here, and a hearty thank you on my behalf. I know that the girls, especially the three I 
mentioned, can expect a bit of an extravagant shopping trip coming up, and the guys; 
well, you mostly got your reward these past few days. But boys, Jackson, if you want 
anything, you let me know. You’ve all earned a treat or two along the way.” When he 
paused, his expression told me he almost expected the group of us to erupt in applause 
and cheers. Kamala and the suits even looked like they were ready to on a dime, if the 
rest of us would just start it up. Unfortunately, most of us were sore from getting fucked 
or stabbed too much recently, and found ourselves void of applause. Previous 
conversations came to mind, in which I was told that Sebastian was the guy you wanted 
to know when he was happy with you, and would give you anything, so long as you did 
what he wanted. Here were these girls, debased and abused for the pleasure of strangers, 
and he was rewarding them jovially like they had just won some kind of contest at a state 
fair or met their month’s sales quota. All his talk of rewarding me were suddenly thrown 
into a new light, and I saw myself the way that most of the girls probably saw me; one of 
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them, with a slightly different job title, an different plumbing. I had been taken in to do 
someone else’s bidding; if I failed I was beaten or killed and if I succeeded I was 
rewarded as though I were a superstar. Probably the only reason I was dressing up in 
armor and fighting people in a circle instead of dressing in something with silk and lace 
and crawling around on my knees was because Sebastian simply wasn’t attracted to me, 
and didn’t assume his guests would be, either.  

“Now, hopefully this will be a fantastic new start for our house, and a chance for 
us to reclaim our former place of glory. Already, the talk about us has been 
overwhelmingly positive, and from what I could glean of these past days, there are those 
who are certainly looking forward to seeing our eminent return. As I believe I mentioned 
already, we have the basics of our next challenge set up. Brought on largely by Jackson 
Pollock himself, who saw fit to come out this morning in seeing our guests off, and right 
away introduced himself to Howe, Doran and Lambert as an upstanding young warrior, 
and then proceeded to taunt Howe’s patriotic champion, who I believe some of you know 
quite well, and lure Howe himself into challenging us. He even managed to goad the man 
into upping the stakes repeatedly, and even after the challenge was met, his modesty was 
such that all he could say was ‘couldn’t we push it further, to a death match?’ This is the 
kind of intuition that makes my heart swell with pride and confidence. And with that, 
please, everyone enjoy your meal. We have quite the day ahead of us, and I wish you all 
the best.” Sebastian sat down smiling broadly, no doubt a standing ovation roaring in his 
mind’s eye. Many of those around the table dug into their meals immediately. A web of 
curious glances were shared around the rest of the table by means of silent conversation. 
The brothers nodded full of pride at me, congratulating me on picking a fight, and 
Dougan raised his glass to me. Some of the girls gave me looks that I didn’t quite 
understand. Soleil squeezed my hand under the table, and gave me the same look she had 
been since I told her what had happened that morning; a combination of her respect in 
what I was doing, and the same worry she had worn on the way to the fight that led to the 
celebration in the first place. Rain’s eyes reflected something similar, and July just 
looked worried. Jade, however, looked at me with a glow in her eyes completely beyond 
the pain she was no doubt still in, as though I had just presented her with the key to the 
front door. I couldn’t help but think about what I had been told earlier about her. 

Jade was one of the more recent additions among the girls. Newer even than 
Soleil, it was about a year and a half, maybe a month or so less, since her arrival. She was 
younger than some of the others, and when she showed up at the mansion, she was still 
living in a fairy tale world. After meeting Sebastian, she had been picturing this magical 
storybook world, in which she was the beautiful young princess who had her struggles, 
but was destined for greatness, suddenly swept up by the rich, handsome stranger who 
whisked her away to a breathtaking estate. Surely, she thought, he would marry her and 
take care of her for years to come. Her sheltered upbringing, her naiveté, and if you were 
going to be honest about it, the fact that she wasn’t the smartest girl in the world, hadn’t 
prepared her for anything like the world she was actually stepping into. Of COURSE, in 
her mind, the handsome prince would want to make an honest woman of her, and give 
her everything in the world. All the little dark spots she had seen in his personality, those 
were just quirks, eccentricities, which were bound to be found in any man, and which she 
could help iron out over time, through love and support and persistence. Reality hit her 
like the proverbial baseball bat to the face when he brought her in past the spiked estate 



109 
 

walls and armed guards, into the house where he showed her the room where she’d be 
staying, so far from his own, and introduced her to the rest of the girls. Fairy tales seldom 
involve more than one princess at any given time, and she thought it must surely be a 
mistake. Perhaps she had been introduced to the maids by mistake. But the mistake was 
all hers, and before long, that became obvious to her. There were no carriage rides or 
trips in hot air balloons, no handsome and loving prince. Instead she got a rich, delusional 
madman, who forced her to perform sex acts she had never even heard of before. It was 
her innocence that made Sebastian want her, and her innocence he got off on sullying. 
Every time she struggled to learn something new, failed to grasp the concept of a blowjob 
or some new position, he delighted knowing she was being pushed just a little further 
from the sweet thing she had been. It didn’t take long, though, for his personality to set 
in, and he fast grew frustrated with her solemn attitude, and her constant sniveling. 
Crying herself to sleep every night was keeping the other girls awake and bringing down 
the attitude of the entire harem, and the sad stories she would tell about the life she 
expected, flowers and singing being replaced by the life she now led, of cold sweat and 
rough sex and degradation, were starting to have an impact on the rest of Sebastian’s 
social life. Eventually, she let out one too many terrified murmurings as he explained 
something new he wanted to do to her, gave one too many dumbfounded protests to 
learning new depths of perversion she had previously not known existed, and Sebastian 
got fed up. As he does whenever he gets fed up with a girl, he had her silenced, and cast 
aside all her thoughts whatsoever. Something broke in her when he did that, even more 
quickly than was happening with everything she was being made to do, and without even 
a voice anymore, all she could really do is keep to herself and lay low, and weep silently 
while carnal things are done to her body by the dark devil that had once been her prince, 
or random strangers she had never met with pants on, so far from the gentle romance she 
had once hoped and dreamt for. Given that history, I could only imagine the 
interpretation inside her mind; her vicious, sodomizing attacker being approached by an 
errant knight, challenged with a slap across the face, and a duel set out for her honor. It 
was true I wanted to kill him for hurting one of the girls, one of my own. But I don’t 
think I fit the role of knight much better than Sebastian did, and I had no intention of 
sweeping her off her feet. My only goal in such a sweeping would be to get her off the 
sitting position I knew had to be killing her. Still, it’s hard to see that kind of adulation 
and respect in someone’s eyes and not feel a little like a hero of some kind. Almost made 
me wish I COULD kill the fucker. But I had been warned enough about the ramifications 
of that, so I would have to settle for hurting him. But I could still hurt him very, very 
badly.  
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Now that I had proven myself and was accepted as a champion of the Beckett 

House, I no longer had to go through the entire evening’s matches. I had a place, not far 
from the gates I would use to enter the thing as a contestant, where I could watch with my 
assigned trainers (this time Dougan had been picked as Sebastian’s secondary security 
escort, along with one of the nameless guards) to watch the rounds before mine. In the 
two and a half months that had passed since the party, training had continued as though 
nothing had happened, with the one exception being that Hiro was around less frequently 
than he had been. What I finally pieced together was that he had been so convinced that 
Rico was still a better fighter than I was, he continued to train him a few times a week, 
and had actually hoped I would die in that first round, and could then be replaced by the 
metal-head, thereby proving Hiro was the better trainer. His abysmal failure only showed 
Sebastian the opposite, and so he had been given the less pampered job of training in the 
boarding house of the lesser. I still got abusive lessons on speed and poise a few times a 
week, but the rest of it was spent in the company of the three teachers who didn’t actually 
want to see me killed. Training became a little more intensive as we neared the match, 
and a few days beforehand, we were packing everything up and boarding a private jet 
headed down to Texas, where we would meet up with the Howe House. Apparently, this 
was to be an away game.  

Howe’s arena was much bigger than Sebastian’s, and in a lot of ways, nicer. In 
the downtown part of town, it looked on the inside almost like a hockey rink built by 
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cowboys; rough wood instead of plexiglass for walls, dirt and sand covering the floor 
where there should have been ice. The place was used most of the year for indoor rodeos 
and livestock shows and such, which meant it had a lot of things, such as the participant 
spectator booths where I watched from, as well as an impressive sound system and giant 
screens to show details of the action on. It also meant that the seats were meant for the 
masses, some of them worn or patched together, covered with stains and graffiti.  Of 
course, Howe took efforts to make it better suited to his peers among the circle; red 
carpets covering all the well-used walkways, and real chefs and bartenders behind the 
scenes, probably in the little food-stall kitchens, cooking up higher-quality meals and 
mixing real drinks, both of which were served by the topless blond, buxom girls from his 
own stable. Other girls, naked aside from leather tasseled chaps and cowgirl hats, walked 
around seeing to the more carnal needs of the guests. Back in my armor again, fully 
immersed in the persona of Jackson Pollock, I could look around me at the crowd and 
feel the familiar mix of disgust at their world, their whole society, but a tinge or pride as 
well, the bastards having all gotten dressed up and flown out here just to watch me. To 
watch business commerce in action; tomorrow’s big wall street journal merger headline 
was dictated by battered bodies on sand today. And among the countless faces of the rich 
and heartless, greedy for blood, was Sebastian, watching to see if I lost him his newly 
regained family name, or won him a tiny fortune in hotel money. Watching with him 
were Kamala, Ember, and Ashe. Just as some people were a little excitable as to choice 
when it came to having enough shoes, so was Sebastian when it came to bringing girls on 
little trips. Down in my viewing box with me and the guys was Rain, my unofficial pit-
crew, ready to put me back together again if I needed, and Cherry, who’s ability to pitch a 
fit and pout convinced Beckett that if Rain got to watch the fights with me, then she 
should, too, as though digging into the blood and metal shards to sew up rent flesh was a 
perk of seating, and something anyone could do, instead of the biggest reason why I 
relied on Rain at a fight. But I was glad for the company. Just as boredom was starting to 
peek around the cracks in the hard, malevolent exterior of Pollock, the screens started 
flashing a welcome greeting, and the lights over the center dimmed.  

“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, MOST DISTINGUISHED OF HOUSES, WELCOME TO THE 

HOWE ARENA, WHERE OUR ESTEEMED HOST FOR THE EVENING, EDMUND HOWE, WILL 

PROVIDE US WITH ENTERTAINMENT AND LUXURY. THIS IS A NIGHT OF HIGH STAKES, AND A 

COUPLE OF MATCHES THAT SHOULD BE SOMETHING SPECTACULAR TO SEE. BUT FIRST, WE 

HAVE A LITTLE TREAT FOR YOU. YOU CAN’T HAVE COME ALL THE WAY TO TEXAS 

WITHOUT SEEING A RODEO. OUR FIRST DISPLAY FOR THE EVENING, THEN, WILL BE A 

RODEO FROM AMONG HOWE’S OWN STOCK OF PRIZE-WINNING STEER, AND SOME OF HIS 

OWN LESSER, SPECIALLY TRAINED FOR ROPING, RIDING, AND TRICK SHOOTING. FOR YOUR 

ENJOYMENT; STEER ROPING.” 
The announcer sounded like the same one from the previous match, and his 

enthusiasm seemed at least a little false. Born and raised in the city, I had never seen an 
actual rodeo myself, and after about the first ten minutes, I knew I hadn’t been missing 
anything. The half naked cowgirls in the stands behind me were more interesting, 
exciting, and entertaining standing doing nothing than the men on horses chasing after 
trapped cows were. Riding around in circles, chasing something with nowhere to go 
while atop a much faster animal, just to trip it with a rope and brand it when you already 
knew whose cow it was seemed to me to be the dumbest damn thing I had ever seen. I 
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could have stood to see the bastard fight the bull face to face armed with nothing but a 
pointy stick, but then I kept getting a rodeo and a bullfight mixed up anyway. Bullfights 
seemed fucked up enough, with all the tainting and torture and slow bleeding before 
actually fighting and killing the bull took place, but at least it had some similarities to a 
fair fight. Which, I suppose, just goes to show you that Spaniards wearing silk capes and 
skin-tight pants have more balls than southerners. Only slightly less lame was the bull 
riding, which involved strapping a bit of leather to a big cow’s balls and then watching a 
Marlboro billboard reject fall off. Of course, the second he did, a whole army of people 
not good enough even to be him ran out to distract it, lest it actually stand a fair shot at 
getting the guy back for the shot to the balls. By the time this part of the show was over, 
forget about fighting the Patriot, I wanted to beat the shit out of Howe himself for making 
me see that shit. As far as I was concerned, he had it coming.  

The second round had promise to be more interesting. It was what the announcer 
called a money match, meaning, I suppose, that the stakes were money and not property, 
and was designed as much for people to bet on from the audience as it was for the people 
putting it on. However, it was a real fight, and none of the participants had hooves, so I 
admit to being a little interested. All of the fights that I wasn’t a part of before I had been 
underground for, and couldn’t even hear them. I wanted to see what all the fuss was 
about. It was referred to as a battle to rewrite history and change the way we know the 
world, which started to make a little sense when I saw the first group come out. Half a 
dozen men, called the Exercitus Scoticanus, a Gaelic army that came out looking like 
William Wallace should have been leading them, walking in to the ring with their dirks 
and short swords and two men even carrying massive claymores. Just as I was wondering 
where the history aspect came from, another dozen men walked in from the other 
direction, marching in two rows, dressed perfectly as British redcoat soldiers. Each of 
them wore what looked like an officer’s sabre at their side, and had an extra long musket, 
like the sort used for early sharpshooting, thrown over their shoulder with bayonets fixed.  

“I thought guns weren’t allowed in these fights.” 
“They aren’t. Those aren’t real.” Cherry was resting her head on her arms atop 

the wall between us and the sand floor of the arena, looking bored. 
“They look real.” 
“So do Shine’s boobs. Doesn’t mean they are. They just use them to hit people, 

and stab them with the knife thing at the end.” 
“Then why would they make them look like guns?” 
“I don’t know, maybe so the other guys see them pointing guns in a fight and 

shit themselves before getting stabbed. Maybe it just looks cool. You never know with 
these guys. I mean, two of them have weapons made out of rocks and wood. Could have 
made them out of metal to look old, or could have even just used something new, but, no. 
Instead, they make them from rocks and wood. It’s best not to ask questions like that in 
here.” 

“I take it I also shouldn’t ask why English soldiers from like the 1800’s are 
fighting a bunch of Irish guys from a few centuries earlier?” 

“No. You also shouldn’t refer to them as English or Irish. The English ones 
wouldn’t be offended, because they’re really Canadian, and they just don’t do that, but 
the other ones are Scottish, and would probably stab you for calling them anything else.” 
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“I think one of them tried once, actually. At the last one of these. Are there two 
guys who like to dress their fighters up in skirts?” 

“There’s no real rule that everyone has to dress the same. Anyone could put a 
kilt on their lesser for any battle. Mostly, though, that would probably be confusing, so 
it’s just these guys.” 

“Yeah, I definitely fought one then. I didn’t call him Irish and he STILL stabbed 
me.” 

“Maybe, but you stabbed him, too.” 
The fight started and instantly the two started charging one another. Redcoats 

dropped in a second the pretense that their guns were guns at all, and I could see for 
myself the true strength of the false muskets; long enough to be good polearms, they were 
made of both wood, at the back end, and metal for most of the rod, which made them 
very sturdy. The heavy butt of the gun made a fine club, while the long, razor-sharp 
bayonet blades made them effective pikes as well. I didn’t know how well they were 
balanced, but I could see them working as spears, if it came down to it. When using the 
interesting weapons, they resembled shaolin monks more than colonial soldiers, the 
costumes entirely contrary to the style, turning a historical reenactment into a pageant. 
On the other hand, the Scots looked like a genuine Gaelic army, filthy and savage, 
screaming and fighting as though possessed, their thick blue paint on pale white skin 
casting a demonic tint on them. Watching was a little like seeing an actual battle, on a 
minor scale, the two dozen men kicking up sand and dust into the air, making the entire 
scene hazy and stinging my eyes a little, the clang and clatter of weapons and armor 
ringing like a gong in my ears, drowning out everything else. For some reason, it seemed 
louder than when I was in the fights myself, all the noise amplified by the acoustics of by 
the distance, maybe just by the fact that I wasn’t on the verge of being killed.  

At the start of the round, the announcer told us that the winner would be 
whichever group cut the other down to six fighters first, but in the mess before me, I 
couldn’t see how they would be able to judge. Less than ten minutes into the fray, 
everyone was injured at least once, dark red wounds turning brown as grime clung to it 
and caked on. Random shouts of pain and frustration cut into the din of metal and grunts, 
a random splatter of blood scattered across the sand, but all warriors still stood, still lived, 
and still fought. The death came all of a sudden in a wave. Men who had simply bled too 
much, gotten too exhausted too quickly, started to fall under the swords or the pikes, 
dropping to the earth to never get up. The more people died, the more chaotic it became, 
people tripping over corpses, fallen soldiers with one last burst of life making final stabs 
at a standing enemy. If it weren’t for the vast differences in costume, it would be 
impossible to tell what was going on at all, but it was easy enough to count up the dead 
red spots and the dark dirty spots, and see that the redcoats were winning. But for every 
Scot that died, it seemed the others fought harder, as though there were only so much 
speed and strength to go between them, and the fewer there were alive to drain the pool, 
the larger the portion each remaining solider was allowed. The first five Scots died 
quickly, only taking two of the redcoats with them as they went, but those that remained 
were tricky, and fast, and worked together seemingly without a word spoken (although 
we wouldn’t have been able to hear them speaking anyway, over the racket). Without 
another casualty among the Gaels, three more recoats were lost, evening things up. There 
was a stillness catching each of the remaining fighters, surveying the situation, tallying 
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up the dead, realizing how close they were to losing, how close to getting stiff 
punishment and a savage beating instead of women and rewards. Too tired, charged, and 
bloody to give any thought much pause, each man seized whatever opportunity or 
opening he could. The jumble of limbs and weapons was indecipherable, until a thrown 
elbow caused a three-man stumble, giving my half of the audience an open view at the 
savagery within the mob; one of the celts was about to stab a brit in the neck with his 
dirk, without ever seeing the redcoat behind him, bringing the heavy oak and metal butt f 
the gun down on his head like a hammer, or the second man who took that stunned and 
bewildered chance to bury the long bayonet blade of his mock rifle into his chest. Two of 
his compatriots in the Exercitus Scoticanus saw the attack about to take place, but only 
one of them had the opening to try and stop it. So wrapped up in stabbing the Scotsman 
in front of his eyes, the second redcoat missed the other one behind him, phlegm flying 
through the air in a battle cry that looked fearsome, even drowned out with clatter, both 
hands gripped tight to the handle of his short sword to plunge it down through the 
soldier’s heart. For the slimmest fraction of a second, it was probably a tie, sword 
piercing redcoat who in turn pierced another Scot, but in all the commotion, the 
unsuspecting man who had been the initial target, whose neck was chosen to be cut 
before the ambush went down, never turned to see the sharp blade, and so never dodged 
or blocked as the tight-fisted man in the final throes of life fell forward, bringing with 
him his weapon, both landing hard on the turned British soldier. Caught unawares, 
startled, the man leapt up and forward, turning what would have been a survivable wound 
into a catastrophe, the long thin blade pulled down and sideways, tearing the man’s 
shoulder open like a split log, spraying blood into the air and onto the sand, and handing 
victory over to what the announcer referred to as Doran’s celtic army. A deep, almost 
deafening rumble of drums signified the end of the battle, and the soldiers still living 
froze, stunned, in a haze, as if just waking from a horrible dream of bloodshed only to 
find their blankets stained red. Some knelt beside the dead and dying, some cheered and 
hooted in victory at the audience, but most just stood and waited for those serving as 
support came out on the sand to usher them away and clear the corpses.  

The cleaning hadn’t even started when Rain and Cherry took my arms and led 
me, following Dougan off through unfamiliar hallways to help get me changed and ready 
for the next round. We could still hear the cheering of the crowd, all riled up at the sight 
of so much blood, just waiting for me to come out and give them more of the same, but 
the girls were quiet and somber. The very same sense of foreshadowing that made rich, 
bored men hot for some more action reminded those two that I had as much or as little 
chance of coming back as anyone else. Watching the fight had been a little surreal for 
me; like a movie I could smell, with dust storms that actually stung my eyes. It brought 
back some of the feelings of being in the ring, and some of the adrenaline that came with 
it, but at the same time, it made me feel detached from the entire thing; able to see it, in 
some way, as an actual form of theatre, instead of simply forced actions of unwilling 
slaves. What galvanized me was the look in the girls’ eyes, reminding me of the few good 
things that had happened since I was plucked from my life. These girls, these new 
friends, who were treated so poorly by so many people who didn’t even bother to learn 
their names. Somewhere, probably not far away, that bastard Patriot was polishing his 
knife and putting on his hillbilly militia gear, that same smug look he had on his face 
after forcing himself on, after raping one of the people I cared about. Beating her and 
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making her bleed. To hell with entertainment and fuck what I’m being made to do; I 
wanted to hurt him so bad I couldn’t keep myself from shaking. Rain saw and put her 
hand on my free arm while my bat was tethered to the right one.  

“Hey, it’ll be okay, you’re coming back from this one.” Her eyes were so full of 
sincerity and warmth it made something inside me quiver and break. She was one of the 
sweetest and most generous people in the world, and she had to clean up his messes. 
Even worse, it could very well have been her, or it could be the next time, or the time 
after that. Yeah, I wanted to kill that motherfucker.  

 
“AND NOW, MOST ESTEEMED GUESTS AND HUMBLE HOSTS, WE HAVE OUR FINAL 

ROUND OF THE EVENING. FRESH OFF THE VICTORY OF HIS DEBUT, WHERE HE PROVED TO US 

HIS TASTE FOR BLOOD DID NOT EXCEED HIS ABILITY TO DRAW IT, WE HAVE JACKSON 

POLLOCK, FIGHTING FOR THE BECKETT HOUSE. SQUARING OFF AGAINST HIM TODAY IS THE 

LONG-RUNNING CHAMPION OF OUR HOST THIS EVENING, ALMOST A FIGUREHEAD FOR 

HOUSE HOWE, THE AMERICAN PATRIOT. NOW, THIS ONE ISN’T A DEATH MATCH, BUT THAT 

FACT SHOULDN’T LEAD YOU TO BELIEVE THAT THERE ISN’T GOING TO BE BLOOD 

SPLATTERING THE SAND TODAY. APART FROM THE NO-KILLING RULE, ANYTHING GOES, 
AND THE FIGHT WILL CONTINUE UNTIL THE JUDGES DEEM IT TO BE OVER UNTIL ONE OF THE 

TWO HAS BEEN OBVIOUSLY BEATEN, AND NAME A CLEAR VICTOR.”  
Howe’s ring felt bigger and dustier on the inside. The lights overhead were 

brighter, and reflected off the ground of loose dust to make the place feel hotter; like the 
genuine old west. Probably a part of the atmosphere, I guess. Across the ring, the patriot 
stood tall and waiting, dressed in remaindered army surplus; camo pants, a tank top, a 
network of hooks and straps carrying a wide array of knives, and polished boots. He wore 
no armor on his body, and the skin on his arms was exposed. Dog tags flashed in the 
lights, the steel of spike-knuckled fighting knives glaring like small stars burning out 
whenever he moved them in his hands. Around the edges of my anger, a small voice 
asked me if I was really ready for this; a towering man unafraid of fighting, long ago 
accustomed to killing, wielding only weapons that allow him to move in close and cut 
deep. Another voice hissed in through broken and rotting teeth that I wasn’t strong 
enough to fight this man, that I was just a normal guy who works most of the day at a 
computer and drives a Toyota to work in the morning that still has three years of 
payments left on it, and this man was deadly serious. I told the voices of my doubt and 
delusion aside, told them to fuck off, and reached down to the hate and anger that made 
me want this fight, made me want to break the no killing rule in the match, and bathe in 
the Patriot’s blood. Just in case they were lingering somewhere, I pulled my own knife to 
show the voices I meant business, and started towards my opponent. 

Like wolves challenging each other for the right to first kill, like lions tussling 
for the duty of leading the pride, we walked towards one another slowly, bodies tense, 
each taking the other in, sending messages like daggers with half-squinted eyes. ‘Look at 
me! Look at me! I am young and strong and mean, and I am not afraid of you! You are 
too insignificant to get worked up over, and will never be able to beat me in this fight. I 
will lead the pack in the hunt, I will languish in the shade while the pride scouts for 
water! You are nothing!’ Up close, the man’s skin was covered in a web of scars from 
previous battles, from his hands to his shoulders and leading behind his shirt.  

“I’ve been doing this a lot longer than you have, boy. I’m better at it.” 
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“Time doesn’t make you better, it only makes you old.” 
“You’ll see. Try to pay attention to me today, and when I’m done hurting you 

maybe you’ll have learned something that will make you a better fighter. A better man.” 
“If scars are any judge, I’m already a better fighter. I figured the goal was to not 

get hit?” the Patriot’s chest puffed out. 
“These scars are badges of honor, boy! I’ve earned them all, and each one 

represents any man worth fighting.” 
“Yeah, well, then allow me to give you one more.” I rushed forward faster than 

he could counter, and sliced as deep as I could down his arm, pivoting once I was clear of 
him to look. Blood ran down his arm and dripped off his elbow. “That one represents 
me.” 

“You’re faster than I would have thought, but you won’t be able to pull that trick 
again.” 

“I don’t need to. I have all kinds of fucking tricks. You think your scars are 
honor? Motherfucker, I am going to give you all the honor you can handle.” At least two 
decades older than me, he was still more stung by the word ‘motherfucker’ than anyone 
from my generation could ever be. He launched himself at me like a cobra, knives raised 
and ready for blood. All he found was a bat, blocking both downward thrusts at once. 
Knife fights are close, tangled things; two people well within arms reach trying their best 
to puncture a lung or a heart or something else vital, to rend flesh with short bits of metal, 
with none of the distance or safety of the larger blades. In this close, armor doesn’t so as 
much good; not with that much force behind a smaller, lighter blade, with all weaknesses 
easy to spot. But my bat was sturdy and acted almost like a shield, trying to push an 
opening through tight defenses. We moved like a flurry; so fast even I could barely keep 
track of it, the two of us trading slices and blows, blocking almost everything, never 
getting cut deep enough to slow down, or feel even a nip of pain. I could see in his eyes 
the personal anger he had. He was fighting for his age, fighting to prove he hadn’t lost the 
edge. He was fighting for his right to remain the head of the pride. I was fighting for the 
only friends I had in this new world.  

Back and forth we went. Slice to the chest, blocked, backhanded stab to the 
kidneys, blocked, attempted knife to the throat, blocked, distracting jab at the leg 
deflected enough to prevent more than a scratch from forming, and not enough to provide 
the distraction it had been supposed to, the follow-up knife to the neck blocked long 
before it hit home. The tussle went on and dark shadows of sweat started to form on the 
Patriots uniform, little beads of water growing on his brow. He wanted to look like a 
badass, but he couldn’t hide that he was starting to get tired, and more importantly, 
starting to get pissed.  

“You’re better than I thought you’d be.” He tried to mask his heavy breathing 
behind a short sentence, and then took another attempt to stab me in the stomach, two 
seconds too late, hitting only my coat. 

“I’ll have that carved on your tombstone.” I swung wide over his head, forcing 
him to duck right into my knife. The blade tip scraped a rib just below the surface of the 
skin, making only a minor wound, which caused him to flinch but not back down.  

“Don’t get cocky boy. This ain’t to the death, and you ain’t won yet. I didn’t say 
you were THAT good, you just aren’t the limp-wristed faggot I took you to be at the 
Beckett place.” 
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“Maybe you should spend more time watching my fights and less time raping 
girls.” His brows drawing together loosed a stream of sweat and blood down his face, but 
it didn’t slow his attack, didn’t stop his blades from whipping by my face, slicing my 
cheeks open.  

“Your ‘fights’? You just got here, you ain’t a part of this world like I am, and 
killing a few micks, spics, and a nigger doesn’t make you half the fighter I am.” Half the 
fighter or not, the backside of my bat crunched into his eye pretty hard, enough that I 
knew his vision just split in two. I wondered if that meant I was finally as much a fighter 
as him, now that there were two of me, or if each refracted version was only a quarter of 
a fighter. I didn’t ask. 

“No, being stronger, faster, and a lot younger makes me a better fighter than 
you.” 

“Oh yeah? Then why am I still standing, tough guy?” He swung twice, coming 
far too close to my neck, breeze nearly as cold as the blade, forcing me back. 

“I want you tired, I want you to think you’re going to do really well, and then I 
want to beat you as bad as I can, so you can know what it’s like to be tormented and 
abused and be too weak to do anything about it.” Rage brought me back to him, kicking 
his leg away from him, throwing his balance off.  

“Sounds awful personal there. You and me don’t even know each other.” 
“No, but there’s a girl back at the Beckett house with eleven stitches in her ass 

and a dozen more in the back of her head who I know real well, and I don’t like crusty 
old rednecks raping my friends.” 

“I got news for you; your ‘friend’ is a whore, kid. She lives and breathes to fuck 
champions like me. Hell, between you and Beckett and those eunuch ex-fighters around 
that place, she was probably glad to have a real man inside her for once. Girl like her, 
getting’ fucked in the ass doesn’t mean anything big or new or special, it just means it’s 
Tuesday. Leave that prude bullshit at church on Sunday.” 

“Prude? Motherfucker, every day I wake up is a day I hope I’m going to get a 
piece, and any girl I’m nailing, odds are I’m going to ask at least once if I can stick it up 
her ass. Buttfucking is like a gift from god, it’s some of the most fun you can have with a 
girl, and if you got one who’s really into that shit, then you’re a lucky man. But you don’t 
have some basic inalienable right to put it there if she don’t want it. You always ask, you 
always start her off easy, and you always, ALWAYS use lube! And you most certainly 
do NOT smash her in the back of her fucking head because you don’t like the noises 
she’s making or don’t think she’s working hard enough at something. What kind of man 
are you?” 

“The kind you can only wish to be. The kind you jerk off thinking about late at 
night when you think nobody is watching. It’s not my fault the girls couldn’t take what 
I’ve got to offer. But if you ask real nice, I might let you see it, while I’m standing over 
your broken body.” 

“If I really want to see it, I’ll only have to look at the jar on my motherfucking 
bookcase.” The Patriot was so into his own strong-man act, his Charlie Bronson threats 
and machismo, he didn’t know my blade was anywhere near him until he felt the tip of is 
slice through the heavy fabric of his pants like paper, and dig into the tender flesh 
between his legs. Blood squirted immediately, and his knees pulled together like a 
beartrap snapping shut, hoping to minimize the damage, but only pushing himself harder 
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against the cutting edge of my knife. I twisted and pulled and dug in again, sawing and 
gouging and slicing away flesh while this big steer of a man turned into a little kid on the 
playground, clutching as his nuts the best he could with his mouth agape, and only a little 
whine of a gasp escaping. When I was satisfied that I had torn up enough of his flesh that 
he was no longer clutching his balls, but the place they used to be before rolling down his 
pant leg, I pulled the gore-slicked blade free. While he stood, legs shaking, blood 
dripping through his fingers into the now-red mud, I saw the fear and weakness in his 
eyes. No way I was going to have any kind of pity on the man, no matter how much he 
was bleeding, so I did the natural thing; I gripped his shoulders in my hand to hold him 
steady, and stomped with the heavy heels of my boots until his knee made a noise like 
muffled firecracker, and bend the way it doesn’t normally go. Unable to support his 
weight, he started falling to the ground. On the way down, I swung full circle and 
connected my bat to the bottom of his face, fragile bone giving way with no hesitation. 
As an afterthought, laying on his back, trying to get his knee out from under himself, I 
spat on him, and kicked him in the ribs. Just as he finally pulled his shattered knee out 
from under himself, I swung at it. The horns blared right as the hammer came down, 
drowning out the patriots screams, so far removed from the act he had been putting on 
just minutes before. With the judges having called the match over, I stepped back, 
tracking blood and grit with me as I went.  

The Patriot rolled over back and forth, still stirring, still conscious. I walked 
back to him and knelt down by what remained of his face. I wanted to say something 
hard, something mean, something that would let him know why I hated him so much, 
why I wanted to kill him, even then, with him in so much pain. But the words didn’t 
come, and looking into his eyes, I realized I didn’t need so say anything that I hadn’t 
already. He knew. Under the bib of blood soaking the front of his once-green army shirt, 
the lump of his dog tags slid against his skin. I tugged the chain at his neck, pulling them 
free with a rattle. I’d seen the war movies, I knew what the notch in the metal tag was for. 
But the man wasn’t dead, yet, so instead of taking the one tag to identify him, I snapped 
the chain, and took them both. A hiss and a burble was all he could manage by way of 
protest. Even on the ground, the man looked huge, muscles he’d been working on for 
years twitching against the strain of simply staying awake.  

In my mind, I could see myself killing him. Pulling one of the knives free from 
the many that hung on his belt, or were strapped to his body, and plunging it into his 
heart. But then I also thought about what I’d been told about killing someone in a non-
death match. What kind of penalty were we talking about? Would Hiro beat me again? 
Would they kill me? Something told me that Sebastian would have something to do with 
the decision making in that matter, and that he would find whatever he thought would 
cause me the most pain. There would be beatings, sure, and if that didn’t seem to be 
motivating me enough, he would find something else. Raping me, maybe, raping one of 
the girls in front of me, maybe torturing one of them for a while. If I thought Beckett was 
the kind of man to leave it between he and I, I might have gone for it anyway. But I 
couldn’t count on that, and couldn’t let someone else suffer for my decisions. Nobody 
wanted to be a part of this mess, and I had no business making anyone else suffer more 
than they had already. We would all get more than our share of suffering before out lives 
were over, now that we were little more than slaves. So I just sat on my haunches and 
stared. Men rushed onto the field from all angles, all heading to the broken heap of a man 
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lying in front of me. One of them turned his head around to see if he was still breathing, 
but his jaw hung slack, cheeks torn apart and studded with splinters of tooth and bone, 
too much a mess to hear a breath through. They lifted him onto a gurney, his pants 
completely red with blood, his leg swinging free where there used to be a knee. I noticed, 
tucked into his swinging boot, and the one still on the stretcher, a matching pair of Ka-bar 
knives. The kind my grandfather had, and always told me about. The marines’ best 
friend, he always said, the first and last thing you wanted to take with you into enemy 
territory. One of the best knives ever made. Too good for a lousy shitheel like the one 
being carried out of the arena. So I stood up and reached out and jerked the knife in its 
sheath from his boot, tugging on the leg in the process and jarring a scream from the 
Patriot’s throat. Two of the men guarding the stretcher tried to hold me back, but I pushed 
through them to pull free the other knife. They were mine now. This deep in enemy 
territory, I would need all the help I could get.  
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Howe Ranch was larger and more opulent than you would expect for a place 

called a ranch. There were several stables and fences for some of the highest-bred horses 
in the country to be housed in, but the house itself was a mansion every bit as large as the 
Beckett place, only it oozed a layer of macho bullshit over every surface, almost as if the 
cowboy actually hired someone to come shellac everything with a fine glossy layer of 
man-sweat, musk, and jizz, just to give it that extra marked-territory feel. Hardwood and 
stone floors, wood-paneled walls, stuffed heads and racks of horns and animal pelts of all 
kinds were the primary decorations, mixed in with the usual plush fabrics and excess of 
passing, which really led to a mixed message. A loveseat with actual hooves for feet and 
lacquered elk horn inlaid in the woodwork, but velvet cushions so thick you felt like you 
were sinking when you sat down on them presented an image that seemed manly, but in 
less of a rugged, cowboy way, and more in the chain collars and assless chaps way you 
would find in a hardcore gay club. The feeling of the after-party was very different from 
the one we had before, in that the host not at all celebrating, and had just lost hundreds of 
millions of dollars at my hands, and wasn’t in the mood to play nice. Like trying to have 
a party in someone’s house where their parents had just died, flowers and portraits still 
sitting around from the wake. Most of the members of the houses didn’t seem overly 
affected by it, the biggest downer being an actual member of the Howe house, one of his 
girls or staff members, walking around with hangdog expressions, reflecting the beatings 
many of them were likely to take as a result of the failure. Howe himself was absent from 
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most of the proceedings, which I assumed was because he was off drinking away his 
shame and sorrow, but didn’t care enough to speculate further on. Sebastian had arranged 
for us to have the best suites on some of his brand new hotels, so as not to have to stay in 
the home of his recently defeated contemporary, and I spent my time with the girls, 
counting away the hours until we could get out of there and stop pretending that we gave 
a shit about those people. Ember seemed anxious to stay in our company as much as 
possible, a relieved look on her face whenever someone walked by us without looking 
her way, however ended up having to go with Sebastian more often as the night grew on, 
clearly feeding his need to have a younger, prettier face beside him than Kamala 
presented, even if she did never leave his side. Ashe only stopped by once to tell me I did 
a good job in the fight, and she had been impressed by my moves, which Rain told me 
was a pretty big step by her, as bitter as she was at her current position in life. There were 
many people who wanted to offer those sentiments, however while the last time I had 
been disgusted by the entire affair, only having to do what I did to keep myself out of 
trouble, this time I felt irritated only that I did not actually get to finish the job, and that I 
had to act appreciative of the attention I was getting from those rich pricks. Many offered 
gifts of congratulations, all of which meant nothing to me. Truth be told, all I wanted was 
to get away, which they seemed unwilling to give me, and the only thanks I needed came 
from the look in Rain’s eyes after the fight, while she was silently stitching me up. I 
didn’t have to tell her why I had been so willing to hurt him, or why I chose to cut off his 
balls, and she didn’t have to ask. She knew. Instead, she held my marred hand in hers and 
kissed my forehead gently, and then hugged me tight until the door to the guest room 
opened and Sebastian stood there all smiles and nice things to say for the business deal I 
had just transacted for him.  

“I hope you like steak, my boy, because as of now we have a lot of it. That was 
some excellent fighting out there today. The Patriot is among the most renowned fighters 
among the games, with a very winning record.” 

“He was a redneck and an asshole.” 
“Yes, and now he’s a eunuch and a loser of vast sums of money, which I’m sure 

will lower him some in Howe’s eyes. Generally treated as a member of the family, up 
until now.” 

“Makes sense. Howe is a redneck asshole too.” 
“And not feeling very sportsmanlike tonight, apparently. I haven’t seen so much 

of a glimpse of him since we got here. His paralegal has been bouncing off the walls 
looking for him, so we can get these sale contracts signed, but he seems reticent to come 
out and face the music. 

 
When Howe did finally show his face, it was ashen and grim, his eyes sunk low, 

deeper than they should be for a financial loss that, while it was pretty substantial by 
most standards, was only a small portion of his wealth. Some time after he came back, 
the girls and I were sick of being there. I had done all the glad-handing and faked all the 
sincere thank-yous on my performance that I felt like, and both Cherry and Rain were 
sick of rich assholes and their hangers-on trying to pull them aside to some guest room or 
semi-private corner to fuck them. For that matter, I was getting sick of it myself, and if 
we hadn’t left, either Cherry or I were going to do something violent and stupid. So she 
was out in the hired car, waiting for Rain and I to track down his highness Beckett to let 
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him know we were leaving, when we heard Howe around the corner, talking to one of the 
more sympathetic houses in the circle (what might even have been called a friend, if 
people that rich and self-centered could have friends). In hushed tones that betrayed his 
real concern, Howe explained to this other voice that he had been in with Jerry (who we 
understood to be the Patriot) while the doctors were taking a look at him, and things are 
bad. Worse than he has ever seen Jerry take before, and worse than his private doctors 
have ever experienced. Among the other injuries, his knee was completely shattered, the 
cartilage torn free and the bone above the knee shattered, with sand and rocks ground into 
the wound. The pair of blows to the jaw not only fragmented the mandible on one side 
and knocked out each of his teeth, but the maxilla, the upper jaw all the way up to the 
bottom of his eye socket, was splintered and caved in. Shards were being removed from 
behind the eyeball itself. And worst still, the stab to the testicles had been even more 
damaging than I could have hoped for; not only was one of the testicles cut open, but the 
Patriot’s little trooper was sliced twice and ripped off so violently that they didn’t think 
there was anything they would be able to do for then entire region. Joking apart, not only 
was he violently castrated, he got half a sex change on the spot. Even a true Eunuch had 
more going on downstairs than the Patriot did at this point, and all signs were saying he 
was going to remain less than half a man for the remainder of his life. And, to make it 
worse, with all the bleeding and the wounds that had proven difficult to close, they 
weren’t even sure that he would survive the night.  

Rain was frozen, listening, understanding all of the medical terms Howe was 
parroting, which she would then have to explain to me later. The quiet, grave tone of 
voice and the way his voice shook when he was explaining the gory details made me 
think about what Sebastian had said in a new light; maybe in this fucked up world of 
greed and violence, Howe had found a new son, who I had managed to cripple for life 
and possibly kill. In a different kind of world, I would have started to feel bad. Luckily, 
the bastard saved me the trouble by following all this sorrow of his with mournful 
mention of the cost of finding a new champion, and regret that, even if he died, he 
couldn’t press any charges against Sebastian since none of the judges called foul. And 
suddenly the source of the sorrow was revealed, as greedy as the rest of them, pissed off 
at losing, and that someone broke his favorite toy, not at the violence and bloodshed he 
brought on a member of his own house. The brief spark of the remorse that could have 
been was snuffed out quickly in a tidal wave of pride, and the subtle smile on Rain’s face 
as she gripped my arm and continued walking with me told me she was no less pleased 
than she had been earlier. If anything, she was even moreso, since she was able to 
understand at the time all of the technical terms that led to the conclusion that our friend 
the Patriot was going to be singing castrano for the rest of his life, while I wouldn’t find 
out until the car-ride to our suite.  

I won’t repeat the nonsense medical terms she overheard, and used when 
explaining it to me the first time. The gist of it is that his injuries included a broken back, 
with the delicate spinal nerves caught between two vertebrae and severed completely, 
meaning he would never walk or feel much of anything below the belt again. This is a 
minor benefit, as his testicles sustained irreparable damage, the remainder of which 
would have to be removed. He’d be peeing through a catheter for a while, and they 
weren’t sure if it could ever come out. His liver and one of his kidneys were cut open, 
spilling toxins throughout his body. His liver may grow back in time, but the kidney was 
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a goner. Also lost to him was a fairly good amount of his intestine, which meant only soft 
foods from now on, which would then exit his body through a handy, helpful colostomy 
bag. his body would be scarred for life, and sand had somehow worked around to the 
back of his eyeball, and was clinging to the optical nerve, which may cause permanent 
damage in one eye. He would never fight, never walk, probably never use the bathroom 
without help again. But, hey, the cocksucker’s heart was beating and his brain was living, 
so he survived the match, I kept to the rules, and no horrible beatings would be passed 
down as a result. At first I thought Jade would be disappointed that he was still breathing 
at the end, but as Rain told the story once more about the depth of his injuries, a small 
smile spread on her silent lips, and stayed there for days.  
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It’s amazing, the things you can get used to. Whether it’s a testament to our 

adaptability as a species, or my own flexible moral foundation, after a few more months, 
even the savagery of the fights wasn’t strange or unusual. Jackson Pollock, an invention 
of necessity invented so short a time ago was not just another staple of my life. Like 
learning to tie a Windsor knot or polish my good shoes, it was a step between me waking 
up and being at work. He was the dress code and the mannerisms I adapted to get through 
this life. Only now I was polishing heavy boots with steel toes and heels, nicked and 
scratched from catching blades and kicking in teeth. And once it stopped being new, and 
terrifying, the truth about the length of time between fights seemed almost dull. With so 
many members of the circle, so many different houses, I really didn’t find myself in the 
ring with the frequency I was afraid of the first time that heavy door opened to the lights. 
There were a lot of matches going on all the time, but these weren’t for our business, or 
they were just for entertainment, and I found myself in the stands more often than the 
ring itself. In fact, in seven months following the aftermath with the Patriot, I only fought 
twice. I mused at this, running my finger over the familiar tracklike bumps of fresh 
stitches, appreciating the slight sting laced with anesthetic tingle, half of my armor 
already resting on the stand, waiting to be cleaned and polished. It was almost like a post-
fight ritual now, while the painkillers were making me feel tied to everything, to clean off 
my armor and weapons and make everything shine again, to erase from my gear the stain 
of their deeds, leaving behind only scars and dents. July said it was symbolic, that I was 
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cleaning Jackson away from myself, leaving only the marks from the fight. Part of me 
wanted to go over and start working on it, but Shine had hardly left my side all night, 
ever since Sebastian announced as I was about to get ready that she would be my escort 
for the evening. This proclamation was not entirely news to me, as the girls had been 
warning me for a few weeks that Shine was growing more and more interested, as my 
reputation increased among the house. Unlike some of the others, Shine was a woman 
who was drawn to power and success more than anything else, and the more of a winning 
streak someone was on, the more she wanted to have them, to taste success and victory 
through them, through their flesh and their words. This was, in many ways, what brought 
her to her husband when they were young and he was a rising star in the business world, 
what brought her to many of her lovers as her husband stalled and was surpassed by a 
newer, hungrier generation, and what eventually brought her into Sebastian’s world, into 
his home, and ultimately into servitude in his house. Still, even here there are castes and 
levels, and as the second-most senior among the Beckett harem, Shine had a certain level 
of persuasion over him. So as she watched me, heard the stories coming back with 
Sebastian and Rain and the others from my fights, her interest spread to what I was doing 
outside the ring as well.  

As with many members of the house, she didn’t think I would last at first. 
Fighting to the death means sooner or later, you will die, and when some kid gets plucked 
from a bar and thrown out on the sand with a baseball bat and a heavy winter coat, odds 
are it’s going to happen sooner than later. The more I won, the more people realized I 
COULD win. Aside from Sebastian, of course, who had eerie faith in my abilities from 
the beginning. I hadn’t even stopped bleeding from the fight with the Patriot when old 
man Beckett hunted down Lambert, the man who had run the Redcoats, victors in the 
second round against the Celtic Army. With all the swagger and pomp you could expect 
from the ponce, he asked how lucky Lambert felt, if he thought he could win two fights 
in a row. He wanted to see what Lambert’s latest champion, Crow, could do against me. 
The decision had been made for me that same evening, while I was back in a hotel suite 
with Cherry and Rain, ordering room service and trying not to move more than I had to, 
although I wouldn’t know it for weeks. I wasn’t as worried this time; the weeks and 
months of training between matches did not stretch out for me. I knew what to expect, I 
knew what I would see, I knew what I would feel. What I did not know, what I couldn’t 
know, was how fucking long the battle would take. 

Crow, even without his costume, was a hairy little monster of a Canadian, with 
muscles that looked way too big for him, low brows that shaded his eyes even in direct 
light, and a beard that grew almost all the way up to his eyes. Put him in a three piece suit 
and give him a briefcase, and he still would have looked like the goddamn missing link. 
Instead, Lambert decided to play it up. Dress the man in heavy furs, lined with padding 
underneath to be almost as much armor as costume, and give him weapons made of 
heavy wood and chipped stone. There were good things and bad things about this of 
course. On one hand, rocks and oak wood are in abundance, so you have really cheap, 
really authentic and easy-to-make weapons at your disposal, and when a stone ax cuts 
through armor into solid bone, there is a good chance of leaving all manner of rock chips 
and jagged shards behind. On the other hand, that poor furry little bastard has to carry 
three times as many weapons as your average champion, because odds are he’s going to 
go through a great many of them in any given battle. Not that I heard him complain (or 
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heard any words escape those thick, protruding cave-man lips of his). Worst of all, worst 
for me anyway, was that this guy’s two primary weapons are a heavy club made from a 
polished branch, little jagged bits of rock imbedded in the end of it, and a stone-headed 
ax on a length of wood. Genuine land-of-the-lost souvenirs, making his costume 
complete, to be sure, but both effectively being used as clubs. And in planning a fight, 
clubs against clubs is going to go on for a while. When you’ve got two swords facing off, 
the goal is for someone to get stabbed, or get their head cut off, or something else quick 
and decisive. Clubs are all about a big sturdy weapon breaking through defenses and 
caving in someone’s skull. But you can’t cave someone’s skull in if those defenses are 
equally big and bulky, now can you? We were like angry kids dueling with sticks out 
there, swinging at each other, hitting each other, but not making much progress. After the 
first few blocks his ax lost it’s edge (and that whisper of a dead lunatic named Sammy 
that laughed at me every time the ax whizzed past my head), and became just another 
blunt object to throw around. So I would swing and hit his arm through the heavy fur 
cape, and he would spin to counter and land one on top of my thigh, and it would hurt 
like a motherfucker, and we would stumble a little, but there was no real blood and 
nothing broken, and so the battle roared on. The audience of rich bored assholes ate it up; 
this was the rose bowl that was so evenly matched the scores danced with each other all 
night until a sudden victory, a surprise either way it went. I could see in his eyes the pain 
and exhaustion that I was feeling, my entire body one big oozing bruise, swelling, sore 
meat barely clinging to shaky skeletons, but even as we slowed there was no giving up. It 
wasn’t until the wooden handle of his ax finally gave up and broke over my bat that we 
finally started getting somewhere. Down one club, he had a chance to bring out some of 
those lovely flint knives of his, and now that I didn’t need both hands to block as much, I 
could bring out some knives of my own. And now we had the blades slicing the air like 
heavy winds, catching the overhead spots like lightening; a deadly storm full of the 
cutting and the blood that helps bring these things to some kind of a conclusion. Still an 
even match, with thick armor taking most of the cuts, it was the tether of my bat that 
finally did it for me. He took a risky shot, plunging forward, intending on getting the 
knife in under my swat armor, and while he was too close for me to turn my knife around, 
he was practically ensnared in the cable as it was. Sudden and brutal he found his neck 
wrapped tightly in steel coil, a knee in his back keeping him from getting out of it, eyes 
bulged in panic for one moment before my knife sunk deep into his neck above the fur. 
Blood squirted out in a gush, plastering animal fur and his own natural pelt to his skin, 
his enormous muscles twitching slightly as he slumped forward into my cable, and then 
hit the ground when I let him go. Beckett got hundreds of million dollars worth of 
business. I got a necklace of huge teeth and a simple stone idol of what looked like a 
sabertooth tiger from my fallen opponent.  

I could barely move for three days after that, and the entire time I was coming 
up with an idea. A sort of shortcut, to get out of those long situations faster. I don’t care 
how much the crowd loved it, fighting a man with a club for an hour and ten minutes 
straight is murder in more ways than intended, and I didn’t want to find myself there 
again. When I finally did emerge from my room, the celebration was still going on, and 
Lambert was there, a guest in the Beckett house, as cheerful as any of the others. He was, 
and remains, one of the most well-mannered and generally likeable of the inner circle; 
that neighbor who always collects your mail when you’re out of town and brings you a 
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plate of cookies and treats at Christmas and is quick to show you the latest pictures of his 
kids and grandkids. Someone’s favorite uncle, well loved and respected, cheering as 
loudly as anyone when his brute caved someone’s skull in with a heavy club to earn him 
more assets. In the end, he didn’t feel he was losing too much; Lambert Communications 
was the largest media corporation in Canada, and had acquired most of Beckett’s North-
American enterprises in earlier battles, and that was what he had lost this time around. He 
still retained all Canadian holdings, which were varied, as well as his network of stock 
traders called MoneyMatch and his array of fine Canadian breweries (which, if he had 
any more sense, Sebastian would have gotten as well). By the time the celebrations were 
ending and Lambert was on his way back north, he was already excitedly talking about 
his ideas for his next champion, who he wanted to base on the theme of the Hudson’s Bay 
trappers, tapping into his own national history. When he started mentioning the bear-
traps, a shiver ran up my spine. And it was at this time, while Lambert was clapping my 
shoulder and telling me about his granddaughter winning first place in the ice-skating 
competition back home, and I was doing my best not to show how very much that hurt, 
that Shine was in the back of the crowd, watching me like a lioness watching a wounded 
gazelle, her desire growing with every circle member who smiled or said a kind word to 
me. If I was THEIR man, then I had to be HER man as well. And so, when the next 
match came up, she let Sebastian know how much she wanted a chance to see me in 
action, and to be there with me when I won again.  

The next opportunity, mind you, was a little bit of a grudge match requested by 
the Garth Gals, still pissed about their little golden boy getting brained on my first outing. 
Women scorned and all that; they tempted Bast with a full half of their holdings, straight 
down the middle, against his family publishers and his recent winnings from Lambert. 
Not one to let go of grudges himself, he was pissed that they ever got the holdings in the 
first place, killing his inexperienced fighter of the time who called himself King Arthur 
but failed to prove himself worthy of leading much of anything. I was signed up with no 
hesitation, even when they let slip that they wanted me to fight not one champion, but 
five members of the Pantheon, their lesser champions. Sebastian agreed on the condition 
that he got to choose which five on the day of the match. They settled on him choosing 
three. There was a look in his eyes while he was discussing it with them, this blind gleam, 
the same green flash that took trouble gamblers while they put up the deed to their house 
and a night with their wife for one more hand of poker. He couldn’t let go of the prize. 
And it wasn’t like HE had to fight five guys at once. The fucker. 

Still, there we were. Back at training, Shine suddenly appearing from nowhere 
to talk to me when she would have normally had nothing to do with me, Soleil and Rain 
laughing and whispering to me how she was asking about the time they spent with me, a 
mix of curiosity and jealousy in her eyes. And then there we were, in the Garth 
Auditorium, ornate marble columns supporting white walls around the circular ring, 
colorful tapestries old and new hanging around the place, a recreation of ancient Greek 
design as seen through modern glamour. It would have been a beautiful place for a spring 
celebration or a wedding or a party of some kind, with all the brightness about it, but it 
would work just as well as a killing grounds. 

 
Beforehand, the most recent members of the Pantheon stood at attention in a 

lineup while Beckett and the Garths looked them over, picking their team to fight me. 
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Just as Zeus had been a strange, almost farcical modern-day version of the old king of the 
gods, more likely to be seen tanning on the beach after some quality surfing than ruling 
the skies, so were the remaining Pantheon equally bizarre. Among the strangest was 
Sebastian’s first pick, Demeter, who, despite being the ancient goddess of fertility and the 
harvest, was actually a very effeminate faggot in light armor, including a breastplate with 
some of the most enormous perky nipples I have ever seen, and a studded leather skirt. 
The thin studded belt he wore around his narrow girlish waist had a pair of reaping 
sickles in it, and he stood on one foot, leaning against a short spear, shaped like a shovel 
pounded flat, with sharpened edges. Of course, Liz Garth chose Ares to counter; a big 
burly bastard in what seemed to be elaborate leather armor accented with thick metal 
bands and details, almost as decoration more than protection, all down his chest, arms 
and legs. His much thicker, manlier belt was absolutely covered with weapons; maces 
and swords and knives dangling down like a giant charm bracelet of hate and pain. The 
fingerless gauntlets covering his hands had sharp protrusions from the knuckles. Even 
unarmed, he’d be a mean son of a bitch. Sebastian’s second pick was Hermes. He was 
thin and small and looked like an albino, wearing very little armor aside from a wide belt 
extending from almost as low as his balls, up over his belly button. His hands and feet 
were wrapped with white cloth, and the only weapon he carried at all were a pair of three-
pronged knives tucked into the back of his massive belt. I had my doubts that he was such 
a good choice, but then Sebastian didn’t listen to those of us who were beneath him, and 
I’m sure a guy with practically nothing to fight with seemed an easy kill. Maria Garth 
followed this with Artemis, the one female god who was actually embodied by a real 
woman, although she was almost as built and burly looking as Ares had been. Unlike the 
real Artemis, both her tits were in place, apparently willing to sacrifice that little bit of 
accuracy and speed with a bow in order to fill out a bra. Long curved swords were 
strapped to her back, and a quiver of what seemed too few arrows hung from her hip. The 
final decision the last of the twelve modern gods I was going to have to kill just to live 
again, and to get another hundred million or so dollars back into Beckett’s pocket, 
seemed to be down between two: Hephaestus and Hades. Hades looked like a little goth 
kid who wanted nothing more in the world than to be Glenn Danzig, and was dressed 
almost entirely in black, not even caring that the scythe he carried completely clashed 
from the culture he was to represent, which made him seem hapless and already ready to 
die before I even got him. Hephaestus, on the other hand, had very heavily armored legs 
and was armed with a massive war hammer, the handle of which was longer than he was 
tall, with a head twice as big as my own. By the simple laws of displacement, his hammer 
scared me a little, as getting hit with it would mean I no longer would have anything on 
my shoulders with which to do much of anything. But, again, Sebastian does as he will, 
so this was the final choice.  

The crowd started gathering for the first round as we were getting out of the 
back room where the decision was being made. I sat up close to the front, in the 
competitors box (which included a wonderful front-row view combined with armed 
guards to make sure we didn’t leave), with Shine beside me, cooing at me and stroking 
the inside of my thigh whenever the violence she was watching or suspected she was 
about to watch excited her a little. Towards the end of round two, just as the Cuban 
revolutionaries were slaughtering the last of the Black and Tans, having already made 
short work of Kataan’s Navy, the white-clothed ex-Navy seals that managed to die as a 
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group without taking out a single of the Revolutionaries, Shine had gotten so excited that 
her gentle stroking became more vigorous, involved more than her fingertips, and moved 
a little northwards. For a while, I was pretty sure I was about to get a pre-match handjob, 
but she realized what was happening, and stopped, suddenly, blushing and looking 
fumbling with words, until she took my hand and placed it deep beneath her dress, on the 
uppermost flesh of her inner thigh, and offered for me to even the score.  

As much fun as playing around with the woman would have been, even under 
the eyes of spectators and guards alike, the sharp cry of victory from the lead 
revolutionary signaled the end of the match, which, of course, meant it was time for me 
to go make the final preparations for mine. It doesn’t take long to get a hang of these 
patterns, and so I was up and headed towards the door before Dougan could stand. A few 
minutes of prep, a few minutes of making out with a pretty blond woman, and an 
encouraging slap on the shoulder later, I was out on the stand, facing down five of the 
elder gods all by my lonesome, sparing a moment for a little curse towards my 
‘benefactor’ before telling myself that it TOOK five of those pussies just to make it a fair 
fight. It may sound arrogant but, hey, half the battle is making your balls big enough to 
stand your ground when someone is swinging a sword at you.  

As it turns out, I think Sebastian’s choices for opponents were worse than those 
picked by the Garth sisters. All that shit around Ares’ waist made him move a little 
slower, and he seemed to get a little wishy-washy in deciding what exactly he felt like 
killing me with today, and Artemis spend half her time taking out and putting away 
weapons, depending on how much distance she could put between us. Seems like maybe 
a bow and arrow wasn’t the best choice of arms for enclosed ring battles. Hermes, on the 
other hand, was a fast little bastard, and Demeter was just behind him. Those two alone 
took half my time blocking blows. And just when I was about to hit back, there would be 
an arrow about to come my way or one of the two larger men about to try and stab me or 
cave my head in. First order of business was going to have to be leveling the playing field 
a little, and to that end I turned my attention to Hephaestus. All that crap on his legs, 
which I could only guess was supposed to resemble the ancient legend that the god was 
born incredibly strong but also with crippled, withered legs, thereby making Aphrodite’s 
love for him all the more ironic, actually went a ways to cripple him as a fighter. Unless 
his legs beneath all the metal really were withered and half-useless, he would have been 
better served with something that allowed him more speed of movement. But I wasn’t 
complaining, because I had two little ballerinas dancing around me already, and I 
appreciated someone who coupled heavy, hindering armor with a huge weapon that took 
time to swing around. Heaving a massive hammer above your head, as it turns out, leaves 
your chest very open to attack, and I just happened to have a knife on my belt aching to 
be jammed into his heart.  

My knife was stuck in the dead god’s chest, and the seconds I wasted trying to 
pull it free cost me a painful kick to the chest from Hermes, and an even more painful 
arrow to the side. My coat and vest took most of the deadliness from it, but an arrowhead 
lodged beneath the skin still fucking hurts, and I don’t really like being shot in the back. 
Getting over to Artemis to try and convince her to stop, however, was not the easiest 
thing in the world to accomplish, as her three surviving team-mates all wanted to get in 
there first. If they had any real skill at working together, I would have been dead already, 
but it was to my very great fortune that they all seemed to fight independently, each 
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wanting to take me down themselves for all the glory and reward and possible promotion 
to Zeushood, thereby getting underfoot of one another, and giving me little openings. 
Openings like Ares swinging a mace just as Hermes was about to roundhouse me, 
causing them both to hesitate so I could kneecap the little messenger god, or Demeter 
taking a wild slice with his spade-spear right when Ares had a notion to try and cut me 
with a gladius, their weapons intercepting in the air doing me the favor of splitting the 
spear handle and letting me club Ares in the head, knocking him down and giving me an 
open to the little hunter in the back, readying another arrow for me. With an arrow 
already nocked, string pulled back, her eyes grew wide when she saw me rush towards 
her. She panicked and faltered, her fingers slipping from the string to reach for her sword, 
sending the arrow flying wobbly over my shoulder. I was in front of her before she could 
pull either curved blade free, and before I could let the sickness in my guts slow or stop 
me, I plunged my second knife deep into her exposed stomach, tugging and pulling it free 
before I ended up losing that one, too. I wasn’t at all comfortable killing a woman, even a 
burly one who wanted to kill me, but having three more opponents still after me did not 
afford me the time to try and disable her while letting her live. All I could do was hope 
that she could keep her guts from spilling out, and that I could take care of the remaining 
fighters before she bled out, so maybe she could get some help. 

Those that remained to try and kill me were the toughest of them, the easy 
targets down to give me some breathing room, the serious ones not harmed enough to 
slow them. Of these, the toughest was the kickboxer. The freaky little albino didn’t even 
bother with his knives most of the time; turns out that a guy who is a badass enough 
kickboxer that he goes into battle with no armor or weapons is probably fast enough and 
tough enough that he doesn’t NEED armor or weapons. I’d have to make a point to 
explain this to Sebastian if I could survive.  

Now, I would love to be able to say that the next easiest opponent was the drag 
queen with the Clooney haircut and the slight-but-present heels on his strappy boots, but 
the honest truth is that when I approached him with his teammate’s blood still dripping 
from my knife and knuckles, instead of the squeal I expected right before he turned and 
ran, I instead found a flurry of well-placed slicing attacks with the twin sickles, which 
only ended when one of the long semi-circular blades found its way though coat, armor 
and shirt, and well into my shoulder. At that point it was me who screamed out, all 
though I prefer to think it was less of a faggy, girlish yelp and more of a manly roar of 
pure rage, followed by the bottom of my heavy boots to his stomach, kicking him back a 
good many feet before he landed on his ass. I had to swing one-handed with my bat to 
knock the mace from the war god’s hands and get Hermes to back off before I could 
spare a moment to pull the blade free from my body, at which point I could feel the 
warm, wet blood oozing down my arm inside my coat. Fucker got me good, but at least 
he also got me angry, or at least angrier. And as the hatred and rage pounded through me, 
making my heart beat heavy and my ears ring, I forgot the pain and the blood and the 
woman behind me slowly bleeding to death, and allowed me to focus instead on ripping 
Ares’ motherfucking head off. He’d replaced the mace with a single-handed ax already, 
but with the pain in my arm a distant hum, I was hitting him with everything I had, 
battering his armor with my right and then slicing and stabbing into any weak spot in his 
defense while he was distracted. After three stabbings he stumbled and dropped one of 
his weapons, after seven he had given up on the attack and was trying to shelter himself 
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behind his huge arms, and after about twenty, with blood staining half his armor and 
leaving his face pale and soaked in sweat, he dropped his second weapon to the ground, 
and let his arms fall to his sides with the resignation of a lost battle in his eyes, letting me 
cut his throat.  

As the god of war sagged and fell to the rust-colored mud, the god of melanin 
deficiency came up behind me, kicking me in the kidney and stabbing me with his 
pronged dagger in the shoulder as I turned to face him with, the god of interior decorating 
and kitsch right behind him, having recovered the blade that had bitten me once already. 
Both these opponents were fast and more dangerous than I would have liked, and I could 
feel the slight lag in my movements that signified tired muscles and blood loss, but I 
wasn’t about to give up yet. Dodging a whirlwind of white fists, I waited for the right 
time and then swung my bat hard at once aimed for my head, the two colliding like two 
cars in a head-on collision, the one made of metal coming out far ahead of the one made 
of flesh and bone. With one opponent down for a moment or two, clutching the assembly 
of broken bones that used to be fingers, the other came at me, trying to use my own trick 
against me. He wasn’t bad at it, either, succeeding in pulling the bat clear out of my 
hands, flying back as far as the tether would allow. He was on me too fast to get it back, 
so I pulled the other knife, and we danced around each other, blades on blades, with my 
primary weapon dangling at the end of a cord like a dead puppy on a leash, weighing me 
down. We both took a few cuts, but in the end my body armor was better than his, even if 
his DID have spectacular nipples, and a knife in each kidney was enough to stop his 
attacks and make him sink to his knees to wait to bleed to death in immeasurable pain. 
Casper, on the other hand, had apparently gotten over his, and was running at me with a 
dagger in his good hand. Knives all stuck in fallen enemies, I grabbed at the cord attached 
to my wrist and swung, my bat clocking my rushing foe in the side of the head from four 
feet – the same trick I used on his former co-god in the last fight; sloppy work on the side 
of the pantheon. Cloth-wrapped feet flew into the air from the inertia of his charge, and 
he landed hard on his back, down but not yet out. A few attempts to club him like a baby 
seal met the dirty ground as he rolled away, but a good, violent stomp to his ankle 
prevented any more moving, and I was able to get the good hit I needed to slow him 
down. Two or three more were enough to kill him, but he got five anyway, because he 
DID stab me, and it fucking hurt. Bloody and exhausted and in a lot of pain now that the 
rage was dying down, I wasted no time basking in the applause and was already walking 
towards my exit before the door was even open, and retreated to the back where Rain 
tended to me, and Shine hung around, getting in the way with her jealous attempts to 
show affection over Rain’s mending. It was all I could do to get her to stay back long 
enough to get my stitches in and my lesser wounds cleaned before she dragged me off to 
the waiting car to take us to our suite. Fighting done and witnessed, she was the 
aggressive one now, and she certainly knew what she wanted. 

 
When Shine came out of the bathroom wearing the sheerest, laciest teddies I 

have ever seen, she saw me idly caressing my wounds and immediately began kissing 
them, comforting words and sultry promises coming in breathy purrs. She was more than 
ten years older than me, but as she turned her lips from my wounds to my mouth, and 
signs of age she may have had were obscured through youthful passion and energy. All 
the things the other girls had told me about her couldn’t really prepare me for the 
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experiences of that night; Shine was insatiable and wild in ways only really seen through 
the pages of the Penthouse forum. I had never been with a woman that much older than 
me before, so I was a little unsure what to expect going into it. Shine is only a few years 
from 40, so I didn’t think she could possibly look as good under her clothes as she did 
walking around, even with the best surgery money could buy. Having seen that I was 
wrong there, once she was stripped and on the bed, it threw me further off the trail of 
expectation. Her body looked like it was handcrafted by God, based on the Devil’s 
designs. Sebastian’s money and all her determination paid off, I guess. And let me tell 
you, she learned a few tricks in those extra years she had on me. I think I got tired out 
before she did. Even with all the training I’ve had to get my body in peak form, to 
increase my stamina to incredible levels, I stood no chance against this woman. Sebastian 
should really think about making Shine one of his champions. She wouldn’t even need a 
weapon or a costume. She can just walk into the ring naked, and fuck her opponent 
delirious, until they’re exhausted and begging for mercy, or until their hearts just burst. 
Hell, I’m not into his whole gladiatorial battle thing, and I’d still pay money to see that. 
Instead, I got the front-row seat to a private show, and when I was so spent that I couldn’t 
even move, she attempted to dab away the blood from wounds re-opened while I lost the 
battle against sleep. 

 
  



133 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The rest of that trip had been awkward as all hell, with the Garth sisters going 

out of their way to let me know how much they hated me for what I had cost them, both 
in their fighters and in their businesses. It had been an overly boastful bet, and losing half 
of their companies did serious damage to the position of the Garth House within the 
circle. Sebastian got a serious kick out of watching someone else lose face and rank as he 
had years before, while he himself moved close to where he felt he belonged, and he 
looked like a kid at Christmas whenever he saw me, but with a beating that savage the 
remainder of the crowd had a sort of tension to it. Rich folks like the pretense of 
adventure and change, but they prefer it to come in the form of a new car every week or a 
new mistress to fuck or something else they can control; serious tectonic shifting among 
their own social structure makes them a little uneasy, and the creation of bitter new 
rivalries among their own offered a promise of uncertainty and the likely possibility of 
trouble later on down the road. I was all too glad to get out of there and get back to the 
Beckett house, where I may not have been happy, but at least things were mellowed, and 
I could sleep without my wounds being torn open. The first night back, Soleil greeted me 
as though she hadn’t seem me in months, and held me tightly, careful not to disturb my 
bandages and stitches. We had a private dinner with Rain, who was glad to be able to talk 
to me without catty competition from the elder woman, and that evening Rain kissed me 
a slow passionate goodnight, and Soleil and I went to bed; gently, closely, affectionately, 
and I felt a sort of relaxation I hadn’t felt in a long time. It was the closest to home I had 
felt since my kidnapping.  
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Aside from the trophies I had gathered (the necklaces of five new gods among 

them), my victories in the ring garnered me Sebastian’s approval, and with that came a 
higher station at the Beckett estate. I no longer had a strict training schedule to stick to, 
with someone coming to roust me if I didn’t turn up. Instead, I was allowed to more or 
less chose my own training schedule, sleeping in or taking a day if I was too beat from a 
fight or a late night to get much out of it, sparring when I had the energy, hitting the gym 
at any time of the day. Aside from times when we were all told Sebastian wanted to have 
a formal dinner, and Sunday nights, which seemed to be the day when we always 
gathered, like some kind of extended family bound by guards and fences instead of blood, 
I was now expected to make my own decisions about when and where I ate, and with 
whom. I could discuss what I wanted with the kitchen staff. When I asked him about it, 
Sebastian granted me a portion of the grounds to have a garden on, which I could work 
on with the girls at any point in the day we weren’t needed elsewhere. It was like one of 
those cruises, where the directors sign you up for certain activities or tours, but the rest of 
the time you are free to do whatever you will, as long as you stay on the confines of the 
ship. There was some pleasantness in the freedom and the ability to make choices, but the 
biggest benefit was the feeling of less pressure. Being an indentured servant might not 
sound like a good time, until you’ve spent some time as a slave first.  

Included in these new privileges was an invitation extended by Sebastian to join 
him to some of the festivities among the circle. I found myself invited to the arena not as 
a champion trying to hurt people for fun and profit, but as a spectator, HAVING fun. I 
admit that the idea of the invitation didn’t really sound like fun, having been inside the 
thing myself, and having witnessed a few from those rings that had places for the fighters 
to watch from when it wasn’t their time in the sand, but Sebastian was glowing when he 
invited me, like a dad offering to take his son to a ballgame, and I didn’t want to go out of 
my way to lose my place inside his good graces. When I told Rain and Soleil, my private 
nurse was quick to tell me that if she didn’t have to go along to make sure I didn’t die, 
she’d just as soon not accompany me on this trip. Soleil volunteered to be my date to the 
show, though, so when the time came for us to go, our bags were packed for what we 
tried to consider a little vacation away from the estate, even if it was still time spent with 
Sebastian.  

The challenger for this fight was the duo of Blaise Parnell and Dorian Low, 
computer pioneers who were business partners in the outside world, and partners in 
everything else inside the circle. While their public personas held them as peace-loving 
hippies who only wanted the world to be a better place, their private lives were full of 
more skeleton-filled closets than many, and their arena was a foreboding place of black 
stone and flaming torches, offering a dark atmosphere reminiscent of a castle dungeon or 
torture chamber. Within the high stone walls of their ring, the ground was covered in 
coarse black sand, with burning fire pits scattered around. Sitting in our seat close to the 
pit, Sebastian excitedly explained to me that there were actually jets of fire hidden 
beneath the sand as well, and that on occasion, the entire floor would be covered with hot 
coals for the contestants to fight on. Their champion, Abbadon, would be squaring off 
against Tattoo, current fighter for a woman named Pilar Greeley, whose fortunes were 
made up primarily of investment and mutual fund firms, with a very broad sideline in 
music. The early fights were nothing spectacular, and I spent most of them talking to 
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Soleil in hushed tones, but the main battle did manage to catch both of our attentions, if 
only for the extreme nature of the players involved.  

Tattoo, as his name would suggest, was covered from head to toe in an intricate 
series of skin art, both savage and beautiful. He had a pair of large butterfly knives, wide 
blades leading to almost rounded tips, with the handguards and heavy pommel both 
covered in sharp spiked, like the lovechild if heavy-bladed machetes and really mean 
knuckle dusters. He dressed like a modern barbarian, with large, beaten steel studs along 
thick straps that covered the most vital parts, but leaving much of his skin free to display 
the art covering his body. But while Tattoo was both savage and magnificent, his 
opponent was the damned devil. Abbadon, named for one of the chief demons of hell, did 
everything he could to live up to his name. In contrast to the intricate artwork of Tattoo, 
Abbadon stuck hard and fast to self-mutilation. His body was patterned with abuses and 
experiments; ritual scarring detailing victories in the ring marked his chest, arms and 
legs, while his back was covered in a latticework of marks left by the lash. What skin 
wasn’t covered with scars and keloids gleamed with sharp piercings and heavy demonic 
tattoos, standing bold from his skin, dyed red as fresh blood. Atop his head, shaved 
except for three braids protruding from the back, were gleaming black horns imbedded in 
the very bone of his forehead, marking him for the devil he was. His only covering was a 
tattered loincloth held on with a spiked belt, from which hung a series of jagged, deadly 
knives, and a set of spiked kneepads, present more for the pain of his enemies than the 
protection of himself. His left hand was adorned with a pair of long talon-like blades, 
weapons he couldn’t put down even if he wanted. This monster looked perfectly at home 
in the bleak surroundings of the ring.  

The battle was both epic and mythic, almost like something from a Robert E 
Howard novel, the noble-hearted barbarian fighting the very living image of dark magic 
and deceit, in savage contest of the half-good over the ultimate evil. Neither man being 
overburdened with armor or armament made every movement swift and every blow 
merciless, every wound open for all to see, the blood slickening exposed skin and 
covering the tattoos and scars of the past with the pain of the present, and the growing 
doom of the future for both parties. The grunts and cries of rage and hate could be heard 
over the clang and crack of the struggle, but even as both men became battered and 
bloodied, neither seemed at all willing to yield, or show so much as a hint of pain. The 
course of the entire evening changed in a single lightning-quick instant, however, as the 
snarling red devil thrust his claws outward, stabbing clean through Tattoo’s left knee, and 
with a twist and a tug, pulled the blade upward, leaving the kneecap severed and hanging 
on by a thin strand of bloody flesh. This was enough to finally illicit a horrible shriek of 
pain from the barbarian, now barely able to stand. Without a shred of mercy, the devil 
slashed out at the other leg, cutting deep into the back of his thigh. Unable to support the 
bulky weight of Tattoo’s savage frame, his legs shook and gave way, landing on the 
rough gritty ground hard enough to tear the detached kneecap free, leaving only exposed 
bone and tissue to catch the fall. From where we were sitting we could still hear the 
gasping breaths of pain, Tattoo leaning forward to support part of the weight with his 
arms until the end came. Across the scarred and deformed face of Abbadon came a 
terrible smile that indicated he was not quite ready to finish the battle yet. Instead, he 
took a stiletto blade in each hand, and stabbed downwards, the daggers buried to the 
handle in each of his opponents shoulders. Another burst of struggle came from Tattoo, 
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and for a moment it was impossible to see what was happening between the frantic push 
and pull of the two gladiators, until the diminished barbarian once again dropped to his 
hands, frame shaking with heavy breath, blood running down each arm from the blades in 
his shoulders. Abbadon held a strip of cloth, first strange, and then recognizable as the 
majority of Tattoo’s clothing, leaving him exposed. Soleil’s hand tightened on mine, 
clearly more familiar with the battles and seeing what was going on, while I did not. 
Understanding came with a shock as the conquering devil dropped the cloth and gripped 
one of the blades protruding from Tattoo’s shoulder with one hand, using the other to pull 
aside his own loincloth, exposing his own excited self. There, in the black earth of the 
ring, in full view of the watching crowd, Abbadon proceeded to violate his fallen but not 
yet dead opponent.  

Beside me, Soleil squeezed her eyes shut tight, turning her face against my 
shoulder, and I sheltered her with my arms as best I could. The crowd was silent in awe, 
letting everyone hear the sinister laughter of Abbadon and the cruel slapping flesh as he 
raped the humiliated warrior, pain and desperation writhing on his face. Just as he was 
coming to his end, Abbadon used the dagger handles like reins of a horse, pulling Tattoo 
back on his knees, and pulled a blade free from his waist to slit the man’s throat. With his 
last gasps for air he fell forward, free of Abbadon’s wicked flesh and then, finally, free of 
the cruel world that held him. The audience was stunned, as though torn between wanting 
to cheer for the victor and not wanting to celebrate the devil, but the conflict was 
apparently only my imagination, and all at once they came alive with screams of victory. 
At the earliest opportunity, Soleil and I stood and left the arena and returned to our suite. 
A cold shadow was cast over what we had jokingly been calling our romantic retreat, and 
for hours there was scarcely even any talking while we sat close together in silence on the 
bed.  

For a few nights I was haunted by the images, both awake and in my dreams. I 
kept as busy as I could, spending all my time either training or in the company of one of 
the girls, so I could remain distracted just in case the scene decided to bring itself to the 
forefront of my mind. I recalled Sebastian warning me of something to the effect of what 
I had witnessed, but I somehow hadn’t made the connection between what he had said 
and the horror I had seen. Suddenly there were added threats to the prospect of fighting, 
with fates and tortures worse than the looming spectre of death. I immediately brought 
the ideas I had for improving my weapons and armor to Sebastian, and insisted he get 
someone working on the changes as soon as humanly possible. He promised he would, 
but the things I had in mind would take a little time to work out, and in the meantime he 
had news of a new fight for me to attend, this time as a participant. The richest man in 
Mexico, one of the very wealthiest people in the entire world and among the chief houses 
in the circle, Guadalupe Mantilla, had been challenged by dear Mister Beckett. Sebastian 
admitted, while rambling with childlike anticipation about the match, that there wasn’t 
really even anything of Mantilla’s that he wanted, but he wanted to take on someone 
powerful to prove his station. Lupe was a fan of fine liquors, but of course would never 
risk any of his better distilleries in Mexico. After much back and forth, it was decided 
that, if he won (which means if I won), Sebastian would take control of a bourbon 
distillery in Kentucky, some very fine art, Mantilla’s sparse selection of cell phone relay 
stations and companies through Texas, New Mexico and Arizona, a 40% share of 
TexTronics, an electronics component manufacturing firm based out of Dallas, and a 
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dozen cases of the Tequila that Mantilla distilled himself in Mexico, and sold or gave 
away only on a very exclusive basis. He never mentioned what happened if I lost.  

 
Mantilla was well known in the circle, and because of this he was well known in 

the Beckett House as well. He and Sebastian had never been close, but I was told that he 
was well liked by most of those who knew him. He was a little like a grandfather who 
loved telling stories while three sheets to the wind and giving out odd little gifts to his 
many grandchildren simply because he felt like it. Apparently, Mantilla was also very 
proud of his heritage, and as such based all his champions, major and minor, over periods 
of Mexican history. Currently, his chief fighters were an odd pair who rose through the 
ranks in lesser battles and had proven to fight well together. One was called Itzcoatl, and 
was modeled after the ancient Aztec Eagle Warriors, one of two elite castes among their 
best armies, and the other was known as Viento del Muerte, the Vaquero, whatever the 
hell that was. Now, my Spanish hasn’t been all that great in years, but as close as I can 
tell, the name Viento del Muerte translates as the Winds of Death, which can either sound 
fairly badass, or sound like the results of a chili cook-off, depending on how you want to 
look at it.  

While cowboys were prone to spending long periods of time alone with 
livestock and men, and ancient Aztecs were known for occasional bouts of mutilation and 
sacrifice, but I did not seem to recall either being particularly prone to rape. Soleil and 
Rain, always the first to be able to read my emotions, assured me that this was not a 
common occurrence in the fights, and that I shouldn’t worry overly on the matter. Still, it 
would be nice to go to Mexico for a while, and July had hinted that she still hadn’t seen 
me fight, and I did promise to paint her a picture during one of them. So once again I 
dressed myself behind the cold exterior of Jackson Pollock and buried any concerns I had 
deep inside.  

Mantilla’s hacienda was large and elegant in a simple and ancient way, like an 
inclusive resort built from the remaining estate on one of the oldest and most wealthy 
Spanish dons. It stood on the raised ground above a smallish town that seemed at times to 
run solely to service it’s benefactor, providing food and services he simply didn’t care to 
have in-house. As he greeted all of us, I got a chance to see for myself that Lupe was 
truly a friendly man, almost the complete opposite of what I would have expected from 
such a high-ranking member of their little secret society. When he introduced himself and 
spoke to us arriving, he seemed the first of his sort to address me as a man, as someone 
he might have invited into his home on any other day for any number of reasons, as 
opposed to a hired gun or trained geek in the circus. I was a guest first, and a fighter 
second, and the charming, beautiful woman on my arm was a charming and beautiful 
friend on my arm because she chose to be, not because someone had tricked her away 
from a life where she might find herself anywhere else, and I think that may have gone a 
fair measure to increasing my esteem for the man.  

As Sebastian started talking business, Lupe called one of his house workers over 
to him, and sent the man running off for someone. Soon thereafter, the man returned 
walking beside a beautiful young Mexican woman in a gauzy sundress.  

“This is Inez. You two are no doubt bored to tears at the discussion of our 
business, so she will show you around the hacienda, and get you something to eat if you 
like.” Inez smiled kindly at us, and swept her arm in the direction of the hallway to 
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beckon us to head down it. As we walked away, Lupe’s voice turned less fatherly and 
more frank, as he joined Sebastian in the minute dealings of business.  

The hallways Inez led us down were simple and elegant and beautiful. While the 
Beckett estate was full of rooms and corridors that were absolutely packed with 
expensive objects d’art to the point that nothing seemed significant or beautiful anymore, 
the Mantilla hacienda was almost minimalist, with one section of hallway containing 
maybe a single piece of art, or a fresco painting, and a simple vase or two with an 
arrangement complimentary to the piece in question. This gave the art the feeling of 
being in a museum, where each creation could flourish on it’s own merit, with nothing to 
distract or detract from it. I was a little sad that my winning would mean some of the 
beautiful art this man seemed to revere would be passed to the hands of a man who only 
wanting things that other people found value in, without ever really stopping to 
appreciate it himself.  

“This place is amazing.” Inez stopped and followed my eyes to a picture on the 
wall, smiling softly.  

“Yes. It has been my home for many years now, and still, it makes me pause to 
see it often.” 

“You’ve been here a long time then?” Without taking her eyes from the wall, 
she nodded again, her smile widening slightly.  

“Oh, yes. Since I was a girl of ten.” 
“So he likes ‘em young, this Lupe?” Her smile faded and her brow furrowed.  
“He liked me okay, yes. That is why he took me in.” July grimaced.  
“How could he do that to someone so young?” the concern on Inez’ face 

deepened.  
“Do what?” 
“Take you away from the life a little girl is supposed to have and bring her into 

this world of sex and violence and slavery.” Inez’ eyes grew wide. 
“No! You misunderstand, he gave me a home. We were very poor, my family, 

and when my mother grew ill she couldn’t pay for medicine. She died, and left us behind, 
and so Señor Mantilla took us in and gave us a home, with teachers and other kids to play 
with.” 

“He didn’t make you have sex with him?” 
“He would never have to make me do that. He was kind to me, and when I got 

older, and I learned of such things, I was happy to go to bed with him.” 
“But you do sleep with him?” Her whimsical smile returned.  
“Sometimes, yes. But he is not so young anymore, and has less interest in that 

now. Mostly he likes the company, someone to drink with and to listen to his stories. He 
says we are more like his grandchildren sometimes, but he still calls us his novias. I think 
it does not matter too much. I like when he is happy, however it comes.” It was July’s 
turn to look confused.  

“And he doesn’t make you see to his guests?” Inez shook her head. 
“Only as I am now, with you, as a host. I went once with him to somewhere 

else, and there were people everywhere doing things, and the girls there were for anyone 
to use. Señor Mantilla would not make us do that.” She didn’t say anything, but I could 
see that July was thinking the same thing I was: How do we switch teams? Is there an 
agent we can talk to? An HR department somewhere? But however much freedom they 
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may have had, we were still slaves, even if I was given more privilege now that I was 
somewhat more valuable to old man Beckett. Inez seemed to be able to see the sudden 
quiet in us, and gave us a sympathetic smile before turning and continuing to lead us 
onward.  

Where we wound up was a beautiful, vast courtyard in the center of the estate. 
The house arched around us on all sides, the walls raising up two or three floors, creating 
a protected, private garden. And to one side, slightly off-center like the yolk of a fried 
egg, the ground gave way to a massive bowl; the Mantilla Arena. It was actually more of 
an amphitheatre, with most of the seating cut into the side of the earthen brown walls, 
making their way to the dusty center, exposed to the elements and all the natural light, a 
more likely setting for a summer concert or even a bullfight than two men trying to kill 
one another. On the narrow section of the courtyard between the ring and the building, 
there was a garden full of polished stones and small statues, a path of well-worn stepping 
stones leading to large heavy double-doors.  

“This is the garden of the fallen. Those who die in the fights, they are 
remembered here, and inside.” She opened the door, but stayed outside, staring at one of 
the larger statues.  

“Is that one important?” 
“That was my brother. We always saw the fights, when we were young, and he 

thought the warriors were so brave. He asked Lupe if he could fight before he was even 
old enough to lift a sword. Again and again he asked, until Lupe finally said yes and let 
him start training. He fought well, my brother, but he did not fight long. Nobody lives for 
long in the fights. But here, at least, I can remember him.” We moved on to the museum 
inside, full of more urns and pictures, but part of my mind stayed out there in the garden, 
with all the beautiful statues and fountains, burbling out an echo of Sebastian telling me 
that gladiators always died faceless and disposed of, at best tossed out in a dirty alley to 
be found by strangers. When I died, there would be no garden of the fallen to remember 
me in. At best there would be a weapon among the many already lining his walls, with 
never an explanation given, no plaque, and no care taken. Thanks, Sebastian, for all this 
opportunity.  

 
The fight took place earlier in the day than I was used to. Lupe said it was 

because he was old, and wanted to have his dinner early and then relax with a drink. 
Seeing the fights so close to bed cost him sleep. In Lupe’s world, we who were fighting 
needed no special box seats with guards to watch the games from, nor were we confined 
to our caverns in the ground until the doors were open, setting us loose like wild animals. 
Instead, we sat with the rest of the crowd in the seats closest the doors leading to the 
passageways cut beneath the ground. July had seen fewer of these events than had most 
of the other girls, since she was somewhat less cheery in his company and therefore less 
fun for Sebastian to bring out, so she was acting a little like this was a night at the opera 
or something; excited, holding tight to my hand and craning her neck to see the players as 
they entered the ring. The first battle was almost comical at first. From one side of the 
ring, three ninja entered, dressed in black, standing out like a white kid at a rap concert 
against the light sand that almost glowed in the bright sun. From the other side came 
three men dressed like the heads of various faiths; a mendicant friar, a white-collared 
priest, and a monk in simple robes. The holymen did better than I would have thought, 
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and put up a pretty good fight for a while, but the bout ended the way it really had to 
when you pit men who live by the sword against men who live by intangible father-
figures. Still, something inside of me got a real kick out of watching a monk get 
decapitated, and I will probably have to answer for that at some point in my life or death.  

Next up was a very creepy looking guy called Khakhua against some fairly 
generic looking warriors fighting on behalf of Pilar Greeley, the same woman whose 
champion had his colon explored by the devil just a few short months ago. Unfortunately 
for her, the luck she had in the last fight carried out, and the dark Papua New Guinea 
savage cut through her men like they were retarded children or livestock. His primary 
weapon was a simple bow made of wood and sinew, with narrow hand-made arrows 
tipped with stone, but he was so lightning fast with it, and fought so well that even in 
close quarters people didn’t stand a chance. While Artemis had constantly sought to get 
distance between her and her enemies before firing modern arrows from her compound 
bow, Khakhua feared nothing, and embraced any charge toward him as an opportunity to 
get a clear shot in. One of them had an arrow pierce clear through his skull as he stood no 
more than a foot away, swinging his sword at the man who refused to move for cover. On 
the occasion that there were too many to shoot at once, this marksman also had a number 
of sharp knives carved from bone dangling from thin leather thongs tied to his belt. He 
only carried one metal blade, and he seemed never to even consider using it. That is, of 
course, until there was only one of them men left standing. Arrows were lodged in his leg 
and ribcage, bleeding him slowly enough that he had a ways to go before dying yet, but 
had clearly lost the fight. At this point, a hateful smile spread across the paint and sharp 
bone piercings of his face, and he slowly pulled free his curved blade. With one hand, he 
held the man by the hair, keeping his head still, and with the other he swung wide and 
fast, the air whistling around his blade, until it hit flesh and bone with a sound like 
chopping wood. The blade hit deep, and with a twist and a tug, he pulled the top of the 
man’s skull free. I thought it was maybe a scalping-type thing. I didn’t know about the 
witch-men from Papua New Guinea. Disdainfully, Knakhua threw the bone and hair over 
his should, and caved delicately, carefully, with the tip of the blade, cutting a chunk of 
brain meat free, dripping blood. Slow recognition spread on his victims face just before 
the piece of his mind disappeared behind dirty, sharpened teeth, to be chewed and 
swallowed. The next piece cut out was larger, and the light faded from the soldier’s face, 
but the consumption continued, even through the cheers of the crowd. Cannibals. First 
rapist devil-worshippers, and now cannibals. If I had paid admission to see these shows, I 
would have been disappointed. As it was, I was a little angry and a lot disturbed. July was 
ashen and still, but far from traumatized. There is something to be said for the amount of 
protection you can get from assuming the worst of the world.  

Right at the tail-end of the brain eating, once the bodies were cleared from the 
ring and the dust was raked over the still-wet puddles of blood, I headed down to the 
changing room for my final adjustments. On the way down, I ran into Lupe, who shook 
my hand and offered me luck before the fight, smiling happily. Would Sebastian ever 
wish luck to someone who was about to try and kill me? Probably not. Not because he 
didn’t want to see me die, so much as because someone else getting a streak of luck 
would mean his loss and failure, and he thought too highly of himself to ever want 
someone else to win over him in ANYTHING, even a round of Connect Four.  
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“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, WELCOME ONCE AGAIN TO THE BEAUTIFUL 

MANTILLA ARENA, DEEP IN SUNNY MEXICO, WHERE WE ARE ABOUT TO WATCH THE FINAL 

ROUND OF THE EVENING, THE ONE THAT BROUGHT US ALL HERE TODAY. THE RISING STAR 

OF THE BECKETT HOUSE, JACKSON POLLOCK, MEETS IN THE RING TODAY WITH THE DUAL 

CHAMPIONS FOR THE OWNER OF THIS LITTLE RETREAT, AS WELL AS HALF THE REST OF 

MEXICO, ITZCOATL THE EAGLE WARRIOR OF THE ANCIENT AZTECS, AND VIENTO DEL 

MUERTE, THE WINDS OF DEATH, VAQUERO OF THE HARSH MEXICAN PLAINS! WE’VE SEEN 

THAT POLLOCK IS A GLADIATOR TO BE FEARED, BUT HOW CAN HE FARE AGAINST THE 

WHIRLWIND KNIVES OF THE VAQUERO AND THE MYSTIC SECRETS OF THE EAGLE’S 

ANCIENT MACIAHUITL, CAPABLE OF CUTTING FREE THE HEAD OF A FULL-GROWN STEER 

WITH A SINGLE SWING? HOLD FAST TO YOUR SEATS, BECAUSE THIS PROMISES TO BE A 

BATTLE TO REMEMBER!” 
One of these bastards must have kidnapped a wrestling announcer somewhere 

along the way, to drag from fight to fight to spin this shit.  
The rules of the fight said I had to kill one of my two opponents for the fight to 

be over. Having never seen these guys fight before, I had no idea who I wanted that to be. 
Mystical antique weapons and deadly farts are just about equal in my mind as far as 
menace goes, so I knew I’d have to wait until I saw them before I could begin 
formulating a strategy. Beyond the obvious of course, which is pretty simple; step 1 – hit 
the other guy in the head with my bat as hard as I can, step 2 – repeat step 1 as needed.  

The two came from their gate side by side with matching strides, like lovers 
coming back from a tryst in the woods. Twin pages from a history book, they had none of 
the cheesy lameness of the Pantheon, and seemed somehow deadlier for their gritty 
historic accuracy. Someone serious enough to worry about ensuring the accurate details 
of a theatrical costume is probably pretty focused and dedicated. The Vaquero, at it turns 
out, was a Mexican cowboy, wearing a straw hat with an ornate beaded band, and a faded 
poncho, beneath which was a baldric and belt covered with knives of all sizes. Over one 
shoulder he also carried a large whip, useful, no doubt, in herding cattle, but presumably 
equally useful in herding my sorry ass into the next world. Most worrisome of all was the 
look on his face; eyes squinting against the sun and the blowing sand, with dust 
darkening every line on his face and lightening his mustache, as though he was born to 
weather the hot winds. He was undoubtedly the Bad in the story. The Ugly stood to his 
right, like something stepping through a rip in time. Bronze skin, flawless as though 
carved from stone, stood out against the colorful costume he wore. Straw bands hanging 
loose like a grass skirt were dyed and wrapped around his thighs, with similar versions 
lashed to the top of the leather strapping that held his sandals firmly to his feet. His torso 
was covered with armor made from straw, twine, and wooden slats, decorated heavily 
with feathers on the shoulder and on bands around his arms. Each hand was wrapped in 
leather, with the left one adorned at the knuckle with the talons from actual birds of prey, 
decoration that no doubt could shred skin quite well up close. Most majestic, and most 
odd, was the helmed shaped like an eagles head, beak coming down between the eyes, 
like something made of papier-mâché at the hands of a grade school kid class, only 
somehow genuine, and intimidating, even beautiful. His eyes reflected pride and ferocity, 
surrounded by warpaint that burst like sunbeams, and trailed down his face, neck, and 
arms. His weapon, this ancient tool of such strength mentioned by the announcer, was a 
wooden club about the same length as my bat, lined on each side with rectangular 
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obsidian blades, sharper than steel. This was what they used to sacrifice virgins, warriors, 
and enemies to their heathen gods for strength and fertility. This is what they used to fill 
their rivers with rotting heads and blood. It was a stick and rocks, but combined it was 
more. It was death. He was definitely the one to take down first.  

They moved at me together, clearly well versed at fighting with one another, 
trained day in and out to fight as one, to box me in before I can put up a defense. Memory 
flashed through my mind of practice sparring in the sand outside the Beckett mansion, 
Hiro doing everything in his power to get behind me while I was busy with someone else 
to rake his bamboo sword across my back. Never doubt the teaching power of a sneaky 
motherfucker with a wooden sword. Face to face with the eagle eyes of the Aztec helmet, 
I dropped my bat and caught the tether two feet below the handle, swinging it around my 
head until a satisfying shockwave shook the cord, telling me I caught my sneak-attacker 
by surprise, taking away their upper hand, giving me a half-second to make a stab for the 
one in front of me. He was too fast, and I got no more than the grass bands around his 
arm, but I had moved out of range of his own razor club. Now facing the pair of them, 
they were exchanging glances, strategies spoken through subtle motions of the head and 
eyes, conversations I couldn’t understand with a hundred language classes. My strategy 
changed from aiming for the one most likely to hurt me first to hitting the one most likely 
to go down the fastest. Arching as far away from Itzcoatl as possible, I took leaping 
strides towards the cowboy, feinting a shot at his shoulder then swinging low, aiming for 
the knee and hitting thigh; painful, but not debilitating. Rushing past, back to back, I spun 
around to try again, this time aiming for the spine but the poncho concealed more 
padding than I had thought, and he winced with the hit but still did not fall. Foreign 
threats cut the air ahead of foreign blades, razor obsidian looking to make me the next 
human sacrifice. Two hands on the handle, I swung back, praying steel beat wood in this 
case, hands stinging when clubs hit together, one of the blades shattering like glass, 
shards flying through the air and peppering my face. A sting beside my eye let me know I 
was only an inch away from having to get a mask like Rico had, and I stepped back 
startled. My attacker stood his ground, his face cut as well, but he did not flinch, just 
tightened his grip on his weapon, briefly surveying the snaggletoothed side of blades, 
nonplussed. A natural glass, breaking an obsidian knife just makes a smaller, more jagged 
obsidian knife.  

Having fought off the initial pain of my attack, the Wind was back, whip loosed 
from his shoulder. I spun on my heels to face him, only to realize I had never been trained 
on how to counter a whip. I never planned on fighting Indiana fucking Jones in the ring. 
With a snap of his arm and a twist of his wrist, the long length of leather came alive, 
snapping with mini thunderclaps beside my ear, in front of my face, above my head, and 
then came the one I knew was intended to hit me. I put up my club to block, but the whip 
wrapped around hand and handle both, and then jerked like a horse on reins, pulling me 
off my feet. A cloud of dust arose as my ass hit the ground, skidding towards the cowboy 
who pulled a knife from beneath his poncho while I surfed the sand. My arm was still 
pretty wrapped up, even when I shook it, so I improvised, digging my heel into his knee, 
throwing off his balance, and then kicking up with all my strength to send my boot into 
his guts hard enough to hurt through the padding he wore. One, two, three steps he 
staggered back, clutching his stomach tight. Before I could spin and deliver a steeltoe to 
the face, the Aztec was back, trying for another chop of my head. I tried the same trick 
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again, aiming for those unprotected knees. He saw and tried to change the trajectory of 
his razor club at the last second, a sloppy hit connecting with my leg, not hitting hard but 
cutting all the same, and hurting like a bastard. Pain brought rage, and the dust and blood 
and violence and color all blended together. Adrenaline hit me like a rhino, pushed me 
into overdrive. Still on my back, I kicked and kicked at Itzcoatl, each foot blocked, but 
each block weaker than the last. Kicking through the wall of bronze flesh to the meaty 
middle, I finally got one past and stomped his pelvis, followed by a bad block that 
sounded like a broken arm. To my knees, and another attack came, one-handed, the other 
one resting wounded on a grassy thigh. Once more bat met maciahuitl, eyes closed and 
turned against the tiny flying flechettes, catching the Eagle before he could take flight. 
Under the pressure of our combined full strength, our grips were both loosened on our 
weapons. Mine was tethered to my wrist; his was not. To my feet before he could move, 
metal knuckles crushing his nose, blunt butt of the bat cracking his temple just inside his 
helmet, and the ancient Aztec warrior stumbles back. I turned in to meet Viento with a 
blade in each hand, our arms crashing together; the tip of one of his knives caught 
through the ring and into the leather band that tethered my bat, the other buried in the 
flesh of my arm. His hands caught up in mine, I knew where they weren’t: protecting his 
nuts from my knee. Even the most deadly of winds, with the sharpest of knives, react to a 
good ball-stomp. In one fast instinctual motion his hands released the handles of his 
knives and reached down, providing protection too late. Doubled forward, hands down, 
was all I needed. I pulled the knife free from my arm, holding his hair tight with one 
blood-slicked hand, and drove the knife up into his chest, pinning his poncho against him 
like a staff memo to a bulletin board. He gasped, blood trickled from his open mouth, and 
he whispered a quiet prayer in Spanish before delivering a final goodbye to his 
companion, and then slipped from my hands to the sand. From a grueling fight to a brutal 
frenzy to a deadly stillness; everything went by so fast I could barely keep up.  

With the static noise all around us, Itzcoatl’s eyes met mine, suddenly very 
much in a similar position; two guys in the bloody sand, shutting out pain and noise, 
trying to let the last few minutes catch up to us. Enemies to compatriots in the flick of a 
switch in circumstance. Taking care not to step in his friend’s blood so as not to 
disrespect him, I approached the kneeling gladiator, and extended a hand. He gripped my 
wrist, and I held his, hoisting him back to his feet. Speaking was useless; I doubt he 
spoke much English, and I clearly didn’t understand Spanish, but we nodded at one 
another, in agreement of the fucked-upness of the situation we found ourselves in. He 
forced a grin out of the side of his mouth, congratulations on the win. I nodded again in 
acknowledgement, and then pointed at his helmet. He took it off and handed it to me; the 
trophy I had earned. Beneath it, his hair was braided with wooden hand-carved beads and 
eagle feathers; the Eagle Warrior through and through, not simply a mask like Jackson 
was. He didn’t need the helmet to find himself, and I liked it. It gave me an idea. The 
gates to the arena opened, and men rushed out to collect the fallen Vaquero, deadly no 
more. At their opening, I remembered July, and the promise I had made her. Under the 
curious gaze of my Mexican counterpart, I started dragging my bat in the dirt, making a 
picture. I looked up at the crowd, wondering if she could see. After a brief pause to 
realize I’d never see her with the setting sun in my eyes, my surviving opponent and I 
walked towards the same gate. Somehow it seemed more fitting to exit together; after all, 
we weren’t enemies any longer.  
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On the other side of the gate, Lupe was already waiting, solemn look on his face, 
mournful and respectful for the fallen. He shook each of our hands, gripping our 
shoulders with the other, and complimented both of our fighting. It took a while longer 
for Sebastian to show up, beaming and boastful. July and Drost followed, reading the feel 
of the crowd much better than he. Drost was silent as always, but July’s voice finally 
cracked when she noticed the blood dripping from my fingertips. 

“You’re hurt! I don’t know how to do what Rain does, but you need 
help…Drost, can you do something?” The big Russian prodded my torn coatsleeve with 
his thick fingers, testing the severity of the wound. It wasn’t as bad as it seemed, really.  

“I have physicians who will see to them both. You may go with him, of course, 
to make sure he gets the best treatment.” The warmth was back in Lupe’s voice, business 
done for the day. Now was time to take care of the living and to remember the dead.  

July stayed beside me the entire time I was being examined, holding my hand 
when it wasn’t needed and pressing her cheek to my shoulder when it was. Even the 
doctor tried to point out how much worse the injuries could have been, but until I was 
completely sewn and bandaged, with no more bleeding, she remained stoic, worry written 
plainly on her face.  

 
In the main wing of the hacienda, the party was in full swing, the host nowhere 

in sight. Unlike the other places we had been, where the champions strutted around like 
stars and the host made himself seen to be the king of debauched festivities, only one or 
two of the Mantilla lesser mingled among the crowd, the contender of the night having 
retired directly to his room, and Lupe, after much searching and some direction from his 
staff, was sequestered away in a large wingchair in a dim, silent library.  

“Not a fan of the festivities?” The gentleman’s eyebrows raised at suddenly 
finding himself in the company of others.  

“Ah, the young warrior. When you are older, Jackson, you will understand that 
there is more to life than indulging every whim, no matter how much money you have.” 

“I suspect that most of those people out there don’t believe there’s anything in 
the world better than money.” 

“Ah, so you’ve been paying attention. And what do you think of that?” 
“Lambert seems alright, but until tonight none of them impressed me much.” 
“Kind words. Yes, Lambert is a fair man. And Pilar, despite her recent tragedy, 

is a good, honest woman. Mister Portello, also, is a good man, regardless of what they 
say.” 

“If you don’t mind me saying…you seem to take the fight seriously.” Lupe 
nodded, his eyes looking suddenly weary and heavy.  

“I have seen so many die. This is the way the world works, and it is a fool who 
tries to turn back the tide, but I am sick of seeing good men die while spoiled children 
claim the victories and concern themselves only with their own desire. I long for quieter 
days.” 

“Yeah, you and me both. I don’t suppose you need a new champion?” 
“You know Beckett wouldn’t sell you now. He sees you as the workhorse that 

will carry him to where he thinks he belongs.” 
“I know. I can always hope, though.” 
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“Keep your head clear and your body strong, Jackson, and someday you may 
earn a measure of freedom.” 

“We’ll see how much freedom there is to be had. And my name…Jackson is 
who I am in there, when I fight. Out here, I’m Spencer.” A kindly smile cut through the 
weariness on Lupe’s face. 

“Spencer, you are a good man, and you are welcome in my home any time you 
wish. Now, though, I do not mean to be a bad host, but I would prefer to be alone.” 

“I understand. We were just heading to our rooms. Thank you.” July and I left as 
quietly as possible, and headed to the rooms Inez had shown us earlier.  

 
In the room, we found bedclothes laid out and the covers pulled down. There 

was hot water on a tray for tea, and a menu of the food the kitchen was able to make that 
night. We ordered something light, and sat together in one of the large chairs to wait.  

“I saw you draw me a picture.” July played with a skein of her hair absently.  
“Did you? I couldn’t see you in the stands.” 
“Yeah. What was it supposed to be? It looked like a stick man with big ears and 

a shield.” 
“It was a monkey. With a banana.” 
“A monkey?” A smile spread on her beautiful face, her eyes still distant.  
“Yeah. A stick-monkey.” 
“There was a dead man two feet from you, and you decided to draw a monkey?” 

Finally, she turned to look at me, a laugh twinkling in her eyes.  
“What SHOULD I draw with a dead guy there? A tombstone?” 
“No just…monkey…huh.” 
“I told you I wasn’t any kind of an artist.” 
“Yeah. I believe you now. Stick to the splatter painting, Pollock.” 
“I’ll do as little of both as I can, how about that?” She nodded, and her eyes 

turned away again before she leaned her head against mine.  
“That sounds reasonable.”  
 
The food came and we ate, and then crawled into bed, to forget the world and 

the new wounds I carried. Afterwards, we lay on top the bed, close, letting the moments 
speak for themselves while we caught our breath.  

“Can I ask you a question? It’s gonna sound stupid.” Nimble fingertips stroked 
softly the inside of my wrist. 

“Probably less than you think.” July sat up and scooted around to face me more 
clearly. 

“It will. It’s the kind of thing you’d think I should have asked someone by now. 
But the other guys, before you…they never would have given me a straight answer. It 
would have been all bullshit.” 

“Well, then I promise to answer as honestly as I can.” 
“Okay. You killed someone tonight.” 
“I did, but that’s not a question.” 
“I know, but…what I was wondering is, what does it feel like? Killing 

someone?” 
“That’s not an easy question.” 
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“I’m sorry. You don’t have to answer.” July blushed and looked away, certain 
that she had sounded as dumb as she feared. 

“No, it’s just that there isn’t only one answer. It’s a very mixed feeling.” 
“Is it hard?”  
“Kindof. I think it makes it easier that I don’t know the people I’m fighting. 

Maybe that’s why we never see each other before the arena. It means I don’t know 
anything about whoever it is that I’m trying to hurt or kill. Leaves me open to assume the 
worst about them; that they’re one of these guys who really gets off on this shit, who 
volunteered for this. If I knew them, and they were like me, someone who is forced into 
what we do, it would probably be a lot harder. It would mean they had another life 
somewhere, like me, that they were at a party one night and went outside for a smoke or 
to piss in the alley, and then got snatched up by some rich bastard who thinks the world 
exists just for them. If I had to think about that, and think about how this guy is going 
back to wherever they keep him, daydreaming about his friends and family and wife or 
girlfriend or whatever, just hoping he can get away one day to see them again, it would 
be so much more difficult to fight him.” 

“It’d be like fighting yourself, a little.” July’s eyebrows had knit together, as 
though she could see my words in front of her, and she were studying them as hard as she 
could. 

“Exactly.” 
“Could you do it, then? Kill him, I mean, if you knew his girlfriend’s name and 

where he was from and if he ever wanted to go back?” 
“Yeah. I wish I could say that it was always as hard as it should be, that I felt 

this conflict over every one. But, like I said, there’s this distance. Even if there are a few 
guys like that out there, more of them are like that Patriot asshole, who really like this, 
who may even have it coming. And for all the tragedy of it, there’s also the fact that it’s 
almost freeing in a way.” 

“Freeing?” 
“I know it sounds bad, but there’s all this stuff in between me and what I’m 

doing. I’m fighting a stranger, who I don’t know at all outside of whatever goofy costume 
he’s wearing, and I know that if I DON’T kill him, he WILL kill me, and if we refuse to 
fight altogether, we’ll probably BOTH be killed by the people we fight for. So it’s out of 
my hands. On top of which, I have this whole fake name and fake version of me I turn 
into when I’m out there. So all the blame that I should get for all of this almost feels like 
it goes somewhere else. I’m not choosing to do it, and the guy doing it didn’t dress like 
me or use my name, which just leaves me with this time when I’m doing something 
kindof taboo and very in the moment that I happen to be good at. And as much as I hate 
to say it, that part feels good.” 

“Does it bother you sometimes, the things you have to do?” 
“It bothers me a lot. Especially when I’m alone in the evening and it’s been a 

while between fights. Those are the times I can’t stop thinking about the possibility of the 
guy who thought he would see his friends again soon and ended up in a sand pit wearing 
a suit of armor while someone tried to kill him for the amusement or bad business 
planning of a crowd. Or I think about what I would say to my own friends, when I saw 
them again; how I would explain everything I’ve done. I know my family couldn’t accept 
me killing anyone and being able to live with myself.” July turned her eyes away, sitting 
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perfectly silent with her hands folded tight together. I wondered if I had given the wrong 
answer, if she had been offended, too, by the part of what I did that I felt okay with. 
Maybe she was disappointed that I didn’t tell her it felt great. For a year these girls were 
my main social contact, my only real friends, and every single one of them was still so 
goddamn hard to read.  

“I think about my family sometimes.” 
“Were they hippies?” Confusion barely penetrated the distant look in her eyes. 
“Wha…why?” 
“Well, they did name you July. I imagined them as hippies. Dad with a ponytail, 

cooking tofu dogs, everyone wearing tie-die. Little July playing tug-a-war with a dog 
named Sasquatch using a bit of hemp rope dad grew himself, while her siblings 
September, October, and November all played tag and chewed on all-natural pine gum.” I 
got a little chuckle out of her, and her focus came back to the room. 

“Yeah, okay, I guess. I didn’t even know that carob chocolate wasn’t REAL 
chocolate until I was in highschool.”  

“Cause you were home-schooled?” 
“Yes. Shuttup.” 
“You must have been all over the place the first time you got a soda from the 

machine.” 
“I was out of control. I never knew food like that existed. But I still thought I 

was so fucking smart.” 
“That’s what highschool is for.” 
“Well, maybe I should have stayed longer to learn I was wrong, instead of 

dropping out and running off because some guy I just met on the internet told me he was 
getting into fashion design and he knew all these magazines I could model for.” 

“Sebastian?” 
“Yes. The fucker. I came all the way out here and signed up only to find out that 

he WAS starting a new line of clothing, and he DID have a lot of magazines I could pose 
for, but none of the magazines had anything to do with wearing clothes at all.” 

“And by then it was too late, right?” 
“Of course. The first time I told him I wanted to leave, he told me what he did to 

girls who tried to disobey him, and showed me Ava. I cried and cried, but really, I don’t 
even know if my family would want me back, really.” 

“Don’t be absurd. Why wouldn’t they?” 
“All of the stuff I did. That was what worried me at first, more than the threats. 

We were brought up being told that our bodies were our temples, and I let mine get 
invaded. By now it’s been looted so many times there’s nothing left.” 

I don’t think that’s true at all. You mom and dad would be so glad to see you 
back they wouldn’t care what had happened, especially since you didn’t get to chose 
most of it. You made a dumb mistake when you were growing up, and you’ve been 
paying for it for years. And it isn’t true that there is nothing valuable left. You know, I’ve 
paid good money to see some real temples that have been full of supposed treasures not 
half as beautiful as your eyes.” July smiled a little, but dropped her head to look away. 

“Maybe. I think I’d want to see them, even if they were mad. I miss them.” I 
took her still-knotted hands in mine until she glanced up at me. 
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“Hey, don’t give up on seeing them just yet. Sebastian isn’t the smartest guy in 
the world, you know. We could all find a way out of here some day.” 

“I don’t know about any girls who just left. Some of them aren’t here anymore, 
but nobody really says much about why, just they they’re gone. Even Kamala won’t say, 
and she likes talking about almost anything.” 

“Who knows, maybe someday he’ll get sick of girls and replace you with a cub-
scout troupe he can defile. And in the meantime, you have your family here. You have 
the girls, and Shine and Kamala, and you have me.”  

“Yeah.” July scooted closer to me on the bed, tucking her legs underneath 
herself and leaning on my shoulder. Her head was resting right on the wound Lupe’s 
doctor had just stitched up, but I didn’t have the heart to ask her to move. I just put my 
arm around her, and tried hard to think of something to say to cheer her up, or at least 
distract her. I thought we could both be distracted by ordering up some food, maybe 
something natural and organic to bring back a little bit of home, but by the time I came 
up with the plan to speak it, she was breathing slowly and rhythmically, her sleeping 
breaths sending small waves of air across my chest. I kept quiet and leaned my head 
back, letting her rest for a while. Food could wait until she woke up. It had been a long 
day, and a long fight, and I was more exhausted than I thought. Before I even realized it, 
the warmth and comfort of sitting there beside July took me over, and I joined her in 
slumber. 
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My position in the Beckett house seemed pretty concrete in the months 

following the fight in Mexico. Sebastian even went out of his way to say nice things to 
me now and again, asking my opinion on some new bit of art or decoration he bought, 
trying his level best to discuss anything he saw me reading, or the fighting he saw during 
daily exercises. He wasn’t going to be mistaken for my best friend anytime soon, but he 
was doing SOMETHING to keep from being just a captor at the reigns. He was also gone 
a lot more, finding himself on many more people’s A-lists, and in his absence the entire 
estate seemed to let out a breath held for too long, relaxing a little, becoming a little 
friendlier. We’d have meals together, make a point to gather in the theatre to watch a 
movie as a group, like a good surrogate family should. I almost felt comfortable, with the 
same level of personal freedom I felt Kamala must have; locked inside the palace walls, 
but free to explore the inside, immune to the scorn of the guards. It’s embarrassing to 
admit, but with the attention I got from the girls and the appreciation I got from Sebastian 
himself, I was starting to buy my own line of bullshit for a while, thinking I was above 
my own station. But like anyone who gets too involved in that kind of hollow trophy, it 
didn’t take much to bring me down.  

Sebastian came back from his latest tour of parties and sin with two prizes: one 
was a coat of arms from 500 years ago, restores to perfect condition and re-carved with 
his family’s emblem. The other was an agreement for a new fight, against Claudia 
Linden, most commonly referred to as Princess Claudia by Sebastian. He kept pretty 
quiet about this one, only telling us that he was going to get back his favorite vacation 
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spot, and he had some good ideas from Claudia’s use of them. Even the girls didn’t know 
much about this woman, aside from that she was ‘a catty bitch’ and ‘an unscrupulous 
whore.’ Hey fighters were apparently pretty cute though, and some of them were alright 
in bed, even if they were mostly all assholes.  

 
The asshole I had to fight was named Elias, and in all honesty, I’ve faced 

tougher battles. He was named by the announcer as the knight in shining armor. The 
armor itself wasn’t any of the nationalities I saw in all those books or on display. It 
wasn’t so much a recreation of history as an idea; the young knight in gleaming armor 
unblemished in physical form and in spirit. But while his armor did gleam, his eyes 
reflected more rust and tarnish than he should have been able to accumulate at that point 
in his life. For a minute I was jealous. But then Jackson took back over the control of the 
evening, and there was no more time to be jealous, or think about lost opportunities for 
sin and carnality. There was only the fight. With a broadsword in his hand, Elias fared 
alright. He clearly had a lot of training, and he even had some skill, but that made him 
cocky, which made him take too many chances, and rely too heavily on his shield. It 
seemed that he was almost as interested in showing off for the crowd as he was in cutting 
me, and that was what cost him. It wasn’t that he didn’t connect any hits, or that I wasn’t 
bleeding by the end of the battle, but at no point had I felt worried. The back and forth 
was not grueling, and the fight didn’t last too long. Once his shield was taken away from 
him, those arrogant eyes reflected panic whenever I attacked, wondering if he could 
block them all with just a sword. He started to use his arm instead, relying on the armor, 
but it was thinner than it should have been to help him him to move in it, and it dented 
beneath the weight of my bat. Then it was just a matter of waiting until he was just torn 
enough between blocking with his throbbing, possibly broken arm or his one and only 
weapon to distract him with a blow to the helmet, and take the sword away. Pure rookie, 
through and through, once disarmed he held up both hands in front of himself, trying to 
talk his way out of getting stabbed, stopping only when his own blade pierced up through 
the gap at the bottom of his torso armor. He dropped to his knees and took off his own 
helmet, mistaking his lack of breath for being suffocation inside the metal dome, and not 
a pierced lung. The girls were right; he was prettier than the average champion. But, then, 
he died quicker than the average champion, so maybe there was something to be said for 
the rest of us. He wasn’t even gone yet when I took the knee guards from his armor, and 
started walking away. That, I guess, was ME being cocky, or else just plain cold. It 
wasn’t as though I felt no sorrow for his dying, but he hadn’t offered the same fight as 
Viento had on that solemn day those months earlier. Throughout the fight, he had 
vocalized all the ways he felt he was better than me; all I had done was prove him wrong. 
And now I wanted to stop bleeding and get out of this English-castle-meets-French-
whorehouse mansion the Linden woman ran.  

It was later, in one of the larger chambers of this castle-house that Linden 
herself came to offer congratulations to Sebastian while he and I were discussing the 
evening’s fight that I discovered my real worth to the man. Up until then, he had been 
nothing but praise, recounting the parts of the bout he had enjoyed the most and going 
over a list on his fingers of all the modifications to my costume made up of trophies from 
other warriors; half little kid babbling to his favorite athlete, and half impressed employer 
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expressing gratitude. And then came the exchange that started with what I thought was an 
offhand comment, and ended with me losing any perspective I had on my station in life.  

“Sebastian. Congratulations on winning back your European holdings, I guess.” 
Like Shine, Claudia Linden was willing to spend all the time and wealth and sheer 
willpower it took to fight back against time and win, resulting in a face that I could place 
no age to. The expression she wore there, however, was a perfect mix of grace and 
insincerity, as aloof and beyond our petty concerns as any of the old European royalty she 
had come to identify herself with since moving across the ocean. Sebastian heard the 
disdain in her voice, read it on the sleepy loll in her eyelids, and as such simply sighed 
and took another drink of his brandy. Since he wasn’t playing along, she turned to me 
instead. And congratulations to you, as well, gladiator. He was one of my best.”  

“If he was your best fighter, you might want to go back to recruiting.” She 
clicked her tongue and shook her head just enough for a skein of hair to fall over her 
eyes.  

“I never mentioned at what he was the best, but, no, it wasn’t fighting. You 
certainly proved that. I wonder what else you’re good at.” The woman stepped closer, 
light playing off her gown like ripples of water, until she was standing so close I could 
smell the flowers in her hair and the wine on her breath. A hand, fingers glittering with 
jewels, pressed against the stomach of my armor, and the other reached up to play with 
my hair. She leaned in close and smelled my neck, and then kissed along my jaw line to 
the corner of my lips. Slowly she took a step back, slowly licking her lips, her almond 
eyes locked on mine.  

“Sebastian…” She addressed him, glancing once his direction out the corner of 
her eyes, but otherwise stayed fixated on me. “…I’ll have to go among my boys 
tomorrow and start choosing someone to replace Elias, but that leaves me with nobody to 
keep me company tonight. I think it’s only fair, having cost me my favorite companion, 
that your Mr. Pollock here fill in for him.” I didn’t know Linden well then, wasn’t 
familiar with her businesses or her history, so at first I thought she meant some kind of 
duty she had her fighters handle at her home. Which, I suppose, was true, but not in the 
way I thought; guard duty or mock fights for the guests or something.  

“Well, of course. But I hope you remember, come tomorrow, how 
accommodating I am eager to be when we get together to discuss business; both that 
which was finalized tonight, and the potential for more.”  

“Yes, yes. You are a generous man, I’m sure. But the mood I am in tomorrow 
depends more, I think, on how generous and capable HE is.” Her eyes widened, greedy 
and expectant. She finally broke away from my face to appraise Sebastian once more. 
“But we’ll handle all the paperwork and talk over your little proposal tomorrow. For 
now…” She opened her mouth wide and made yawning noises, clearly all for show; an 
excuse to make a point and stick her chest out. “…for now, I am tired, and shall retire for 
the evening. Be a lamb, and have someone show him where my rooms are.” She turned 
and walked off, hips swaying and heels clicking, disappearing through the throngs of 
people. Sebastian stepped in closer.  

“Give her a few minutes, and then we’ll have one of the house staff take you to 
her bedroom.” And there it was. Bedroom. 

“Her bedroom? What, exactly, am I supposed to do there?” 
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“Exactly, you are going to take off her clothes and do what you normally do 
with a woman in her bedroom. You are going to, exactly, do whatever it is she asks you 
to do and act like it is the best time you have ever had in your life. And for the sake of the 
topics I wish to discuss with her tomorrow, you are going to, exactly, show Her the best 
time of her life, you are going to fill the halls exactly with her wails of ecstasy, so that 
when she finally stumbles weak-kneed from that room in the morning to talk business, 
she is exactly as happy and willing to help as I need to her be.”  

“That’s not really what I do. I thought I was supposed to be filling in for her 
dead warrior, not her fuck-buddy.” 

“In this house, boy, they are one and the same. Among her other business 
ventures, Claudia Linden is the queen of the adult industry. Smut and sex and debauchery 
are in her very blood. Every man ever to fight for her doubles as the actors for some of 
her sordid little films, and when she pleases, they are her own personal sex-objects. There 
are entire rooms in this place full of videos she’s filmed, and videos in which she starred 
in beside, beneath, and sandwiched between men who have since fallen to the sword in 
the ring for her business interest or personal pleasure.” 

“So because I won the fight and killed her plaything, she’s expecting me to go in 
there and fuck her in his stead?” 

“Good, then you do understand. For a moment there I thought perhaps you had 
taken one too many blows to the head in these fights.” 

“Wait, I’m not a whore, you know. I put on this costume and kill people for 
you.” 

“And now you’re going to take off that costume and screw for me. You seem to 
have forgotten, Jackson, you’re not here because you signed up for this, or because I 
hired you. You do as I say. I have you fight for me because you’re very good at it, and I 
allow you certain privileges because you do well for me. Today I’m having you pleasure 
one of my contemporaries, and, presumably, you’ll be good at that as well. If you’re not, 
I need to ask my consorts just why they spend so much time with you instead of seeing to 
their other duties. But if you think you can refuse me here and now, I can take away your 
privileges. I will, in fact, have you beaten so badly that even the girls I pay to fuck you 
won’t be able to look at you, and in all likelihood, I will have Hiro cut off the organs 
you’re refusing to use tonight anyway.” At not being immediately obeyed, Sebastian’s 
temper was flaring up violently, his face red and his fists clenched.  

“This isn’t…right.” 
“What’s wrong about it? Honestly, I don’t see what the big deal is. She is an 

attractive woman, and if the films she makes are any indication, she rather enjoys what 
she’s about to do to you. It’s not as though I’m handing you over to Dorian and Blaise to 
do as they will. You should be grateful that she’s chosen you, and that I’ve allowed you 
this. It’s been awhile since you experienced a new woman. Maybe this will be the 
inspiration you need to get out more at these celebrations after the fights, too, and 
socialize instead of always running off to hide behind a whore’s skirt.” The rage had 
faded from Sebastian’s voice, but not the lethality. He was still angry at what he 
considered to be intolerable insubordination, but he was trying to put it behind him.  

“Fine. I’ll go to her room. But I want you to know, I’m not happy about this.”  
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“Noted. And I want you to know, that I’m going to have a man with a gun 
outside the door to her room, and if you leave before she’s done with you, he’ll shoot 
your balls off.”  

Once he had his guard over, he waved down a servant to show us to Claudia’s 
bedchamber. At my knock, a sultry voice beckoned me in. Inside, her bed took up a third 
of the vast room; huge and round, with twelve foot posts leading to a gauzy canopy of 
different cloth, hanging down like discarded veils. Claudia was waiting in a delicate, 
hand-embroidered nightgown that probably cost more than a mid-sized car, standing over 
by an antique dressing table, removing her rings one by one and putting them into a 
jewelry box.  

“You took a while to get here, I thought maybe I was being stood up.” 
“You know I couldn’t do that to you.” She turned her head, tilting it so her hair 

cascaded off her shoulder, smiling. 
“Clever choice of words. No, you probably couldn’t.” 
“May I ask you a question?” 
“Of course. You’re not being interrogated here.” She turned back to the task of 

removing jewelry.  
“Well, I didn’t know how interactive I’m allowed to be, or if I’m just a poseable 

doll here.” Her smile returned, looking at me through the mirror.  
“No, you’re allowed to say or do whatever you want here. Treat this as any other 

night you’ve spent with a girl. Hopefully, this will be as much about you having a good 
time as me.” 

“If that’s the case, why the coercion? Why not just bring home someone who 
wants nothing more than to sleep with you?” She shrugged, still grinning playfully. 

“It gets the job done. Was that your question?” 
“No. My question is, if this Elias was so good in bed, if you liked him so much 

and used him to star in your movies and everything, then why would you let him fight? 
Even if he didn’t lose, he could still get all fucked up, and not look so pretty, and you 
know in those fights he’s going to lose sooner or later.” She turned on her heels, resting 
against the dressing table with her hands gripping the edge of it behind her.  

“Several reasons. First of all, just so you know, Elias wasn’t that great in bed.” 
“I thought that’s what you meant when you said he was the best at other things.” 

From the wide range of sinister, sly grins this woman possessed, I could see that the 
considered conversation to be a game, almost a form of foreplay for her.  

“He was excellent on camera. He had a natural presence, was skilled at giving 
intense looks, and when his bronze, taut body got all sweaty it made a girl just burn for 
some action. Not to mention he had a beautiful cock. But just because he looked good 
fucking, doesn’t mean he was a good fuck. He had some excellent tools, but he wasn’t 
much of a craftsman, you understand?”  

“Not really. How could he be so good on film and not in real life?” 
“The boy had no rhythm, no sense of passion. If he didn’t have someone in a 

directors chair telling him where to kiss and what to lick and how fast to go, he would 
just hammer away with no real tempo until he shot his load and rolled over to go to sleep. 
In order to get him to last any amount of time while filming, we had to use that lotion that 
makes you lose sensitivity.” 

“So use that in bed, too.” 
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“Are you kidding? He may have needed it, but do you know how weird that shit 
feels when it gets inside you? Sure, he could go for half an hour without coming, but with 
that novocain covering me, neither could I. And what’s the point of that? There are times 
when it can be fun, and if you’re going to have a man with a dick like that taking you 
from the back it’s a godsend, but if you want to enjoy yourself otherwise, forget it. 
You’re not getting anywhere when you can’t even feel your clit. We could use it in the 
movies because most of the time those girls are faking it anyway, but I do NOT fake it.” 
A good lesson for life: women who live in the porn industry are more comfortable talking 
about sex than any other human being on the planet.  

“Okay, so he was fast on the draw. Why bother with him at all then?” She 
laughed so quietly you could hardly hear anything, but her head dropped down leaving 
shimmering hair dancing against a body that shook aggressively, as though she were 
roaring loudly. With one smooth motion she lifted her head up, one hand brushing the 
hair out of her face.  

“This isn’t a monogamous household here. I don’t know what things are like at 
old Beckett’s place, maybe he’s gone prude and everybody pairs off these days, but I 
hold exclusive rights to the genitals and bodies of every man who lives here. Elias was a 
star, which made me a lot of money, and he was a good fighter, which earned him a 
higher station in the house. I know you didn’t seem to have much problem with him, but, 
truly, he did win me quite a few fights. Sleeping in my bed was a reward, like a mark of 
rank. It was his place, as my champion, to sleep here with me. That doesn’t mean that I 
didn’t have other men when I wanted to get off, or that there weren’t other men in this 
bed with us when the sweat was drying. But he was here, too, as a mark of 
accomplishment.” 

“So you rewarded him by making him watch you with other men?” 
“He knew the rules, he never would have even entertained the notion that it was 

just he and I. Truth be told, I think he liked having other men in here. More than once I 
looked up to see him with some other boy bent over a chair in front of him.” 

“Eww.” 
“Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it. Anyway, that was fine. He worked better as 

eye candy. With just he and I here, a girl could get a little bored waiting around for him 
to finish up so she can diddle herself properly. But if he’s sitting there looking hot and 
sweaty and gorgeous while someone else is working on me…mmm. I had this midget 
fighting for me once…he was kindof a fetish specialist for the films, and he was an ugly, 
misshapen little bald man, but he could eat pussy like a starving dog. It would have 
lessened the experience if I didn’t have some beefy eye-candy to fix my focus on, instead 
of that lumpy bald head buried in my lap.” Her gift for words notwithstanding, I was 
suddenly picturing an entourage of people filling the room to do all manner of things to 
Claudia and, most likely, myself. I felt a little sick. 

“The midget isn’t going to show up tonight, is he?” Claudia’s eyes were starting 
to haze with lust, and her fingers ran up and down the lace along the neckline of her 
gown.  

“The midget, sadly, is no longer with us.” 
“Another tragic fight?” She shrugged again, and her fingers slid from her 

hemline to her craning neck.  
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“The little man took some liberties he shouldn’t have. Thought I would be too 
busy getting to know my new recruits to notice the halfling with his tongue in my ass.” 

“Is that the one thing Ms. Linden cannot stand?” 
“No, but Ms. Linden is very particular about who she lets breach that particular 

orifice, and a man needs to have permission first. You, dear boy, have permission to take 
that liberty. He did not, so I arranged a fight I was pretty sure he couldn’t win.” 

“That was pretty cold.” 
“Yes, well, so was his reptilian little tongue. As for yours, as much as I enjoy 

this talk, I think perhaps there are some better uses for it at the moment. Like touching 
this little spot here…” she rubbed her fingers in a circle on her neck, “…or finding out 
what flavor of lip gloss I’m wearing.” Using the table as a springboard, she pushed out 
towards me, her hands gripping the collar of my coat. She paused in pulling it from my 
shoulders to examine with her fingers the medals on the lapel I got from the Patriot, and 
the replicated emblems of the Pantheon I had made. The way she was examining them 
reminded me of Soleil, the evening she told me that helping me take off my armor, 
helping polish and clean it made her feel like the wife of a samurai, or a knight’s maiden, 
and that this ritual always made her feel closer to me; as though we were stripping away 
the layers of Pollock, knocking down the shell walls, leaving only the softer, gentler 
Spencer to hold her and carry her to his bed. This wasn’t an experience I intended to 
share with this woman, largely because I wasn’t carrying her to bed, as much as being 
prodded into it by the man with the gun on the other side of the door. She likely wouldn’t 
know the difference, probably wouldn’t even care, but if I was going to be forced into 
spending the night with her, she would be fucking Jackson, and not Spencer. Jackson’s 
gloved hands wrapped around hers, and pulled them from his coat. Her hands twisted in 
his to grip them back, and she kissed exposed fingers and nuzzled metal studs, eyes 
peering over plated knuckles. 

“Don’t get me wrong, sweetness, this outfit of yours is sexy as all get out, but 
don’t think you’re going to wear it all night. Call me impatient, but I want to see what’s 
under the wrapper.” 

“Then I’ll take it off.” She lowered my hand from her face, eyes defiant.  
“And what if I want to take it off?” 
“What does it matter? It gets the job done…” 
“Touché. Okay, mister Pollock, show me what you’ve got.” She spun away from 

me, hair twirling, and sat on the edge of her bed. With a deep breath, trying to forget that 
I was being made to do this, that I would have rather been somewhere else, I pulled the 
duster from my shoulders and draped it over the back of her chair. On the bed, Claudia’s 
painted fingernails ran over the careful embroidery covering her flat stomach. Wristband 
and gloves gone, I turned to the buckles of my body armor, and her fingers trailed down 
to the lace at the bottom of the gown. When my fingers turned to the buckle of my belt, 
hers disappeared beneath her gown, drawing a heavy breath into her lungs, chest rising 
sharply, and eyes looking up at me under half-lowered lids. White teeth bit her lips as my 
heavy reinforced jeans joined the rest of the clothes on the chair. By the time I was 
completely undressed, she was breathing heavily, eyes absorbing every inch of my naked 
body.  

“Good.” Her voice came out between a whisper and a purr. “Now get over here 
and tear this fucking gown off me.”  
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Claudia Linden, Queen of the Adult Industry, knew a thing or two about sex. 

She was, in fact, wilder and more energetic than any woman I had ever seen, even IN 
porn movies, and held very few reservations. She was not shy about telling me, 
commanding, really, what she wanted done, when, and how hard, and from time to time I 
felt like a sixteen year old virgin all over again. There were things, such as the way she 
moved her body and the way she found to use her feet while going down on her, or the 
one approved use of the desensitizer she kept handy, that were undeniably incredible. In 
fact she had, between labored, panting breaths, promised to send a case of the stuff to me 
once she sensed how much I was enjoying our performance on that matter. Other things 
did nothing but remind me that I was little more than a way to keep herself busy for the 
night, a way for her to express her power over her guests. Things she insisted I do or say 
that couldn’t have had much difference, or the self-satisfied smile she got at my less-
than-pleasant reaction to one of her little toys being forced inside my body suddenly 
during what had been otherwise unobjectionable sex, were like a voice screaming at me 
that I may as well have been charging by the hour. When she was finally done with me, 
she lay close to me, her body sticky with sweat and honey and god knows what else, one 
elbow propped up on my chest, looking into my eyes. 

“What’s wrong, gladiator? Didn’t you enjoy yourself? You look lost.” A trace of 
eyeliner that hadn’t been wiped off made her seem sincere, her face framed by damp hair 
the same as it might have been if she had actually cared.  

“No. My dignity may be lost, but I think I know better than ever just where I 
stand.” She cooed and pressed her forehead against my chin, kissing my neck, up along 
my cheek until my head was turned to her again. 

“If your dignity is hurt just from that, I guess it’s a good thing I didn’t make you 
dress up like a priest and fuck me in a schoolgirl’s outfit, huh?” She smiled, but I didn’t 
know where the joke was in that sentence. 

“Why do I have the feeling that you would have, if you had thought before it 
would have dented my dignity?” 

“Oh, I thought about it, but I didn’t think you’d find it unpleasant. I put out three 
films a year that amount to just that, and they always sell big. Lots of guys like that kind 
of thing.” Her eyes still smiled down on me. 

“And I guess you’re the expert on what guys like.” It bothered me to look at her, 
so I tried to focus on something else, but her entire room was a display of sex, an 
extension of her. She didn’t say anything for a while, and then reached up to push my 
face back to hers. Her eyes weren’t smiling anymore, but instead of angry, they seemed a 
little hurt.  

“Jackson…do you not like me? Am I too old for you, too unattractive, too…I 
don’t know what?” 

“There’s nothing wrong with you physically.” 
“But there’s something wrong with me mentally, is that it?” Her voice was 

raised, but her eyes showed more injury. 
“No. It’s fine. You’re fantastic. I can’t imagine being threatened and forced into 

fucking a nicer girl.” She just looked at me for a few seconds, and then lay back down 
beside me.  

“I’m…I didn’t…I’d like it if you’d stay here, until morning. Will you?” 
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“If that’s what you want.” She didn’t say anything else for the rest of the night, 
but it was a long time before I couldn’t feel her eyelashes brushing my chest as she 
blinked, and her breathing became steady enough for her to be asleep.  

 
In the morning, she hadn’t moved, but was awake before I was. When she 

noticed me stirring, she sat up. Covering her chest with one arm, looking around herself. 
It was hard for me to believe that a woman who routinely taped herself having sex with 
men she didn’t know would suddenly turn shy, but she made little eye contact, and the 
only thing she said to me before getting up and retreating through the doors to her huge, 
acoustically sound bathroom was: 

“Thank you. You can go now. I’ll see you before you leave.”  
 
The guard outside looked tired, having been ordered to stand guard in a moment 

of impulse by Sebastian, with no planning made as to anyone coming to relieve him of 
duty. He blushed when I looked at his face, a sure sign that the door he had been guarding 
was less than soundproof, and he had heard all of our activities on the far side the night 
before.  

“Did you hear her say I could leave, or are you going to shoot my balls off 
now?” He shook his head, saying nothing. “Good. You know where we’re staying? I 
need a fucking wash.” He nodded, and started walking in the direction of the rooms we 
had been put up in for the duration of our stay. He didn’t slow at all when we got to my 
door, but continued walking, intent on getting to the staff quarters and finally getting a 
little sleep before Sebastian decided he was needed again.  

Inside, Rain was laying in bed. I closed the door as quietly as I could, but she 
was already awake.  

“Hey. Sleep okay?” She shrugged, but her eyes told me no.  
“You?” I returned her shrug, and tossed down the pieced of my armor I hadn’t 

bothered to put back on. “You need your wounds looked at? I imagine some of them got 
pulled open.” 

“You probably want to wait…” I hadn’t seen myself, but I knew I would have 
scratches and sticky spots all over my body, with the lingering traces of perfume and 
mango lip-gloss.  

“It’s okay, I know where you were. You don’t have to scurry off to hide hickeys 
or lipstick on your collar.” She sounded tired, but her face was hard to read. 

“Sebastian told you?” She nodded. 
“He saw me looking for you. He said I may as well find some other dick to 

occupy myself with, because you wouldn’t be coming back tonight. He had that mean-
spirited smile on his face, like he was the biggest, baddest kid in the sandbox.” 

“And did you?” She dropped her head to give me a look to let me know how 
stupid a question I had just asked. “Sorry.” 

“Don’t worry about it, I’m sure you’re just tired. We’ve all seen her videos, you 
know. Are you sore at all?”  

“Some.” She swung her legs off the bed and got up, heading to the bathroom.  
“C’mon then. Lets get you cleaned up and make sure she didn’t do anything too 

damaging to you.” I couldn’t say it, probably couldn’t have even fully identified it, but I 
knew she had done her share of damage to me, however my body may look.  
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Rain sensed something was wrong, which kept her from saying too much while 
she helped me bathe, taking care around anywhere that looked tender. She made 
sympathetic noises whenever she saw a new scratch or burn, or one of the wounds from 
the fight that had been torn open. She seemed to know a lot of what to expect, which 
made me think maybe Sebastian was a bigger fan of her work than he’d let on. Because 
of that, she knew what she was looking for as she got further south while washing my 
back, and my wince confirmed it, as she was helping me wash and again when I was 
drying off. She came back with her bandages, and a tube of something.  

“Was this the first time that’s happened to you?” She was setting her medical kit 
on the wide edge of the tub. 

“What, that someone forced something in my ass? Yeah. Not common for me.” 
She nodded.  

“It doesn’t look like she took too much care to be gentle. I have a salve I can put 
on it, if you like.” 

“Great, someone else playing around with my ass…” She smiled and shook her 
head, one of the few people who was completely used to my bitter moods. 

“It’ll help. And, for what it’s worth, if she had been more careful, it wouldn’t 
have had to be so bad.” 

“No, really, I was this close to enjoying it.” I had intended to sound more 
sarcastic, but the salve was surprisingly cool and refreshing against raw skin.  

“Sarcasm aside, you shouldn’t feel like it was that horrific an experience. 
You’ve had a prostate exam, I’m sure, so you know your ass is the way to get at it. That 
area really is one of your erogenous zones. It just needs more special treatment.” Whether 
something in the cream she was using, or the way she was massaging it in, it felt good.  

“Maybe I shouldn’t let you be doing that, if it’s giving you ideas.” She smiled 
and laughed briefly through her nose. 

“If I’m making you nervous, I can provide some distraction.” Still undressed 
from the bath, standing in front of a beautiful girl kneeling in front of me, I already knew 
what she meant when she said it. With the gentle touch all her own, Rain took care of me, 
pausing periodically to look up at me, her blue eyes reflecting that whatever had 
happened to me the night before, she, at least, cared about me and wanted me happy. 
Between the gripping depth of her eyes and the talents of her mouth, its understandable 
that I lost track of her other hand; did not notice her massaging deeper, nor the soothing 
ointment finding more skin to cool. Not until my body was being shaken with waves of 
intensity did I realize her fingers were now knuckle-deep, massaging parts of me 
normally too deeply hidden to get much attention. I’d have protested, if I could have 
caught my breath. By the time I could speak it was over, Rain licking her lips while I 
steadied myself against the wall.  

“Provide distraction, huh?” She smiled. 
“I just wanted you to see what a gentle hand could do.” Rain and I were too 

close for me to feel violated or offended, and I knew she was just trying to comfort me 
from a part of the night before. I struggled for something to say, but fell short, instead 
cupping her face in my hand, beckoning her to her feet so I could kiss her forehead and 
hold her tightly. Though not the comfort she intended, it felt good that there were still 
people in my life who cared that much about me. I didn’t want to let her go.  
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Back at the Beckett place, I was having a hard time sleeping. There were 

shifting winds blowing all through the house since that last trip. It had been weeks, and I 
still couldn’t sleep at night. I also couldn’t place why I felt so odd. It wasn’t just the 
changes in my costume; jeans modified with pegs to fasten the sleek, sharp, modern 
versions of the old German knee armor I got from Elias, or Sebastian’s insistence that we 
have replicas made of all the armor and badges I wore from the other fights, as they had 
become a part of my costume as well. Even the new bat finally arriving, heavier and with 
more potential to kill than the old one: that wasn’t it. Or at least, not all of it. Naturally, it 
didn’t help that Sebastian was becoming more and more intent on a future only he could 
see, walking around raving about the new way of things, and the bright stars on the 
horizon. Having gotten his holdings back from Claudia was a big part of his added zeal, I 
think, combined with his intentions for himself. Previously, he had vacation homes and 
rental properties and some shopping malls; moneymakers all, but straightforward and 
lacking inspiration. Claudia being the smut visionary she was, she put them to other uses. 
As he explained in the jet on the way home, Claudia was literally raised into this life. Her 
father had been the key holder of 900 numbers, back in the day. He was, for most of their 
existence, THE source for phone sex, and finally having a way to cheat without breaking 
marriage vows, American men made him insanely rich. As soon as she was old enough to 
understand his business, Claudia was a consultant, helping keep him up to date on new 
trends in sex appeal, and, according to some, working from time to time as a phone-ho 
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herself. As these things happen, being so exposed to the world, she worked with him to 
buy out some print porn magazines as well, slowly working their way to blue movies and 
into the burgeoning home-video market. But the old man was sick, and eventually died 
one night in bed. With two women younger than his daughter. In full S&M gear. On film. 
And with that, his empire of sin became hers. But while he was a dirty old man, driven 
almost as much by his own desire to have gorgeous young women suck him off for the 
chance to be on ANY silver screen, she was a true visionary. Always quick to jump on 
any new technology that came along, she embraced modern printing techniques, straight-
to-video releases, and best of all, the internet.  

Along with the internet came people appalled that anyone would try to pipe such 
levels of smut and corruption directly into their homes, and so when the spotlight fell on 
some of her more popular sites, Linden made a show of apologizing publicly and closing 
down the popular web-addresses. Less than a month later she had bought up a fair 
number of still-operating sites, and opened new ones to redirect her old filth two, more 
than doubling her porn output, and using the publicity to triple her income. And with all 
the old servers, still under scrutiny, she turned to a vice American could accept more 
publicly; gambling. Not one, but three of the very first online-casinos were her creations, 
up until the U.S. government pointed out that an online casino based on American soil 
was still against the law and tried to shut her down. It was at this point that she developed 
her love of those European countries, and moved the bases of all her operations across the 
Atlantic, where she could generate all the filth in the world, and send it wherever she 
wanted. It was in her conquests that she took Beckett’s holdings over there, and turned 
her eye to bigger and better payoffs for those properties. As rewards for the high-stakes 
gamblers, she held junkets in the hotels; an opportunity for those who managed to make 
some money on a game to come see Europe and get fleeced in person. Whole floors were 
turned into themed rooms where she could film her porn movies, and where, when the 
cameras were off, rich men could come take hired girls for a little role-playing fun. 
Businesses and properties that had made money for Sebastian made double or triple the 
amount for Claudia, and once he got them back, he wanted them to keep their earning 
potential, which meant going into business with her. This was what he had wanted to 
discuss; how would he go about turning hotels into casinos, and how would he start 
making his own dirty movies? For a cut of the profit, she agreed to help him. Now he was 
all abuzz about opportunity, and everyone else was a little nervous. The girls, especially, 
were suddenly wary about ending up on film, doing things they wouldn’t like for no pay, 
their lives becoming even less pleasant than before. He assured them that would never 
happen, bit he also paced around, talking about getting all-new girls who wouldn’t be so 
spoiled as to balk at the chance for porn-stardom.  

It wasn’t until one night, tired from getting used to swinging a heavier club 
around but still unable to sleep, that I slipped out of bed quietly enough to not wake a 
sleeping Soleil to go pace and think and try to pinpoint the problems I had been feeling. 
The Beckett place in the middle of the night was oddly dark and quiet, all the activity of 
the day, which had increased with Sebastian’s favor in the Circle, came to a halt, and it 
was like being in a museum after hours; just you and the dark and a hundred old valuable 
bits of junk lining the walls and getting in your way. In the middle of the night any noise 
carries, and any light reflects forever. Usually this just means the muffled noises and 
heavy breathing of a guest enjoying himself with his traveling companions or one of 
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Sebastian’s girls, but on this night, it meant quiet rustling from the kitchen. Curious, I 
followed the sound and light, to find Shine standing in front of the open freezer.  

“Oh. Hi. I thought I was the only one up.” She seemed embarrassed, as though I 
caught her in the middle of something. 

“So did I. You couldn’t sleep either, huh?” 
“No. I usually have a hard time sleeping after I’ve been seeing to someone. 

Sebastian especially.”  
“I suppose a snack would probably help with that.” 
“That’s what I thought, and then I was looking to see what there was, and saw 

the ice cream.” 
“That does sound good.” I stepped beside her, and grabbed a carton of mint 

chocolate chip. She took some sorbet and we sat down at the small table the kitchen staff 
use to eat their meals. Two spoonfuls into her pineapple sorbet, she paused, looking at the 
spoon. 

“I’m lactose intolerant.” She said it in a very flat, matter-of-fact way. 
“I’m pretty sure you’re safe then. That stuff is mostly just fruit.” She nodded. 
“It is. What I mean is, I’m lactose intolerant now, so I can’t eat ice cream 

anymore, but I always loved it.” She pointed with her spoon at the carton I was eating 
from. “It was so fatty, and I’ve always been so careful about what I eat. Cut it out of my 
diet a long time ago. And then I stopped eating all dairy a few years later because it was 
all so fattening, and I wasn’t getting any younger, and now I can’t eat it at all anymore. I 
couldn’t treat myself to an ice cream if I wanted one.” Shine was normally so protected in 
her armor of beauty and imposed youth, she seemed all the more vulnerable now that it 
had dropped.  

“They make soy ice cream.” 
“I know, and it’s good, I like it, but it’s not the same. The thing that I think 

about is; I’ve eaten all the ice cream I’m ever going to eat.” The finality in her voice said 
as much as the words.  

“That’s kindof sad. What was your favorite flavor?” 
“Rocky road. They have these statistics, you know, about how much ice cream 

an average person eats a year. I’m 38 now, and I had my first ice cream when I was 7 at 
my grandparents’ house. Since I really stopped eating ice cream about ten years ago, I 
figured that I should have eaten 28 gallons of ice cream by now. It would be more if I 
hadn’t stopped eating it to watch my figure, but that’s what I’ve eaten, I think.” Her brow 
furrowed and she looked into the distance for a moment, taking a scoop of sorbet and 
letting it hover in front of her face. “Anyway, I did the math once, with all the dick I’ve 
sucked and the average guy’s load and all, and I’ve swallowed more cum than I have I 
have ice cream in my life. And I can’t even try to catch up, because I can’t eat ice cream 
now. But I still eat a lot of dick, so that just keeps going up, gallon by gallon. Thinking 
about that really makes me depressed.” It was sad, and the look in her eyes was distant 
and lost. I wanted to say something clever and tender and make her smile, I wanted to 
cheer her up somehow, but at the same time, I couldn’t stop picturing a big walk-in 
freezer full of gallon-tubs of frozen jizz, and Shine standing there, spoon in hand. I tried 
to shake the image from my head. 
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“You could try and take that stuff they make, to counter it, so you can eat ice-
cream again.” She looked over the spoon at my eyes, sorbet melting slowly and dripping 
back into the carton.  

“The only time we get to leave here is with Sebastian. If we order clothes or 
jewels or something with the computer, he opens the boxes. How do you think I’m going 
to get that stuff?”  

“Tell him you miss ice cream, and ask him to get it for you.” She popped the 
spoon in her mouth, and wiped off the pineapple dripping down her lip. 

“Who do you think was the biggest supporter in my stopping eating it in the first 
place? He’s always going on about how he can’t stand girls getting spoiled and fat.” She 
stabbed her spoon into the frozen yellow mass and pushed it away. 

“You don’t want anymore?” She scowled at the cartoon pineapple on the tub.  
“What’s the point, it just tastes like Sebastian-cum anyway.” I looked at the 

spoon stabbed violently into the sorbet and wondered if there was a way I could mark that 
container so I didn’t accidentally eat from it. “That prick. I know I’m just a girl, and I’m 
not even a very smart one, so I shouldn’t really be all pissed off because he wants to dress 
me up and use me like his human Barbie doll. It isn’t like I didn’t know basically what I 
was getting into when I agreed to come here, you know? I’m not THAT stupid, but…I 
just want one or two things for myself, you know? Who does he think he is to tell me that 
I can’t have a few spoonfuls of rocky road every once in a while?” Her eyes were angry, 
shimmering tears forming on the surface, and her lip quivered while she tried to compose 
herself. Her voice was quiet when she spoke again. “I’ve been here so long, and nothing 
ever changes. Do you know what it’s like, knowing that your entire life is just someone 
else telling you what to do? That at any moment, if one rich prick says I have to do 
something I have to do it, no matter what? Whatever else I may want to do, if he wants 
me to dance naked, I’ll be dancing naked, if he wants a blowjob, I have to blow him. If I 
have a cold and feel like shit and I’ve been up for a day and a half for one of his stupid 
parties, bringing people drinks and seeing to their needs, and all I want in the world is to 
sleep, and a pair of perverts see me walking by and tell him they want to felch me while I 
give them a rim-job, then do you know what I get to do?”  

“…” I wasn’t entirely sure what ‘felch’ meant, so I couldn’t answer effectively.  
“I’ll be on my hands and knees on a stained bedspread with my tongue in some 

guy’s asshole while another one fucks me in the ass and then sucks the cum out so he can 
spit it in my mouth. And if I don’t sit there and smile and say thank you like the luckiest 
girl in the world, with shit and cum on my lips, then they’ll pout and go back to Sebastian 
and tattle on me like little kids and I’ll get my ass kicked for offending one of his little 
Circle friends. Circle Jerk is more like it…” She bit her lip until it was red to try and keep 
it from shaking. She blinked against the pain, and her tears came loose, crawling down 
the smooth skin of her cheeks. I got off my stool and went over to her, holding her tight. 
She held me back, and I could feel teardrops land on my shoulder, could feel her shaking 
against me as she sobbed silently.  

“Shhh…I know. I don’t know what to say and I wish I knew what to do to make 
it better, but I do know how you feel, and I’m so sorry.” She held me righter, her 
fingernails digging into my skin through my shirt, not wanting to let go, and realization 
hit me that this was the feeling.  What had been haunting me since we got back from 
France, the change to the air. It was a change in me. A month ago I thought I was pretty 
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solid in Sebastian’s world, a fighter with a winning record and some value to him, but at 
the end of the day, my value was just that of an obedient and useful slave. He had made it 
perfectly clear that if he wanted me to fight, I fought, and if he wanted me to fuck, I 
would have to fuck. If he walked in right then and decided he wanted to try something 
new, it would be ME unable to taste my ice cream around his seed. All that time, and all 
that progress and all that blood, and I felt even more useless and trapped than I had that 
first week when I woke up in a strange place, tazer marks on my skin and some strange 
ponce telling me I was his now until I died. I held tighter to Shine, a wet sting growing in 
my eyes.  
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I’d spent a lot of time since that night with Shine trying to figure a way to 

maximize my value; to somehow earn a place in the Beckett house where I was more 
than just a whore with a bat and some armor. Every time one of the girls had a bad day 
and came to see me, to sit on my lap and hide from the world, I was reminded that I had 
promised to help them, and here I was, unable to help myself. Unable to do anything but 
follow directions and decide, within reason, when I went outside to practice my job, and 
when I didn’t. Some around the house, Rain, Soleil, and July, had noticed me being 
preoccupied and grew curious. Cherry noticed as well, but used it as a means to flip me 
more shit which, I suppose, was her way of saying she noticed and wanted to know why. 
But when the question came up, I was embarrassed. More than that, I was afraid of letting 
them down. Of admitting that I was less than I thought I was, that I had been getting 
arrogant and sure of myself and my place, and now I found out I was no higher than 
when I was still behind locked doors. Deep down, I was afraid they would think I was so 
upset that I was no higher than they were. For good reason, since the thought had 
occurred to me. Not as an insult to my friends, because I really cared about them all very 
much. They were like my family now, and I loved them like a family, as long as it was a 
weird family that killed strangers and had sex with one another. I had simply been glad to 
be in a position of a little more safety than they seemed to experience, and was sad that it 
was gone, and I could extend no safe harbor to those I cared the most about.  
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I didn’t have a whole lot of time for self-pity and introspection. Sebastian was 
behaving more and more like a runaway train, speeding uncontrollably and towards and 
uncertain future. I barely had time to get used to my new weapon before he announced 
another fight, this one with a genuine Frenchman instead of a transplant, but the fight 
would be on our home turf. Yet another in the line of his attempts to regain the property 
and wealth of better days, this time the more repugnant possession of a series of 
sweatshops on African turf, used to manufacture middle-class clothing for sale in 
department stores across America. In order for him to regain the right to victimize and 
use underage children and impoverished workers, I would have to fight and incapacitate, 
but not kill, a man who fought under the name Pygmy Giant. Now, as the name would 
imply, he shared the heritage of, if not the full bloodline from, the African Pygmy tribes, 
but at the same time possessed greater than average height. From what I understood, he 
was incredibly strong, incredibly fast, and his place in servitude to a rich white 
Frenchman made him angry and mean, as a matter of principle. As Jackson Pollock, 
warrior-whore, it fell to me to cripple this ebony-skinned giant, and in so doing, earn a 
man who kidnapped and beat me, forced himself on those I cared about and turned dairy 
products against them, and turned innocent mountains of Russian men into mutes 
hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of dollars to add to his already significant wealth. 
Oh well, at least I wasn’t going to have to fly to someone else’s creepy castle this time.  

When it was over I could hope that at the resolution of the contest the 
Frenchman in question did not suddenly decide that he had a liking for my cornhole, and 
that I’d be able to go to sleep in my own bed afterwards. And if shit got ugly, as shit 
tended to do these days, I might even have an excuse to put my new trick to work. And in 
the meantime, being in the Beckett Arena meant I wouldn’t have to watch the fights 
beforehand, a thought which comforted me as I suddenly found myself caring less and 
less about the trappings in this world, and more and more interested in those moments 
beforehand, in the ready-room, talking quietly with Soleil and Rain, each trying to cover 
the nervousness they still felt before my fights. And then the hollow echo of the 
announcer told me it was time for me to show my face, so I kissed each of them for luck, 
and walked out the door.  

It may be important to note that the Pygmy Giants was not so named because he 
was a Giant by Pygmy proportions, but normal-sized to the average man. No, he was, in 
fact, giant by ANY standard, and had a face like carved stone; angry and craggy and 
without change. While he carried not a lot of extra bulk, he was stronger than an ox, and 
the rumors of his speed were, if anything, an understatement. When I walked out into the 
ring, I saw a tall skinny man in a simple cloth skirt that looked to be made of woven grass 
or burlap, with some jewelry of stick and bone and gold, the most ornate of which was a 
necklace that served both to tie him to the Egyptian blood in him (which I have since 
learned came from his mother), and as armor protecting his neck and upper chest. 
Standing ready and waiting for me on one foot, like a bushman watching his herd, he 
leaned against a large spear with a heavy staff, the tip of which was a broad blade that 
almost appeared to be hammered by hand. His other hand held an ishlangu shield of hide 
and wood, with a design on the front that no doubt had something to do with his heritage 
as well. From the second my foot his the sand, I could see in his eyes that he hated me 
with a passion I could not conceive. Which frightened me for the time it took for Pollock 
to come out of the ready-room behind me and put me on like a suit of clothes, his first 
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thought being ‘what the hell gives that ornery bastard the right to look at me like I just 
fucked his mother before wiping my dick clean on her leg and throwing five dollars on 
the bed when he doesn’t even know me?’ and with that I had my own anger worked up, 
and I was ready to get this fight started. At the go mark, his second foot hit the ground 
and his spear lifted to point my way, all motions fluid and slow. I spun my bat around to 
get a better feel of the grip, trying to counter his slow, steady confidence, before I 
realized that his style was definitely not mine. We can’t all be James Dean. So, I’d fight 
him my way instead.  

What started as a walk, leaning into the steps like I was facing a storm, I started 
picking up speed until I was moving a good clip, and as I got fairly near to him, and he 
raised his spear arm to run me through like a pig on a spit, I stopped running and skidded, 
kicking up a cloud of dust and filth around me, right beneath the arch of his monster arm, 
until I was just behind him, where I spun quick on my heels and slammed my bat into the 
base of his spine. The smack of steel against flesh was satisfying and loud, but his face 
showed no sign of change as he turned slowly to glower at me. Motherfucker was indeed 
going to be tougher than I thought. He was, in fact, so much faster than I anticipated that 
I had yet to fully recover my footing from the little stunt I pulled when he was thrusting 
his spear blade at me, and I only just had time to move before it got to me, instead tearing 
through my reinforced coat as though it was damp paper. Fortune smiled my way, his 
spear snagged in the cloth and was difficult to pull free. The Pygmy danced with the 
spear-handle, while I kept moving, keeping it trapped, taking opportunity to get in a few 
good swings. Two of them connected only with his shield, which made loud cracking 
noises with every hit, clearly breaking something but still holding together as a whole, 
but the third made it past his defenses to hit his shoulder. His gloomy face still showed no 
sign of pain, but I noticed that he had a hard time raising his shield after that, and there 
was a deeper, more direct hatred in his eyes. Deep in the darkness, I could almost see the 
bright red embers of insanity and hatred, the color of blood, the color of violent sunsets, 
the color of Sammy’s eyes while he stared at me, chunk of my ear clinging to his ax. 
Distracted for a moment, the giant used his shield as a weapon, trying to knock me in the 
skull with it, finding my weapon made as good of a shield as his shield did a weapon. 
With bat and shield locked together at eye level, my left grabbed free a knife and sliced 
his side open, red blood streaking down coffee-colored skin and immediately spreading 
through the fabric of his skirt.  

More clever than his recessed, hate-filled eyes would indicate, he gave up on 
getting his spear free of my coat, instead using his shield-hand to grab my collar and pull 
me closer, forcing the spear the rest of the way through the wide rip and into the ground. 
My opponent had never actually pulled me closer before, and I was caught completely off 
guard, barely able to see the opportunity in time to take another pair of slashes, making 
only the shallowest of cuts in his side and arm, before he literally threw me back, where 
nothing but sand caught my fall. I stood just as he pulled his spear from the ground, back 
to full lethality.  

Walking on the balls of his feet, the silent giant approached me, twirling his 
spear like a windmill, until it landed with a crack on the surface of his shield. Using the 
dents I made as a guide, he thrust the blade at me in rapid succession, leaving me to bat it 
off like a swarm of wasps, sometimes able only to keep it from connecting well, still 
slicing through the shoulders of my armor. Waiting for just the right angle to come at me, 
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I swung down in a wood-chopping motion, putting the tip of his spear in the ground, 
bounding over in a leap to smack him in the face with the butt of my bat, using my full 
weight, following it with a wild stab at the side of his head, falling short at the 
interference of his shield and making a chalkboard-scratching shriek along the front 
shoulder of his neck armor. I punch again at that stone face, leather and metal of my 
gloves flattening his nose, but failed to even get a wince out of him before he battered me 
off with his shield and tried to take my eye out with his spear, missing by inches. With a 
whiz of his blade just above my head, I missed an opportunity to get in close, and then 
found myself once against staring at his spear head-on, resting atop his shield. The same 
game started all over, however this time he was hip to my tricks, and when I tried to 
knock the blade away a second time he pulled it back quickly, leaving me to stumble, 
giving him all the time he needed to dig the spear-tip into my arm and make me drop my 
knife. It was gone before I could stoop to get it back, and I was on the defensive, getting a 
little distance to come up with a new plan.  

Clearly he had better reach than I did with his freaky-long arms and his spear, 
and he was pretty fast, so my first plan, to get in close, was probably the best option I 
had. His shield was what got me there, which meant I had to get rid of the shield before I 
could do anything else. In order to get rid of the shield, I would have to be able to get past 
the spear to begin with, which meant putting him on the defensive from a distance. The 
solution to this riddle came in the form of the cable strapped to my wrist. I showed him 
my teeth, letting him know I was about to hurt him, and then made a feint, like I was 
going to lunge to the right, instead throwing my bat and grabbing it by the tether to hurl 
at him, where it wrapped several times around the top of his spear. He shook it violently, 
but by the time he realized that this was my distraction I was already right beside him, 
knife in each hand, yelling at the top of my lungs. One knife dug into the inside of his 
spear arm, the other cut deep into the muscle of the forearm that has been supporting his 
shield, and using all my might I pushed the two in separate directions. He kicked out with 
a sandaled foot, hitting me hard in the stomach, and as I flew back I lost both knives, but 
I head the shield, which was all I had wanted. I took the time to break it in half over my 
knee before throwing it behind me, making a show of how it was lost to him now. Those 
eyes of his grew more and more angry, and I thought I even saw his lip twitch as I smiled 
at him.  

A tug of my wrist brought my bat skittering over to me, but before it was in 
hand seven feet of Pygmy was barreling towards me, hoping to skewer me. I dodged in 
time to miss the blade, but got kneed in the face, which send me sprawling. I rolled fast, 
assuming he would try to pin me to the ground, and got enough distance to put my legs 
beneath me again, kneeling low to get my bearing. Ahead of me, he was clearly breathing 
hard now. I took a little pride in finally having broken his cool exterior, and wondered 
what, exactly, those designs on the shield I broke could have meant to work him up so. 
Maybe it was just the vulnerability. Maybe it talked about his mother. I still don’t know. 
Either way, I pulled a Kabar from my boot and stood. No shield meant I only had to get 
in past the spear. Old tricks being the best tricks, I rushed him again like I had at the start, 
this time having to dodge a spear thrust, at three feet, and a sweeping arm when I was 
within punching range, but I ducked and slid, and aimed the tip of my blade at his 
exposed legs before getting clear. Still determined not to show me any signs of pain, he 
stood there, glowering at me, instead of removing the knife. Once again, I heard my 
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grand-daddy telling me how they used those knives for everything, back in the frontlines; 
can-opener, shovel, and they even used the flat back-end of the handle for a hammer in 
pounding in tent-stakes. I thanked him aloud and laughed at the man too proud to bother 
taking a knife out of his own leg. Pride, they say, comes before a fall. I rushed the man 
openly.  

The spear blade had been intended for my heart, which would have been against 
the rules in a non-death match, but would have met its mark anyway if not for his 
impaired ability to turn on his injured leg and get a good footing. Instead, it hit the other 
shoulder, and dug in deep despite the armor I wore. I grit my teeth and pushed on, 
wanting to get my plan over and done before the pain set in. Gripping my bat in two 
hands I swung it like a white John Henry, and landed a strong blow right on the back end 
of my knife, still jammed into the lean muscle of my opponent’s leg. With a sound like 
splitting branches, the knife burrowed in like grand-daddy’s tent-stakes, snapping bone 
and dividing flesh, sending the man to the ground. Resting on his hands, his teeth biting 
hard against a scream of pain caught in his throat, he was sweating hard. He knew what 
an inability to stand would mean, and tried to get up, but with a little weight on his foot 
his eyes closed tight, and he fell back to his knees. The crowd and the announcer 
confirmed his fears, and with the fight done I approached the fallen and, as roughly as I 
could, loosened the armor from around his neck. His eyes were twin mirrors of death, and 
I knew this man would want me dead for the rest of his life, but for the moment he was 
still lost.  

“You’re mama, stretch.” The irony was lost on me at the time, even as I slung 
the armor he kept as a memento of his mother over my shoulder and walked from the 
ring, hoping to get to Rain before I passed out from all the blood rushing from the cuts in 
my chest and shoulder.  

 
Dougan and Nikki had my coat off and my wristband removed before I even got 

to the room; they saw the spear go in from the sidelines and knew how severe the wound 
would be. Rain and Soleil blanched at the haste in my teachers’ eyes, and scrambled to 
get the medical supplies together. As the armor was pulled free, a pocket of blood that 
had collected behind it splattered against the ground, and Soleil had to cover her eyes and 
turn away. Her shoulders sagged, and I could see a tear form at the corner of her eye, but 
my attempt to comfort her was cut short as Nikki jarred my body when he grabbed my 
shirt and ripped it in half to save the time of removing it gently. The wound was deep and 
wide, and even the veteran sawbones in Rain looked a little worried. Dougan held me 
down while she sterilized the wound with alcohol, and Nikki stood by to hand her 
whatever she needed. While it would have been interesting to see her work under such 
conditions, I blacked out during the process of her cleaning out the wound, and by the 
time I came to, I was mostly stitched up, the entire area numb, and my mind clouded with 
some kind of painkiller. Soleil had recovered and watched over Rain’s shoulders, and she 
worked diligently, focused intently on the wound itself, taking care to dig in deeper than 
usual, and putting the stitches closer together than she had in the past, hoping, I think, to 
prevent any tearing-open that might come from the rigors of practice.  

“This is a serious wound you have here. If Sebastian were less of an asshole 
he’d be down here with a real doctor right now.” My mouth moved slow, and forming 
words was difficult. 
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“Be a shame for him to waste the money. I’m in good hands.” She forced a 
smile past the worry. 

“Sweetness of your flattery notwithstanding, you need to be careful. I’m deadly 
serious, Spencer, tear this open before going to bed and you could bleed out before 
morning. I’ve already told Soleil, and I’ll tell the other girls as soon as we get back. If 
ANYONE does ANYTHING to jar this open, I will cut them to ribbons with my scalpel. 
Do you understand?” 

“Can’t be that bad.” Rain grabbed my shoulder and my chin, staring intently into 
my eyes.  

“It is every bit that bad. It is worse than that. Do you understand?” There was 
fear in her eyes that went deep, and made me a little worried.  

“Yeah. Got it.” 
“I know you think you’re a big badass with that bat of yours, but until I’m 

confident that this won’t come open again and kill you, I’m making sure someone is with 
you at all times to run and get help at the first sign on blood. As deep as this is, a little 
blood on the outside could mean a lot of blood on the inside. If you bleed even a drop and 
don’t tell me immediately, I will kick your ass myself, right before you die of internal 
hemorrhaging.” The worry on both their faces made me swell with emotion. 

“Fair enough. But as soon as you’re done with those stitches, I’m going to hug 
you as hard as I can with this other arm, and kiss you all over. You, too, sunshine.” I 
patted the heavy hands on my shoulders, holding me up. “I probably won’t kiss you guys, 
but you get a hearty man-hug at the very least.” A squeeze confirmed wordlessly their 
fondness and warmth. Over rain’s shoulder, Soleil hugged herself tighter, her jaw 
trembling a little.  

“Stupid fucking bullshit. Making you fight that big bastard for a few factories. 
And for what? Just because he used to own them? What the fuck is he going to do with 
them? He spends three months ranting about how he’s going to dive right into the 
entertainment world, how this shit he got from Europe is the way of the future, and he 
needs to focus on hotels and film and everything, and what does he do? He turns around 
and almost gets you killed so can make a few easy dollars off fucking fleece pullovers he 
never knew what to do with in the first place. He almost gets you killed and wouldn’t 
have anything to use as an excuse besides greed and stupidity and a lack of sense in 
planning.”  

“Would it have been better if he got me killed using smart business sense?” I 
had hoped to get even a small smile out of her, but her eyes glassed over.  

“Fuck you, Spencer, if you can’t get pissed about this. Maybe you don’t see the 
point in your life, but I do, alright? You mean a lot to me, and to Rain who’s been sewing 
your ass back together for almost an hour, trying not to cry, and to Nikki and Dougan 
who practically carried you back here, and to a lot of the girls back home. If you can’t 
live for you, then you can at least do it for us…” a tear made it halfway down her cheek 
before she sniffled and wiped it away with the back of her hand. I reached out to her with 
the hand I was allowed to move, and she stepped forward to take it. I held it as tightly as I 
dared.   

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it. You know how much you mean to me, right? If not 
for you, I’d have killed myself over a year ago just to get out of this mess. You guys are 
what make this worth it. Lord knows I wouldn’t risk my life for that rich asshole. It’s 
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always for you.” She held on tight, but didn’t say anything, he jaw clenched tight against 
more tears. I turned my eyes to Rain. “Can I ask you something?” 

“Yes.” Her voice showed she, too, was having a struggle with her emotions.  
“What she said, that was a turn of phrase, right? You didn’t really sew my ass 

back together? My ass is fine. Right?” She shook her head and looked at me like a 
simple-minded child. 

“That man wouldn’t touch your ass, even with his spear. Ask me again if you 
fight Abbadon.” The thought made a chill run down my spine. I needed to learn to make 
jokes that didn’t freak myself out. Maybe out of desperation to think about something 
else, maybe just the regular delay time of inspiration, something hit me. Sebastian HAD 
been making stupid choices. What he needed was someone to help him work things out. 
Someone who had gone to college to study business investments, had waded through the 
books and aftermath of business loans and helped advise growing companies. Someone 
like that might be valuable. As proud as he was, he would never ask for that kind of 
advice, but he was always eager to talk to me after a fight, and if the advice just happened 
to come to him unexpectedly…maybe he would hear it. With the idea I had forming in 
my head, part of me hoped not. I’d put together Rain and Soleil’s comments, and if he 
DID listen to me, proving my worth would mean fighting the devil himself.  
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At first, I thought Sebastian was going to punch me, right there in the middle of 

his celebration, with my arm in a sling and people within eyesight. His congratulatory 
smile had faded as I skipped past the pleasantries to tell him what I had been thinking 
about; how to combine his media companies and his new drive for entertainment to make 
money exponentially. Slowly the idea started to penetrate his ego, and I followed it up by 
reminding him, for perhaps the first time he would actually listen to such information, 
that I used to have a real job before I was his champion, and in that job this was the kind 
of advice I was paid to give. The rage of his spoiled-brat temper at being told what to do 
and his automatic defensiveness melted slowly, his eyes scanning back and forth as 
though reading a plan put in front of him. Slowly, cautiously, he nodded, the gears of 
reason, finally grinding to a slow, steady start, powered entirely by greed, with enough 
force to overcome his ego, with someone ELSE suggesting he do ANYTHING other than 
what he was going to do. Eyes glowing green under suspicious, squinting lids, he decided 
to investigate.  

“What do you have in mind?” 
“Well, how do you feel about Parnell and Low?” his eyebrows lifted, creasing 

his forehead. 
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“Ah, House Lownell. Personally speaking, they’re some of the most charming 
and good-natured pair of perverts, sadists, and computer masterminds a gentleman could 
ever hope to meet.” 

“Professionally?” 
“They are every bit as brutal in business as the black-hearted devils they have 

fight for them. Never had much cause to deal with them, as I never cared for computers 
personally, but they have recently been pestering me about some of my cellular 
communications holdings.” 

“I’m not surprised, wireless communications are going to be one of the biggest 
gold-strikes of our era. You thinking of taking them up on it?” He made a face that I 
might make at someone offering me cookies made entirely from salt and dead flies.  

“They have nothing I want, and I don’t intend for you to lose. It’d be a waste.” 
“Thanks for the confidence…Look, you want to get into entertainment, right? 

Well, those two have been hatching their own record label, but because they’re who they 
are, they not only decided to keep everything from management to production and 
distribution in-house, they also planned now for a level of success years to come. I read 
that they did this to find an outlet for all the great new music just waiting out on in web 
looking for a place to go, and a way to make a few extra million dollars in the process.” 
Sebastian’s head was craned forward, eyes lolled to the side; all his focus on listening and 
trying to see where the path was going before he was actually showed the trailhead, so he 
could make that last leap into suggested action, thereby making it ‘his’ idea. He wasn’t 
quiet there yet.  

“Okaaay…” 
“Well, this is an untapped resource. You have casinos, hotels, restaurants and 

bars that need live entertainment, you have movies that need soundtracks, and you have 
the potential for exponential growth. This will not only solve needs now, it will give you 
a chance to branch out into other areas and other chunks of the globe.” Thin old-man 
lizard lips spread into a smile.  

“So we wager this against the cellular that they want. Not a bad plan for a 
fighter. Do you really want to fight Abbadon that badly? Because if you’re just curious, I 
could hire you a young boy, or buy an apparatus for one of the girls to wear.” 

“Fighting him is just the means to an end. I plan on killing the bastard before he 
has a chance to try anything anyway.” 

“Careful you don’t get too zealous. I don’t want you doing something stupid and 
costing me what you refer to in terms of a bonanza goldstrike. I’ll see if I can’t set this up 
at once.” 

“This is your show here, I know, but I would prefer the fight itself didn’t take 
place until we get my helmet in.” Sebastian chuckled, almost like the giggle of a 
schoolboy. 

“Son, it isn’t your head that’ll need protecting.” Like I needed a reminder of 
what I had seen. It was like signing yourself up for a lottery on your life. Failing meant a 
horrible death, and success only meant the possibility, and not even a good one, of getting 
a better life for myself. I almost regretted it as soon as the words escaped my lips. But 
what as done was done.  
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Sebastian managed to arrange the fight the very day I suggested it to him, and it 
looked like I would have to fight without the helmet. Like he had said, I didn’t know 
what it would do; the fight I watched didn’t involve any good shots to the head, or even 
very many attempts. It somehow just felt important, but of course Sebastian didn’t share 
my feelings. Fortunately, just shy of two week before the big day, we received a 
couriered package with several of the helmets in it. They looked just like the designs, 
somehow potent, almost alive, when I saw them myself. It was something I had worked 
out with the help of Rain, Dougan and Drost, sitting around a small table, sketching and 
suggesting and drawing it over and over, until we had something someone could actually 
make, and I could stand to wear. The cowl was all one piece of metal painted dark, thick 
protection for my beautiful skull. There was a chin/neck piece that snapped in from the 
front to help pad and keep it in place. At the ears, drilled with holes to allow the passage 
of sound, were the hinges on which the faceplate slid down. Lighter, gold-hued metal 
made up most of the mask, upper portion almost crown-shaped over the wide slit for my 
eyes, the lower part was very much like a flattened beak, a point extending from the 
bridge of my nose down to my chin, covering the openings made in the chin-piece to 
allow for easy breathing and protection at once. At the start of the project, just after the 
sketches were turned in, they made a cast of my head to work with, so it fit like a glove, 
with no sliding, and the wide eye slot allowed more peripheral vision than did most 
helmets I had tried in practice. Still, it was heavy, and trying to move fast with that much 
weight on my head was going to take some getting used to.  

Time was something I was short on for once, and all the practice in the world 
didn’t make me feel any more ready for what I had to face. For twelve hours a day, I 
would go through all my regular exercises, both in the sparring pit and in the weight 
room, wearing the stupid helmet, just to get the feeling for it. Just about the only times I 
wasn’t wearing it, aside from being asleep and eating, was when I was doing research. 
Between the library, the internet, and the surprisingly detailed knowledge that the girls 
had from their years of being caught up in that world, I needed to have a plan ready if I 
survived this match. I had to be ready if I wanted to keep what dignity I had left. Once 
upon a time my goal would have been to preserve the sanctity of my back passage, but 
ever since my encounters with the wandering fingers of a few of the women in my life, I 
had already been lost to that battle.  

There is really no way to prepare to fight something that scares you that much. I 
don’t know how many movies I’ve seen where the heroes are having to face down their 
biggest fears, or fight single-handedly against alien invasion or something, and the 
process is always pretty much the same. Hero wants to run, Biggest Fear threatens loved 
ones, Hero stands up and faces hero as though never afraid in the first place, Worst Fear 
gets defeated like an unarmed schoolgirl. How the hell do you get that kind of result in 
real life? It wasn’t like running away was an option; not unless I could overcome the 
guards at the fence with their guns, and all the various guards from different houses who 
didn’t want to see someone who knew some of their secrets wandering around 
WITHOUT significant brain damage. On top of which, fighting Abbadon was entirely 
my idea (which may qualify me for brain damage in itself), so I couldn’t even hide 
behind excuses of something I was forced into. For all intents and purposes, I had made 
the decision to stand up to something that scared me. And you know what? I was still 
scared. He was the goddamn Devil, after all; red skin and black horns and a taste for rape 
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and pain and violence. Even if he wasn’t the same Adversary they talked about in church, 
he was more than real enough for me. I mean, what did the REAL devil ever to do me? 
Some preacher somewhere might tell you it was HIM that talked me into shoplifting as a 
kid or stealing from work as an adult, or getting into fights as a kid, that is was HIM who 
drove me into all the fucked up relationships I was in, and probably that it was HIM who 
made me talk Olivia Watts into letting me in the back door when she was too drunk to 
understand well enough to say no back in junior year, even though I knew she didn’t 
want to. But, really, all of those things seemed like good ideas at the time, and I never 
really needed anyone else to encourage me. Hell, I was proud of each of them at one 
point or another, bragging to my friends about what I stole or whose ass I kicked. Even 
when Olivia was saying tearful goodbyes to her friends with an ass too sore to sit on for 
days, getting pulled out of school and sent to a private catholic one because her parents 
decided public schools had turned their daughter into a whore when she begged through 
jagged sobs for them to take her to the doctor to tell her if she should hurt that much, I 
still thought I was hot shit. After all, I’d done what so many guys wanted to; I tapped the 
ass of the hot little stuck-up, too-good-for-us Christian girl. If she hadn’t wanted it she 
wouldn’t have showed up at one of our parties and gotten that drunk, wouldn’t have told 
me yes and bent over to pant into a pillow. Not MY fault she told her parents and got in 
trouble, or that she decided to blame it all on me and burst into tears whenever I walked 
by. THIS devil, though, presented real, physical danger. He didn’t want to doom me over 
years of petty crime and lies to girlfriends and tawdry sex acts. He wanted to cut me open 
and use me as a pincushion and break both of my legs so I couldn’t run away while he 
raped me and cut bits of flesh from me and laughed. The Bible can’t come near that kind 
of scary. So I did the best I could: I ignored the man I’d be fighting, focused as much as I 
could on training, as though it was any fight, and spend the rest of the time either buried 
in the library, trying to put together a plan for how to make myself more valuable, or 
buried in the sheets, losing myself in the beautiful sweaty flesh of the girls. It was better 
than the alternative. Better than sitting awake all night, playing over and over in my head 
Tattoo’s final moments, my face imposed on his body, worrying about what happens if I 
lose. Better than getting myself so psyched out I couldn’t fight at all. Shit, it was the only 
plan I had.  

 
Technically, Sebastian had been challenged, and not been the challenger, so it 

was up to Darnell and Low where we fought. Naturally, they wanted the fight to go down 
in the middle of their sick little Pit of Darkness. Equally naturally, Sebastian couldn’t 
have cared less about my own personal feelings on the matter, and thought it would be 
fun to go there. The ring itself didn’t look quite the same as it had the first time, though. I 
figured it was the result of two new things. One, five large fire pits in points that, 
connected, would make a pentagram, and two, a large boxing ring, with a bigger platform 
and no ropes, set up over the rough black pit floor. The platform I was glad to see, the 
bright blue, smooth floor being a much better fighting surface than jet black gravel, but 
the pits I figured were just decoration. Another of the devil-symbolism these guys loved 
so much, and fitting considering the pentagram within a circle used to be considered 
protective magic, present only in supposed demon summonings as a means to protect the 
summoner from the demon, not an actual tool of summoning. The crowd, the richest of 
the rich from all over the world, were exactly the kind of people who would want to 
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summon up the power of lesser demons, in this case the fighters, especially Abbadon, to 
do their bidding, while at the same time making sure to put several steps in place to keep 
us where we belong: subservient and controlled.  

Given the extremity of what I was about to get involved in, I didn’t really want 
to watch the fights. As soon as I was able, which means as soon as I was allowed, after 
being led around like a prize dog to greet all the Houses wanting to look at me before 
placing their bets for the evening, I retired to the changing room with Rain, Soleil and the 
boys. After a while, Drost and Nikki went out to stand watch at the door so my two 
closest friends could comfort me, and calm me down. More than any of the other fights, I 
felt like maybe this was goodbye, and I wanted to make every second count, letting them 
know I cared, leaving them one final memory of me. And then there was a knock at the 
door, bringing out attention to the ruckus traveling through the doors, and reminding us 
of what was about to go down. Without saying anything else, the two most beautiful girls 
I’d ever known helped me dress, securing my armor tight so I could go stand down the 
devil.  

Spiked steel and wood doors opened to a different ring than I had seen when I 
first headed down to the ready rooms, and the mood had grown considerably darker in the 
time between the second and last rounds. The blue ring, professional and comforting, had 
been torn down and taken away, and huge black sconces had been hauled out, standing 
four feet high with large bowls of brightly burning fire, and wide bases of jagged metal 
covered with a multitude of barbed spikes. Three of these things stood an equal distance 
apart between the five fire pits, completing the circle, and 5 more were placed in the 
middle, at the intersecting points of the invisible lines between the five pentagram points. 
The house lights had been turned way down, leaving little to light the battle but the 
flames dancing throughout the ring, a series of tiny stars, and the torches that lined the 
walls. Above the dark stone walls was nothing but a black abyss, from which little sound 
came, the entire audience drawn in by the mood. All the light was in the pit of hell with 
us. I stood in the open gateway, two of the lesser diablos, one a mottled green with sharp 
spikes protruding along each forearm, and one a deep blue like a man dead from 
hypothermia, his ears clipped and his teeth filed into sharp fangs, blocked my way with 
long jagged pikes crossed. Beyond them, a slight breeze of hot sulfuric air rushed in to 
assault my senses.  

BELOW US, AMONG THE FIRE AND ASH, A BATTLE WILL SOON TAKE PLACE. 
JACKSON POLLOCK, IS SOON TO FIND HIMSELF CONDEMNED TO A CERTAIN HELL, WHERE 

HE FACES AGAINST HELL’S CHIEF DENIZEN, ABBADON! WILL HIS RAGE AND PROWESS 

WITH HIS BAT BE ENOUGH FOR SECURE HIS SALVATION, OR WILL THE ABBADON OVERCOME 

HIM TO FEED HIS TERRIBLE APPETITE FOR PAIN AND SUFFERING? ONLY ONE OF THEM WILL 

LIVE TO WALK OUT OF THE FIRE AGAIN, THE OTHER TO SECURE AN ETERNITY IN A MUCH 

WIDER HELL THAN THIS.  
Pike-staves separated to stand upright, and their holders gurgles noises between 

hisses and laughter as I stepped out onto the black earth, the door slamming shut behind 
me. I could hear the echo of another door opposite me, but it was difficult to see that far, 
the ground seeming to blur that far away. I thought the heavy smell of burning pitch and 
gas and sulfur were getting to me, but as heat started to seep up through my boots I 
realized that the waves were heat, from the ground beneath me. With each crunching 
footstep, I was setting my boots down in hot coals mixed among the black rock and ash; 
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the entire pit was full of them. Which explained the ring, with the other houses not 
wanting their battles to take place on a burning floor. Sebastian, however, probably 
thought it was a great show. Never would have thought that maybe my cloth armor 
catching on fire would be bad for me. Pilar, Tattoo’s old keeper, probably made a part of 
the agreement abstaining from lighting the floor-coals and fire pits, since her man wore 
little armor at all. Or maybe they just thought this shit up recently. Either way, within 60 
seconds, I was sweating inside my helmet, and my feet were uncomfortable. I decided 
that walking would be the best way to keep myself from roasting. Or at least make me 
roast more evenly. 

As I stepped closer into the ring, I caught a glimpse of Abbadon, looking as 
though he didn’t even notice the hot coals beneath his bare feet. It was probably a part of 
his training, so that he would have an edge in a real battle. The Devil would have to be 
able to tolerate fire, after all. Aside from his three-prong dagger, claws, and many knives 
used in the previous battle, this time he also sported what appeared to be a stylized 
pitchfork. This, most certainly, would have been ruled out of the previous close-quarters 
bout. It had a long handle, with a sharp, slightly curved spike at the bottom, and a broad 
top. Each of the outer tines of the fork were flattened blades, like an ornate axe, with the 
center extending beyond the two with a sharp point for stabbing. I hadn’t been expecting 
that, and I could feel my knees weaken a little. Staring him in the face, walking towards 
one another slowly, with that sick smile on his face and the evil glow in his eyes, almost 
with a fire of their own, I was no less afraid of him than I had been before. This was as 
far from the movie moment as it could be: I didn’t look at my enemy and see him as only 
a damaged person, no more frightening than I myself was. I looked and saw a man who 
had worked hard to feed every dark impulse he ever had, was rewarded for it, and trained 
himself until he was as stark a representation of hate and violence that a human being 
could be. His tongue darted out between jagged, razor teeth to lick his lips, and an 
erection started to become evident behind his thin loincloth. If nothing else, I was glad to 
have my helmet so that nobody up in the pitch darkness could see me sweat, see my lips 
tremble as he walked towards me looking at me like I was a new toy for him to break.  

Once we got close enough to one another, the slow, measured pose of toughness 
gave way to the explosive frenzy of a fight. Sparks and ash scattered into the air as we 
collided, bodies shaking as bat blocked a swing of pitchfork. The attack was swift, and 
while I knew his weapon had to weight more than mine, in his hands it flicked and spun 
like it was nothing, retreating from my bat, broad head spinning with a flick of the 
Devil’s wrist, and then was stabbing towards my guts again, barely leaving me enough 
time to move my bat the less-than-three feet it took to block a second attack. The fear 
made his speed and strength seem more than human; powered by the evil and hellfire that 
burst up all round us, sending embers up the legs of my reinforced jeans to bite my 
ankles. I changed tactics, and on the next stab I dodged to the side, hammering the back 
of the fork, sending it into the black and red ground, sending up a smoldering cloud. 
Stumbling with his weapon, Abbadon was almost vulnerable, and I sliced at his arm with 
my knife, cutting into his bicep. He maintained his momentum over his weapon, turning 
quick on the balls of his feet on the other side and bringing it up again, stabbing the back 
end into the ground like a walking stick. Winkles of curiosity spread on his face as he 
investigated the wound with his free hand, returning it in front of his eyes even redder 
and dripping blood. Slowly, the hand lowered and disappeared beneath his thin cover, 



177 
 

lewd smile stretching out the wrinkles, eyelids drooping a little. When my position 
shifted, he frowned and readied his weapon, not at all concerned that his cloth failed to 
fall back into place, leaving him exposed, with blood coating flesh as though it were hand 
lotion. Before I could move, he was attacking again, this time aiming higher, trying to 
wedge the razor tines between my helmet and stolen neck armor, missing entirely, but 
recovering fast enough to avoid an attempt to cave his kneecap in. It was almost like 
fighting my own shadow: going around and around, hitting fast and dodging faster, but 
neither doing or taking any damage. Almost. Unlike my shadow, there was the occasional 
hit. Always almost by accident, just a sliver of a second too late, blocking just two 
degrees away from where I needed to be. But the blood trickled down his arm from that 
first cut, until it finally reached the blades lashed to the back of his hand, and finally 
stood out against the gleaming metal. The rest of it, from the nicks here or there, vanished 
against skin that was dyed red already; even places I knew I hit showed nothing, making 
it feel all the more futile. His strikes, however, stood out, frayed metal mesh like a torn 
screen protruding from open slits in the fabric, the two bigger tears flapping against my 
shoulder and leg as I moved; brown cloth showing little strips of red where he made it 
through. And every time he cut me, every fucking time, his tongue came out of his 
mouth, licking his lips, and his hands returned to his dick, like he couldn’t help but give 
himself a congratulatory stroke for hitting me. No, not like that at all. More like he just 
couldn’t help it, the thought of causing me pain turning him on so much he NEEDED to 
touch himself. It turned my stomach every time.  

On the outside, he must have been sick. Torturing animals, cutting open stray 
dogs just to fuck the open wounds. This was the kind of person that was so sick they 
haunted neighborhoods like monsters. So unreal that the cops thought it had to have been 
imagined, his crimes stunts pulled by local kids, until someone’s daughter finally 
vanished on the way home from school, and turned up nine months later, discarded 
carelessly in an alleyway like an empty bottle, no attempt made even to hide her. 
Discovered by a businessman who would kill himself weeks later because of the 
nightmares it gave him, body so horribly brutalized that even the sensationalist media 
wouldn’t speak allowed the things that had been done to her. Terrified whispers 
spreading like wildfire about other children missing, homeless people disappearing. 
Years of madness and bolted windows and suspicion of everyone until the one day the 
mailman sees something, reports it, and the bastard is finally caught red-handed, hauled 
with a blank expression to jail, refusing to ever admit he did anything wrong. Only 
instead of finding a private jail cell, far away from prisoners and guards who would have 
killed him inside ten minutes, he wound up here, wearing what amounted to a washcloth, 
jacking off using his own blood as a lubricant, and my blood as his porn. The whole fight 
as foreplay. I could feel the sweat soaking the shirt I wore under my armor, feel my heart 
beating far too fast. The fight was taking too long. He wasn’t going to get tired, and he 
wasn’t going to get hurt. He was walking barefoot through hot coals, his feet has to have 
been burned by now, and even if it didn’t show I knew he had been cut. It didn’t slow 
him. If anything, it made him faster. He LIKED being hurt, and he liked hurting. It 
boosted him, wired him. And I was only making it worse, dancing with him like this. I 
knew I was holding back, too fucking terrified to get in close to him. I thought I could 
wear him down, but it wouldn’t work. Unless I brought him flowers and showed him 
pictures of people in love, taking care of baby birds and kittens, so he finally lost the 
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adrenaline that went with his perversion, he would be able to go on longer than me. I was 
going to have to get in close. I was going to have to get in reaching distance. As the truth 
of that statement hit home, I thought I was going to puke inside my shiny new helmet.  

Every step closer to him made the feeling worse, made my stomach wrench up 
more. When you get in close to Abbadon, you can smell it: the sweat and musk and 
something like rotting meat and sulfur mixed together. I rushed in, hoping to get close 
enough to get inside the swing of his fork, but miscalculated, and got my ribs torn open 
pretty good. I retaliated by trying to stab him in the kidney, but he moved and I stabbed 
the thick muscle of his lats instead. He let out a breath and something brushed my leg. I 
could see both his hands so I knew what it was, and it freaked me out. Instead of trying to 
stab him in the eyes like I should have, I faltered, and he stabbed his hand-claws into my 
thigh, following it with a blow to the back of my helmet so hard that one of the blades on 
his trident snapped off. Even though the padding I could feel that one, and I felt dizzy, the 
dark earth, glowing red between the cracks, got close fast. My arms kept me from landing 
on my face, but they kicked up so much soot and burning ash I couldn’t close my eyes 
fast enough. My eyes burned with searing pain, tearing up to try and wash away the 
invaders, making everything a dark blur, swirling with the blow to the head. My bearings 
were lost, and before I stand up, before I could even FIND up, I received a kick to the 
ribs. With my armor and his bare feet, it might not have hurt, but he chose to kick the side 
he had just cut to the bone, and he kicked harder than I could have with no boots. I rolled, 
the ground wrapping around me, chunks of burning coal finding ways inside my armor. 
My arm was hot. My arm was very, very hot, but more ash blocked my vision. I got just 
enough sense to see the blinding fire light, feel the fire, and realized I had been kicked 
towards one of the open pits of flame. The arm of my coat was on fire. I heard laughing, 
crunching footsteps. I pulled another knife from my belt and slashed wildly, until I felt a 
connection, followed by another, and a yelp that said I hit ankle. As the devil stepped 
away from my, I rolled, smothering my arm with my body until the burn of the fire 
subsided to the burn of the coal. Blood sizzled beside my face, having come from 
Abbadon's split calves. My right hand grasped at burning ground, unable to find my bat.  

His sprinting footsteps were masked by the ringing of my ears until he was in to 
close. I brought up my knife hand for protection, but he moved too fast, a dark red blur 
against a pitch black sky, and something shining flame-yellow swung around in a wide 
arc and hit my in the chest, knocking me on my back, and then darted town into my 
forearm. More blood sizzled, this time mine, dropping out of the open wound pinned to 
the ground by a sharp spike rammed through the thickness of my arm. Using the stab as a 
pinion, I grabbed the staff of the weapon and rolled, using my body weight to pull it from 
the Devils hands and pin it to the ground. The victory was short lived, a knife digging 
into my other leg just when I was getting to my hands and knees, and then stabbing into 
my back. My hands dug into the ground, bracing burning earth against the pain, and 
something familiar grazed my finger. Something thin and round and metal and hot. The 
cable on my wrist. My bat. My lifeline. God, I hurt. I could barely think. My coat pulled 
tight against my back, and I pulled hard with my right arm, feeling the response in the 
cable, and then a derisive laugh filled the air and something stabbed deep into my 
shoulder, making my entire arm cold, tingling, followed my a shot of pain like a bolt of 
lighting shooting up my nerves. Tears sprang anew from my eyes, washing away some 
more ash. Another tug at my coat, and I turned my head to see the devil slipping my coat 
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to the side, reaching for my pants. My brain sent frantic messages to my hand to move, 
but it only twitched, barely able just to keep me up. Something tugged at my pants, and 
my mind screamed at my arm to move, only getting back an answering machine tone, and 
a message saying if it moved, I would fall on my face in the coals. My pants were solid, 
reinforced. Designed to keep me safe. I looked back to see a sneer, violence, anger, 
excitement, while Satan with fire in his eyes, reflecting off shiny black horns, tugged on 
my clothes with one hand and his own flesh with the other. I reached for the knife still in 
my belt, digging into my abdomen from the pressure on the belt itself, but got stabbed in 
my other side, followed by a slash on the back of my thigh, just below my ass. He would 
create his own door. My mind rang like a fire alarm, screaming “THIS IS IT! DO 
SOMETHING NOW.” I had to stab him, but I couldn’t get my knife. Like the instant 
before a car crash, I had one second to think clear; one second slowed down to make 
everything else wait, just long enough to remember my secret weapon. The result of my 
long fight with Crow. Something to end a battle gone on too long. And this one was 
about three second from the point of no return. I could feel sharp fingernails sliding along 
flesh, his fingers sliding into the sliced-open jeans, pressing into the skin of my ass. 
Leaning against my right hand, I gripped the cable with my left, tugging, seeing the 
blurry shape of the bat sliding through coals towards me, making a small wave of ash. I 
closed my eyes against the ash, gripping the bat in the middle of my left hand; warm but 
familiar. A violent tug caused the opening in my armored jeans to rip a little. This was it. 
A deep breath filled my lungs, to hold against the pain, and I threw myself to the left, my 
right moving to the handle of my bat.  

Panic and adrenaline and pain coursed through me like rush-hour traffic, forcing 
everything to slow again. I twisted my hands in opposite directions, the metal-on-metal 
scrape making a sound I couldn’t hear, but could feel through the leather of my gloves. 
His hand caught in my jeans, Abbadon struggled to keep balance while I rolled. Rolling 
past my side, I tugged my right arm, the handle of the bat separating from the rest. On my 
back, left arm still holding onto the wide, round end of the bat, pinned beneath me, I 
faced Abbadon, one hand frozen in air where it had been when it slipped out of my 
clothing, the other frozen on his dyed-red dick, ready and waiting for a chance to violate 
me. His eyes were wide with panic, expecting only to need his final weapon, held tightly. 
I held mine tighter; steel harder than his flesh, edge sharper than his hate and longer than 
his lust. With all my strength, I stabbed upward, running him through before he could do 
the same to me. The blade, new, unused, polished, slid upwards unto his body like butter, 
blade vanishing into red flesh. Blood streamed down the blade, down the handle, across 
my gloves and up my arm, soaking into my charred coat, but I kept pushing anyway. All 
the way, until my handle was flush with his body, until I realized the thing brushing 
against the back of my hand was him, was Abbadon’s nutsack. I recoiled, pushed away 
from him, and he fell backwards. His face was a mask of shock, pain beyond what could 
turn him on. As he landed, the blade cut the inside of him more, twisting around in his 
vital organs, and he convulsed, and then died. Through blurred, stinging eyes I could see 
the devil, dead on the ash, could smell the burning flesh over the sulfur and the fire.  

My greatest fear. The Devil. Dead. 
Stabbed in the taint. 
I tried to stand, but my legs burned and throbbed with pain, shook, and collapsed 

beneath me before I could. I tried again, but I couldn’t get further from the body of 
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Abbadon, my wrist attached to the sword stuck inside him. The world was getting lighter 
and then darker in waves, and my ears were ringing harder. My heartbeat echoes inside 
my helmet. I thought I was dying. ‘Fuck this,’ I thought ‘I killed the devil and faced my 
fear and I still fucking die?’ Something grabbed my shoulder and I yelled, expecting to 
see the real devil, and a hell that burned into eternity. I struggled to get away, but the 
hands were stronger than I was. More hands came, and lifted me away. I could make 
sense of it anymore, until the darkness went away, and cold air hit me like a wave of 
water. I was in a corridor somewhere, fluorescent lights above me, but the walls were still 
stone. Like an air-conditioned office building. In hell.  

Drost and Nikki carried me as fast as they could down bright corridors full of 
cold air, racing against something I couldn’t see. I never saw where they brought me. 
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When I woke up, or at least when I was able to remember being awake, I was 

back at the Beckett house. The first thing I thought was that I was staring at my bed, but I 
was lying down, and that made no sense to me. As more focus broke through the haze of 
my mind, I turned my head to one side, and saw a large rolling cabinet full of medical 
equipment, with wires and bags of something leading to me. Something squeezed my 
forearm on the other side. When I finally rolled my head over there, I saw Soleil, tears 
streaming down her beautiful cheeks. From behind her, in what looked like a well-
orchestrated magic trick, Rain and a man I did not know appeared, concerned and rushed. 
Rain was wearing green scrubs, her lips quivering, caught between concern and a smile. I 
tripped over words in my mind, finding none, and so I turned my hand and squeezed 
Soleil’s hand back, instead. Instantly, her tears came faster, and she dropped her head 
down, hugging my arm. Rain stepped beside her, beside me, and rested one hand on my 
knee, the other on her friend’s shoulder. 

“Carefully. His hand.” She pulled back with a start, and we both looked at my 
hand. Rain was right, it was covered in gauze and bandages.  

“Howcome it’s all wrapped up? It doesn’t hurt…I think…” Rain smiled and 
rubbed my knee affectionately. 

“You’re pretty drugged up, Spencer. Otherwise a LOT of things would hurt.” 
Vague images of the flight passed through my memory like a flickering lightbulb. All of 
them were bloody. 

“How fucked up am I?” Rain grimaced, bit her lip, and then sighed.  
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“Well, your hands are both burnt from being in the coals. The armor and 
padding protected your knees, but anywhere there was a gap in your armor was an 
opening for cinders and received minor burns: Your ankles, lower legs, your wrists, your 
waist, your right buttock, your neck. Your entire left arm is pretty severely burned, from 
the fire pit. Your left side is cut open, two ribs broken, one cracked. Broken radius, 
laceration through your entire left forearm that just missed an artery, thank God. A paid 
of deep lacerations to your left thigh, another to your right, and a cut just beneath your 
right butt cheek. Stab wounds in your back, just missed a lung, and a deep one in your 
right shoulder that very nearly caused permanent nerve damage. One broken finger on 
your right hand, and a slight concussion remaining from the hit you took to the head. Lots 
of bruises.” Her eyebrows knit together, hurt at the thought of all my body had been 
through. 

“Jesus. I’m lucky you could keep me alive.” 
“I couldn’t. It was…there was so much damage. Sebastian had a doctor on the 

way before the fight was over. You were…well, we weren’t sure you’d make it.” Closer 
to me, Soleil bit her lip, trying to fight against the soft sounds coming from the back of 
her throat while tears rushed down her face, landing on my arm. I reached out a sluggish 
arm, and took her hand again.  

“Shhh. It’s okay.” I turned back to Rain. My left hand was more tightly 
bandaged, and I didn’t think I could bring it over to hold her hand, too, or I would have. 
“So, how does it look now?” A smile came to her lips. 

“You’re stuck with us a while longer. You’ll live, and it’ll take a few months, 
but you’ll recover. We thought maybe there would be damage to your eyes, but they’re 
coming through just fine. Can you see okay?” At her mention, I could remember the 
searing sensation on my eyes. 

“Yeah, I seem to be able to.” 
“Good.” She turned and nodded with her head towards a man in a coat. He 

turned, his face slack. One corner pulled back in what could have been a smile when he 
noticed he was being watched before he turned back into measuring liquids into syringes. 
“This is Doctor Griffin. He’s the one who saved your life, and he’ll be hanging around 
until you get well enough that I can go back to taking care of you myself.” 

“You’re dressed up for it.” She looked at herself and smiled, blushing a little. 
“I was helping out the doctor. He said if I was going to be there, I should dress 

the part. He’s been nice enough to let me hang around.” The doctor cleared his throat to 
interrupt our conversation, beckoning Rain closer with a nod of his head to run down the 
evening doses to give me before leaving. She returned to my side when he was gone. 

“He’s less of an asshole than he seems. He’s just not comfortable doing this. It’s 
technically illegal, and even if he pays well, Sebastian isn’t always the easiest guy to 
work for.” The warm tingling breaking through numbness of drugs reminded me of my 
many wounds, testament to the end result of working for Sebastian. 

“No kidding. At least he gets to go home at the end of the day. And he gets paid. 
Still, thank the sawbones for me the next time you see him. He did well, and it can’t be 
his normal sort of thing, so I appreciate the stress of it.” Something struck me suddenly. 

“Hey…how’d we get here? Last I remember I was being carried through 
corridors…at the ring. When did…?” 
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“When did you leave that pervy castle?” Soleil smiled “It made the doctor 
uncomfortable. They said you could stay there to recover for a while, but the doctor 
wanted you someplace where you wouldn’t be moving, once he got you stable.” Rain 
giggled and added: 

“I think Low has a crush on you. He was standing in that room the whole time 
we were working to stop the bleeding. At first I thought he was pissed because you won, 
but then I noticed when I was trying to get him out of my way that he looked really 
concerned. He wants you to be his special little friend.” 

“Great. That’s what I want, his boyfriend getting jealous and sending little 
demons after me.” 

“Oh, they hate you as it is.” Imagine being told that a few dozen guys who get 
off on making themselves look hideous and mean really don’t like you. It’s disconcerting. 

“What? Me? Why?” Rain blushed and pretended to be looking at some burns on 
my leg. Soleil cleared her throat. 

“So, one of the things you don’t know, and the thing that was the most bothering 
the doctor there, is that…when one of their champions loose, Dorian and Blaise…well 
they punish all the rest of their fighters. To make them all the more invested in winning, 
and to make them meaner. Like beating dogs you want to fight.” 

“So they’re pissed that I got them beat.” 
“They didn’t actually get beat.” 
“Some of them were beaten.” Rain didn’t look back over, but it sounded like she 

was grinning. 
“Okay, some of them got beat. But, the punishment is that…basically, anyone 

who wants to, or is even curious, is encouraged to use the fighters, instead of the girls and 
boys who normally entertain for the Lownell parties.” 

“Oh, whoa, wait…So they get…like, fucked?” Rain’s head dropped, shaking a 
little. She was definitely chuckling, if silently. Soleil noticed, and fought the corners of 
her mouth from rising. 

“Yeah. And to walk though that place, with these just awful looking men being, 
you know, violated and going down on big fat guys and stuff, well…it’s fucked up, 
Spencer. Really, really fucked up.” 

“Jesus, what is it with those two. No wonder they try to do…what they do.” 
“Yeah. Well. It was ugly, and it made the doctor scared.” 
“When Doctor Griffin got there, and I was leading him to you, one of them 

grabbed him. Didn’t mean to, he was just grabbing onto anything. I think the guy who 
was taking him was a little big or something. Maybe he was new. Anyway, Doc Griffin 
freaked. Went pale as marble and dropped his bag. He almost ran out.” Rain turned her 
head to the side to look at me, wide smile beaming from her face. “He was pretty 
insistent you be taken somewhere else for care. We wanted to get you out of there, too, 
just in case someone was upset about what you did.” 

“You mean saving my own life? Even those freaks can’t expect me to just lie 
there and die.” The smiles faded quickly from the girls’ faces, their eyes welling with 
tears. “What’s wrong?” 

Soleil rubbed Rain’s back, and Rain reached up to take her hand. She started to 
say something but stopped, biting her quivering lip while a tear rolled down her cheek 
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and fell, staining her scrubs a darker green. Soleil spoke instead, tears already cutting 
crystal trails down her soft cheeks. 

“It was so bad, Spencer. Watching. We though…oh god, we thought it was over. 
You had that fucking helmet on, so we couldn’t see your face, but you were moving like 
you couldn’t see, we thought maybe you’re head was cracked open in there, and you 
were bleeding so much, and we could smell the fire from where we were sitting. We 
thought you were going to die. And then that creepy-looking fuck started to tear open 
your pants, and it was…I couldn’t stop crying. He tugged on your pants and I threw up 
thinking about what he was going to do to you and I STILL couldn’t stop crying.” She 
lost her voice, all her pain reaching out at me from her eyes. I squeezed Soleil’s hand as 
hard as I could, pulling her closer, and reached over with my other one, fingers in casts, 
stretching out for Rain. They both fell across me, holding me as tight as they could 
around all the bandaging. My ribs hurt and I could feel a stitch or two pull out, but I 
hugged them back anyway. They were everything I had, almost, and I couldn’t stand 
seeing them like that.  

“Oh, shit!” Rain bolted up, face red, and pulled her friend off me by the shoulder 
of her shirt. “Oh, ohgod, did we hurt you?” I smiled, but I think it came off a little weak. 

“No, some motherfucker with horns hurt me. You two make everything better.” 
Soleil snapped and the two of them looked at each other before Soleil nodded and ran off.  

“What the fuck?”  
“You’ll see. It’s a surprise.”  
When Soleil came back, she had a small cluster of people in tow. July was first, 

craning her neck to see me over Soleil’s shoulder, her eyes still pink from crying. Ava 
followed, wearing green scrubs like Rain’s, and carrying a tray of food. Behind them, the 
Kalenov boys towered like twin mountains, with a bejeweled hand on Nikki’s arm that I 
knew without seeing her had to belong to Shine. They gathered around the bed, hemming 
me in with a picket fence of good friends. Looking down and suddenly remembering her 
tray, Ava stepped forward to set it on the table beside me.  

“Look at you! Rain finally decided to let you dress the part after all your years 
of helping?” Her mouth spread to a proud, toothy grin, and she spun once, showing off 
her outfit, clearly pleased to look so much like her hero.  

I followed the line of faces all around me, from one side of the ring to the other, 
and back, a pressure in my chest from their kindness. I noticed that one of Nikki’s arms, 
the one Shine wasn’t holding onto, was hidden behind his back. 

“Whatcha got there, big guy? You’re not going to smother me with a pillow, are 
you? I promise, I’m the same McMurphy you know and love.” Shine patted his stomach. 

“He has a gift. They both do. Go on, show him.” Nikki pulled out his hand, 
holding onto polished wood plaque, on which two shining bits of carved metal were 
mounted, unquestioningly familiar.  

“Are those for real?” He set the plaque on my lap, and I touched the sharp tip of 
one of the horns. Shine’s voices spoke their reply. 

“They know how you usually take something from the guys you fight. After 
they carried you to get help, they didn’t know what to do, so they walked around to pace 
a little, worried about if you would make it or not. They decided they didn’t want you to 
come out of your injuries without a trophy of any sort, since you DID win, and tracked 
down the guys who hauled off Abbadon’s body. Lownell were there looking at all the 



185 
 

damage you did when they found it, so they gestured that they wanted the horns. 
Someone cracked his skull right there to get them out and handed them over.” The two 
nodded periodically.  

“That’s great! I beat the devil and have the horns to prove it. Thanks guys.” 
“They made some plaques for your other things, too. The necklaces and knives 

and stuff.” Drost cast a quick glance at her, his brow dropping. Nikki patted her hand, and 
Shine bit her lip. “They were kinda going to surprise you with it…” 

“And what about you? Are you not going to talk to me?” July was hanging back, 
her arms wrapped around herself. She ran forward with such abandon that she tripped on 
her own feet and would have landed clear on top of me if she hadn’t been caught by Rain 
and Soleil, self appointed protectors of my broken and battered self. Tears streamed down 
her face, her hands shaking against my cheeks while she held me and kissed me 
excitedly, and hugged me as tightly as she was allowed. She didn’t say anything but, 
then, I guess she didn’t need to in order to let me know how glad she was I didn’t die. I 
reminded myself of the promise I made to her, and to the others, to help them. I was 
going to need a plan. But, first, I would spend some time with a roomful of people as 
concerned about me as anyone I had known in my old life would have been. 

 
Time spent on a hospital bed crawled. After so much time active, being stuck, 

unable to leave or go outside or even move around all that much was painful in itself. The 
girls brought me books and movies and games to pass the time, but it only ever took me a 
few hours before I’d get bored again. Fortunately, what I did have was company. Soleil 
almost never left my side, and even took to sleeping in my bed at nights so she didn’t 
have to go back to her own room. Rain was in there almost as much, taking care of more 
and more of the medical duties as I ceased to be in critical condition, and Doctor Griffin 
was needed less directly. Between the two of them, they did a pretty good job of keeping 
me company. Anytime someone had to leave me, they always got one of the other girls to 
come keep an eye if they could. Everyone was pretty interested in keeping me 
comfortable and entertained. Of course, there were certain restrictions put upon me by 
my injuries, so we were limited in the ways that we could entertain one another. But I 
WAS stuck on my back in a bed, after all, so we weren’t completely without options, as 
long as they could ride gently, and apart from that I had all the touching and oral sex a 
guy could ask for. I could even reciprocate, providing the girl had good balance. But I 
was also on a lot of drugs, or in a lot of pain, so mostly we played video games or board 
games or cards and talked.  

At first I noticed the girls were all somber when they came to visit. I thought this 
was because I was in a hospital bed all fucked up with tubes coming out of me and unable 
to leave my room unless someone wheeled me around in a chair slowly, and even then 
only when the Beckett House had no visitors. There were lots of awkward pauses in the 
conversation, apart from Soleil, and fewer smiles than I was used to seeing. I did my best 
to show everyone that I was still the same kidnapee that they had grown used to, and 
would be back up and beating strangers to death with a baseball bat in no time, but the 
mood lingered, and after a while, when it should have been lessening because I was 
showing signs of getting better, it started getting worse.  

The earliest signs came from Cherry. Which, I suppose, makes sense, since 
Cherry was the source of bitterness and bad news in general, even if she had to generate 
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them both herself. Like a gorgeous rose with an inordinate amount of thorns, or sweet 
blackberries that only grew on the top of the bramble patch, so you had top climb to get 
them, this was just a part of what made her Cherry. But what started as a seeming 
reluctance to smile, even when we were alone in a room together and she could drop the 
bitch act that she put up around the other girls, and especially around the visiting bastards 
of state, took no time at all to snowball into something more; fits of anger, severe 
depression, and the telling of stories about the changing world outside the walls of my 
room.  

“He’s losing his goddamn mind, you know. Sebastian. At first we thought he 
was just feeling good, feeling like he had balls again after losing so much, but now his 
balls have gone to his head. Made him an even bigger prick than he was before.” 

“Slow down. What are you talking about?” 
“I just fucking TOLD you what I’m talking about. Just how hard did you get hit 

in the head? Sebastian is on a warpath out there. King of the fucking world, and if you 
cross him he’ll make you pay. If you don’t AGREE with him, he’ll make you pay. If he is 
not fucking ecstatic with your every fucking breath, there’s still a good chance he’ll make 
you pay anyway.” 

“Pay for what? What’s he doing?” 
“He’s just…he’s getting really into himself. Making life…unpleasant for the rest 

of us.” 
“He’s always made life unpleasant. He’s basically keeping you prisoner here. 

And he’s never liked it when people cross him. Ava could vouch for that, if he hadn’t 
taken her voice away for pissing him off. So could Jade.” 

“Yeah, well, you’re in here every day for a month, so you don’t know, do you?” 
“I wasn’t born in here.” 
“No, but even before, you don’t see him like we do. He leaves you be for the 

most part. Now, he’s convinced he’s hot shit, and he goes out of his way to fuck with us. 
Not fuck us anymore, not himself. He’s either too old or too hot for his own business to 
care. So he finds other uses for us.” It was all she would say about it that day, leaving me 
to wonder what ‘other uses’ meant. Stuck in bed all day and night, I could think of a lot 
of alternate uses for a group of pretty girls, but I doubted he was planning on starting up 
his own team of acrobats and contortionists, or some kind of living-statue performance 
art. Most likely, it was something they wouldn’t like. But it did tip me off that something 
was happening I hadn’t been aware of. I mean, Sebastian hadn’t even come to see me 
since he had gotten back. Last he saw me, I was being carried out of the ring by Drost 
and Nikki like a giant bleeding ragdoll. Really, he seldom had much to do with me. 
Unlike the girls, I wasn’t useful all around the clock. I only needed to be told about the 
fights and then turned loose. That was what I was trying to change. What I was working 
on, even lying, unable to fight for some time yet, I still thought about it. When I got to a 
better position I would tell him…Until then, maybe Cherry was exaggerating. 

The next sign of trouble came from Ava, only a week and a few days later. Rain 
was in checking on me, and Soleil and I were playing Soulcaliber and placing wagers 
composed almost entirely of sexual favors on the outcomes, when she came into the room 
more suddenly than I had ever seen Ava do anything, her face red and wet with tears. She 
rushed right over to Rain, and wrapped her arms around, sobbing silently. Shocked and 
concerned, Rain didn’t say anything, just held her, rubbing her back and making soft, 
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slow shushing noises, trying to calm her down. The only explanation she got for the 
outburst was one of Ava’s small hands coming up and stroking Rain’s throat, like it was a 
newborn kitten. Apparently this was enough for them to understand, but I had no idea 
what was going on until Soleil leaned over, whispering so quietly I could barely hear.  

“His temper has been getting shorter. It takes less to set him off these days, and 
when he’s pissed off, he’s quicker to start threatening the girls. Beat them, starve them, 
silence them. Ember did something to piss him off, and she didn’t get to eat for 5 days. 
Wouldn’t tell us what had set him off, though. And when he wants to mess with Jade, he 
says he’s sure he can find a doctor who can take out a part of her brain to make her less 
trouble. Says it’ll probably make her retarded, but, ultimately, it wouldn’t be much 
change, and he’s sure he can find someone who wants to fuck a drooling, braindead 
mongoloid girl. But when he really wants to upset Ava, to keep her in line, he doesn’t 
threaten her at all; he threatens to do to Rain whatever he was going to do to her, which 
of course would have to start with her voice. And then Ava will stand for anything.” 

“Poor girl. Is it really getting that bad out there?” She looked down at the bed. 
“He is getting worse, yeah. It’s not new, though, not really. You came at his 

better point. Like he had decided to reinvent himself, to start over and regain all he had 
lost, so he was full of energy and in a good mood. And then, when you started winning, 
that just continued on, so we got used to this new life. Before you came alone, there were 
no parties, so he wasn’t asking us to…well, entertain so much, but he was also constantly 
either very depressed or very angry. He’d hurt girls with no reason, he’d make them play 
Russian roulette with him, and if he didn’t feel like eating, none of us could. He’s just 
always changing, but he’s always bad.” 

“It’s because of me?” her eyes immediately filled with regret and concern. 
“No, Spencer, he was always a prick.” As much as she wanted me to believe it 

wasn’t me, I couldn’t help but thing I saw, deep down, a spark that said it was. 
“Maybe if I lost. I could talk him into another fight, something big, and lose. 

Knock him off his high horse.” This almost brought her to tears. 
“Nonono, you can’t lose. You told us you weren’t going to die, so you can’t 

leave us, especially not now.” 
“Not a deathmatch. We’ve had fights that end before death. Hell, in the 

beginning he told me that most fights weren’t death matches at all, and that’s almost all 
I’ve had for two and a half years. We’re overdue.” 

“Do you really think he’d agree to one of those now?” 
“Why not? He clearly likes winning, he’s got to want me around.” 
“Aw, sweetie, you still don’t get him. He’s like one of those old pharos; any 

victory is his victory, it happened because HE willed it, not because YOU fought for it. 
How do you think he got into that mess he was in to begin with? Kept making stupid 
agreements with people, thinking his champions were only tools, just extensions of his 
own greatness. They HAD to win, because he was SO fucking special. So he sets up big 
bets and bad arrangements with whoever will have a death match with him, because most 
of the rest DO avoid them, and then he loses, and starts planning something even bigger 
to make up for it.” 

“Then…we’ll think of something else. Something where I’m not so expendable. 
And where the rest of you aren’t, either.” We were clearly done with our game that day, 
and after realizing we couldn’t think of anything else to say on the topic, or just having 



188 
 

lost ourselves in planning a future so big it seemed insurmountable, Soleil climbed up on 
the narrow bed beside me and laid her head on my healing shoulder, and the four of us sat 
in silence, aside from the occasional, choked-off sob from Ava.  

 
So things went at the Beckett house for another month. Bad news followed by 

more bad news, delivered in angry, half-formed sentences and explosive emotional 
outbursts, followed by uncomfortable silences, and a lingering sense of devastation. 
There were still happy moments, of course. Even the Warsaw ghettoes were home to 
laughter from time to time. But those moments were fewer; mostly with Soleil and Rain, 
locked away in there for hours or days, occasionally on visits from July, clinging hard 
and fast to whatever little outcrops of hope she could see, or Ashe, coming in with 
Dougan and the Kalenovs, letting me know that she’s doing her best to keep them in 
shape for when I’m ready to come back out and play. Cherry stopped by, too, but those 
weren’t happy moments, not really. Her badass attitude was what she thought she needed 
to survive in the world she was thrust into, so the world suddenly getting harder, meaner, 
only made her want to be harder and meaner as well. So even those wry jokes of hers, the 
clever bitterness that laces her speech, were colder and darker. Her aggression had lost its 
playfulness. Even when I knew she was trying to show me she cared; when we were 
alone or in bed, her affection looked more like anger, her sex acts bordering on 
declarations of war or attempted murder. Death by fellatio. And then she stopped visiting 
for a few days. Then it was a week, and longer.  

On the eleventh day, I was wondering what I had done to offend her, when she 
finally came in, eyes low, defeated, her fire suffocated under something that hung heavy 
in her eyes. Rain cast her a look of extreme sympathy, like she had just lost a grandparent 
or her favorite dog, only we weren’t allowed to have dogs. I asked and pried to find out 
what had happened, why she was so low, but when I failed to get an answer, Rain quietly 
placed a hand on my shoulder and shook her head for me to stop. I was boiling over with 
curiosity, until the door opened without a knock, and the old ponce was standing there, 
looking smug and pompous, wearing some new clothes that seemed to make him look 
even more like a dandy than he had when I first saw him. Of course, it could just be that I 
hadn’t seen him in two and a half months.  

“Jackson, my boy, how are you today?” 
“Fine, considering.” 
“Yes, I hear you’re mending quite well. Quite well indeed.” 
“Rain’s good at what she does.” 
“That she is. I imagine you’ve been quite bored here. Not quite full of as much 

action and excitement as you’re used to.” 
“Wasn’t doing this my whole life you know, I’ve had down time before. Plus, 

I’ve had visitors to keep me company.” 
“I can only imagine how immeasurable Cherry here has been in helping you 

pass the time with her various…talents.” He leered at her like she were naked and for 
sale in a shop window, and she turned away, shuddering against her will. “However, I 
thought perhaps we should start to think about getting you back in action. You’ll be up 
and around before too long now, you know.” 

“Yeah, I was thinking about that, too. I think—” 
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“Glad to see we’re on the same page! The first fight I’ve arranged for your 
return shouldn’t be too difficult. Anatole’s fallen stars, should be no problem for you, and 
get back some ore mines I lost to him some time ago. Help you get your warrior’s blood 
back up, make sure you didn’t get too soft laying around here with Cherry sucking you 
off.” He stopped pacing around my room and stepped closer, narrowing his eyes. “You 
really do look much better. Hardly any wounds at all, and in a few more weeks, you can 
get the casts off and begin some exercises and practices, get back into shape.” I was too 
anger to say anything. I had been lying there, coming up with a way to keep myself in the 
game of deciding the battles, giving input, so I could prove my usefulness to the bastard, 
and here he was signing me up for fights when he hadn’t even bothered to come to see if 
I’d be able to perform in them.  

“Right.” He stood a moment in silence, slightly expectant look on his face, as 
though he had scheduled this block of time for my response to his conversation, and was 
waiting for me to get on with it. When he realized there wasn’t more on the way, he 
pushed ahead. 

“Alright then. Just stopped by to give you the good news, plenty going on that 
requires my attention. Jackson, feel better. Cherry, my sweet, help him out in that 
matter.” He reached over and held his hands to her face. “You might have better luck 
with that if you smiled more. Or showed some skin.” Taking no care to be gentle, he slid 
his hands down her neck to the front of her shirt, and tugged it open, reaching inside to 
rest a hand inside her bra. “We are trying to inspire him to get back on his feet, after all.” 
And then with that he turned and left, Cherry collapsing with her face buried in folded 
arms on the bed as soon as her body was free of his hand. The only sound in the room 
was the click of the door latch. 

“MOTHERFUCKER!” Cherry whipped around, yelling at the door with teeth 
bare and eyes bloodshot, rimmed with tears. “Goddamn heartless motherfucking 
MONSTER!” Rain looked like her heart was about to break. Clearly she knew something 
I didn’t. 

“Hey, Cherry, baby, what’s up? I know something must have happened since I 
saw you last, but what is it?” She turned back, tears breaking through the hate in her eyes, 
and she grabbed my arm and pressed her face back down into it. I could feel wet drops 
landing on my skin.  

“You know how Sebastian got those hotels and stuff back from that rich tart, 
Claudia? When you fought the knight?” 

“Yeah. I remember that day.” 
“Okay. Did he ever tell you about the business he wanted to discuss with the tart 

afterwards?” 
“He mentioned that there was business, I assumed it had something to do with 

his wanting to go more into entertaining, use the hotels for parties and casinos and 
making movies and all of that.” 

“Right, well, partially. She makes a lot of money with her porn, and you know 
him. He thinks that if someone else is making money, then HE should be making money, 
and he assumed he would naturally be very good at adult video. But he’s also lazy, and 
doesn’t like listening to people, so he figured he’s start here, for the first ones, until he 
got the hang of it.” 

“Oh. So…Cherry was?” Cherry lifted her head, her face puffy and red now. 
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“Fucker kept talking about how I should be glad he was making me the ‘star’ of 
his first film. Called it Lost Cherry. Only he doesn’t make them like real porno movies, 
like it’s a business. He just brings in some of the biggest men I’ve ever seen, and has 
them fuck me over and over and over. If he wants to change the angle, he doesn’t call cut 
and move the camera. He just lets it roll until they cum, and then moves the camera and 
has them start all over again. Day after day after day.” 

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know. I thought he was going to hire other girls for the 
films.” Rain shook her head. 

“No, he said it would take too long to find new ‘talent’ when he had girls right 
here, so he would start at home.” There was nothing I could say. Cherry was looking at 
me, but still seemed distant.  

“It was like he was TRYING to hurt me. It wasn’t just sex, because I’ve had sex. 
I’ve fucked men with monster dicks before, too. So he went out of his way to make it all 
as embarrassing as possible. To dress me up in those stupid fucking schoolgirl costumes, 
and telling the guys to be rougher, to slap me around, and then laughing when they did, 
and when they…it hurt. He said I was supposed to be a virgin in the movie, so everything 
should be new. Said a girl like me wasn’t sexy, they wanted to see someone overpowered 
by sex, someone who was shocked to be fucked in the ass, who was uneasy being naked. 
So he made the guys extra mean, he brought in people to watch and leer and yell when I 
was naked, and he made it hurt when they fucked me, and kept lying to me that it was 
almost over, just so I was disappointed when it wasn’t.” The tears started again. I held her 
as tight as I could and didn’t say anything. Rain spoke softly, trying to control her own 
emotion, worn down by being peripheral to this while it was going on. 

“She thought something was broken. She was bleeding and it hurt her too much 
to sleep or even wear clothes, so the next day she was in no fit state to put up with it, but 
he really did seem to enjoy that. She wasn’t the only one, of course. He brought in Jade 
and Ember for some scenes. One of the guys almost choked Ember, and Jade was 
terrified of getting sick after she had to…well, lick Cherry clean when a bunch of guys 
has finished on her.” A sob caught in Cherry’s throat at the memory of it.  

“If nothing else, it sounds like terrible porn.” 
“Sebastian really only ever knows what Sebastian likes, which is to feel power 

over others, to make them hurt if he feels like it. He figures everyone else wants that, too. 
I wish I could say I didn’t think it would sell.”  

That was it. Cherry crying against my arm, Rain standing beside me with a 
resolve in her voice and eyes at the slew of horrid, sex-related injuries likely coming her 
way, I could see where we were all headed. Something needed to happen to get all of us 
out of this before Sebastian could kill us all, or worse, make us wish we were dead. 
Something needed to be done. Now we just had to think of what. 
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Being in bed for so long had me so antsy and bored, I was almost glad for a 

chance to get in the ring, just to get a little movement and excitement, but had left me a 
wreck. By the end of the fight with the Fallen Stars, it was all I could do to heft those big 
Dao swords out of the ring without looking like my knees were trembling, until I was in 
the back and I could collapse in front of friends. Fortunately, I had large friends who 
were more than capable of carrying my sharp little trophies away for me. Hell, just the 
last fight, they’d had to carry ME away, so swords would be nothing. But the sheer 
exhaustion was enough that once I sat down, I wasn’t sure I would ever want to move 
again. I’d have to settle down there, and spend the rest of my life in the gladiatorial 
equivalent to the visitors’ locker room in St. Petersburg for the rest of my days. At that 
moment then, it didn’t sound so bad. They had delivery people for their food, right? Of 
course, Mihailov might have something to say about that. Not that he’d want to be a dick 
about it or anything, but it was bad business to have squatters living in your secret hidden 
arena beneath the city. And, of course, Sebastian would have something to say about that 
as well. Without my bat, he had no business plan, and was upstairs right at that moment, 
probably demonstrating to one and all he had no business sense, either. So, begrudgingly, 
slowly, painfully, I let Rain and Ava wash me clean of sweat and blood and dirt, and then 
get me dressed to I could do my best to try and help save our future. Hopefully, my plans 
would be better than his; hopefully they would work out better than the last one. 

Upstairs, the girls, back in their fancy evening gowns, both so black they seemed 
to suck the light right out of the room, and made their skin glow like sunfire, stayed right 
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next to me the entire time, and Dougan watched from a distance that, quite honestly, 
made him look like a nervous suitor; never taking his eyes off me as he watched my 
every move from thirty feet. It was like being famous enough for bodyguards, only they 
were there to cover for me. I was still so exhausted that the walk up the stairs had nearly 
dropped me. They stayed close enough to that they could support me, and catch me if I 
stumbled, and anyone else would only thing I was just enjoying having my arms around 
beautiful women. They were my unofficial FDR bodyguards, to hide my weakness from 
a crowd of hungry coyotes. To them, I had to appear to not only have just won my first 
fight back from a brutal beating without too much worry, but was full of vim and vigor 
afterwards. Although I wasn’t all the way certain what ‘vim’ was, and so wasn’t certain I 
wanted to be seen as being full of it. For all I know, ‘vim’ is some old French word for 
monkey spunk. 

“Jackson!” sliding through the clusters of people like a viper, Claudia 
approached with a drink in hand. While she moved as gracefully as ever, there was a fog 
of confusion around her eyes that told me this was not her first, or even her fifth drink. 
She was well into her celebrations already.  

“Jackson!” Rain’s mouth drew tight, and her grip on my arm got stronger. She 
clearly knew who Claudia was, but whether she was tensing up because she was afraid of 
my current weakness being exposed, was afraid of me being taken off by her again, or if 
she just didn’t like her, I had no idea. Ava had never met her before, and so remained 
calm.  

“Jackson. It’s so good to see you, after…well, after the last time I saw you. I 
heard you were in a bad way.” 

“I survived.”  
“You did. No worse for the wear, it seems. Those two didn’t even give you 

much trouble.” 
“Well, aging Olympiads aren’t really the toughest of characters.” This was an 

exaggerated slight on their part. In truth, the fallen stars had been quick and deadly, and I 
probably survived half out of luck. Irina Serbedzija and Lazarev had been some of the 
best athletes in the world, back in their prime. Each had gone to the Olympics, and each 
had placed well in their fields; silver and bronze medals were no doubt still on display in 
their quarters. But there wasn’t a whole lot of opportunity for Russian heroes back then. 
No Wheaties to endorse, no shopping malls to dedicate, and not a whole lot of 
opportunity otherwise. All they had was winning. So, when his body started to slip, 
Lazarev decided to stack the decks in his favors. He did this with drugs. And it worked; 
he was back on top, for a while. Until the results of the drug screening came back, 
showed he was doped to the gills on as many performance enhancing drugs as his veins 
would hold, and he was made a mockery of overnight. No more competitions, no more 
youths chasing him for an autograph. Irina had come closer to the gold, in the end 
bringing home more silver. She’d managed to avoid the temptation to juice up to regain 
her lost footing, to finally get first place, but she couldn’t avoid the scandal. Being in the 
Olympics means for a month, you’re on television. For a month, you’re a national 
treasure. Which, if you’re a girl who went through school being made fun of for being 
poor and boyish, always running and jumping instead of learning how to be a proper 
woman, means you suddenly have the opportunity to be with guys who never would have 
looked at you twice otherwise. Guys you knew better than to dream of; movie stars and 
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musicians and politicians. Who was she to suddenly turn down handsome, wealthy men 
who wanted her affection? This was the kind of man who she had dreamt about as a little 
girl, and even secretly as a young woman, and now that they finally wanted her as much 
as she wanted them, nothing would stop her from enjoying that. Not even if they were 
married. Not even if they were married to the cousin of some very influential people. Not 
even, in all likelihood, if she had known just how far the stories would travel, the lengths 
that people would go through to invade her every bit of privacy, to publicly shame and 
humiliate her for what she chose to do behind closed doors. During those two years, she 
had been Cinderella, with every man in the country bringing glass slippers to show HER 
that THEY were the ones. But in the end she was simply labeled a tramp and a whore; 
nobody would sponsor her to compete anymore, nobody stepped forward with any 
amazing new offers. Gradually, her work and her taste in men slipped, faltered, until she 
finally had nothing left.  

Nothing, that is, until Anatole Mihailov needed champions, and his patriotic 
streak brought him to people he remembered watching, feeling so proud of, years before. 
He tracked them down and gave them a chance to regain some of their previous stardom. 
Not publicly, nobody outside the circle would ever know who they were. They would 
simply have gone missing from the outside world. But inside, if they worked, if they 
tried, they could be legends. As far as they had fallen, they could but take the job. History 
and pride running strong, he took old Russian heroes, and dressed them up as older 
Caucasian warriors, straight from the isolated, noble villages nestled deep in the steppes. 
Anatole called them the Barbarians of the Steppes. Everyone else called them the Fallen 
Stars because, well, they’re all assholes.  

Fallen or not, they were a tough pair. In their youth, they were driven by hope 
and passion for what they were doing. Having tainted the things they loved most, they 
were driven now by a powerful need to prove themselves, if only to one another and the 
face they saw in the mirror, that they weren’t done yet by a long shot. Similar people, 
down to the temperament, they worked as a team better even than had Itzcoatle and his 
partner before the Wind died down, and spent their entire day, and often half their night, 
just working out and preparing for the next battle. Irina carried the traditional Steppes 
axe, sharp and light enough to move through the air faster than a blade that big should, 
and Lazarev had a massive studded mace. Each also carried matching Dao swords, which 
had roots in their culture as well, with blades that seemed golden and luminescent. As 
backup weapons, neither got enough use to take away that sheen. But their blades, 
working together, were like a deadly machine, with little room to escape do. The only 
way I won was by playing one against the other, swinging into their weapons until they 
became entangled. With the mace head firmly wedged beneath the lower curl of the axe I 
had an opening, if only for a few seconds. A few seconds is not enough time to stab to 
Russian fitness nuts wearing furs and oven mitts, but if you’re fast enough, you have just 
enough time to pull out a knife and slip it between the ribs of one of them. I like to think 
that I’m generally fast enough, and as Karelin gripped madly, weakly, at the polished, 
blood-slick handle of my blade, he agreed with me. However, while the opportunity 
managed to present itself before the fight had gone on too long, that didn’t make it easy. 
Both were tough, and my suit had been soaked with sweat from the stress and strain and 
worry of trying to keep myself clear of their weapons. Up until that moment, I had been 
only fending them off; I could count the number of times I attacked them on one hand. 



194 
 

Hell, I could have counted them on one hand even if one of these rich, pompous Circle 
women’s purebred feist bit off one or two of my fingers. And as mad as she was after I 
killed her old comrade, Irina probably would have killed me right afterwards, if she 
hadn’t been a stickler for the rules for the match that stated I only had to kill one of them. 
But I couldn’t exactly tell Claudia that. Not only would it make me look bad for the fights 
I was about to get into, and make me work all the harder to get my reputation back once I 
returned to the shape I KNEW I could be in, I have a bit of an issue admitting that many 
weaknesses in front of women who have carnal knowledge of my cellar door.  

“I knew you were stronger than that. Old Beckett never said to much about it 
and he wouldn’t let me visit, but you’re too strong to be kept down by a few scrapes.” 
Again, all I could do was smile modestly and shrug it off. I was no more likely to go into 
heavy explanations about the severity of my injuries, the months and months of laying 
around until a point when my body had stitched itself more than three quarters of the way 
back together and doc Griffith said I could go play with the boys again, for another 
agonizing six weeks of fighting off the atrophy to my body and the haze of laziness and 
boredom. Of course, Claudia would enjoy the part where I finally took fullest advantage 
of being mobile again to show the girls just how much I appreciated all the time they 
spent nursing me back to health, but, then, she would enjoy it in a way I’m not sure I 
would like, considering our past.  

“Ah, yes, your ‘business’ visits with old man Beckett. How is he in bed 
anyway?”  

“He wishes I could tell you. The cretin asks me to fuck him every time we see 
each other. We’ve never gone beyond business discussions, though, while I try and hold 
his hand through breaking into the industry.”  

“The industry. Right. Thanks to your encouraging him into that little enterprise, 
one of my good friends was hurt pretty badly.” 

“I never told him to do that. Told him that the 70’s image of porn being women 
with too much makeup and painful triple-E silicone nailing guys with no tone and 
elephantine dicks was out. I tried to get him to see to it that everyone has a good time. If 
you’re watching a movie and everybody is having a good time and smiling and having 
real, honest-to-god orgasms, you’ll want one, too. Good for business, right? He doesn’t 
like to listen.” 

“Well, at least you’re right there.” I had spent a lot of time those months, 
whenever I wasn’t fighting or fucking or sleeping, trying to plan the next few moves, to 
keep his impulsive, bad planning from destroying his future with mine and the girls’ 
along with it, getting me killed for dumbshit reasons, or both.  

“God damn right I am. That degenerate jackass, sitting there horny and 
chattering like a masturbating monkey on seven kinds of speed going on and on about 
how he’s going to take over the world with this new plan or that idea. How can you stand 
him?” Her laughter got choked off as soon as she noticed the angry glare in my wide 
eyes. For a moment, I think, she forgot that she wasn’t talking to one of her friends 
instead of captive servants.  

“I want him dead more than anyone I’ve ever seen in one of these little fights.” 
Realization struck her quickly. “I’m sorry…I didn’t…” 

“No shit. You fucking assholes and your games, always fucking with us and 
fucking with us, heads so far up inside yourselves you forget that all the rest of us are just 
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toys and pets and party favors to support your little secret society of rich bastards ruling 
the world.” 

“Jesus, Jackson, I’m…I’m drunk, okay? I’m drunk and I fucked up and I fuh…I 
always say the wrong thing with you, I was just…happy to see you’re okay. God DAMN 
it!”  

“God damn what?” 
“You! God damn YOU! Do you know how many people have tried to make me 

feel bad for what I do over the years? Since the first time I helped my father with his 
business, people have been calling me every terrible thing in the book, and you know 
what? I’m FINE with it. I KNOW who I am, and I know that what I do has it’s place in 
the world, and that the people who look down on it just haven’t explored a side of life 
that I spend a lot of my time in. But YOU, YOU manage to make me feel like shit abut 
myself EVERY GODDAMN TIME I see you.”  

“Yet you keep going out of your way to see me. I bet a lot of those movies 
you’re in, you know, the ones you’re so proud of, because of how close they make you 
with that ‘other’ side of life, involve a lot of studded leather and being flogged, don’t 
they? That’s your thing? Masochism? Or do you run the whole BDSM gauntlet?” I was 
being cruel and I could feel it. The girls were torn between their discomfort at being near 
Claudia, and their unease at my behavior, given the things she was saying. I was still 
mad. Not just at her but…mad at everything. So I leaned my head in to Rain, and spoke 
quietly to mask this. 

“Listen, I’m going to go hunt down Sebastian before he does something else 
stupid, give him my advice while he might be willing to hear it.” She nodded, and I left.  

While I was searching through crowds for the pompous as probably trying to 
squander my life even as I was looking to stop him, Rain and Ava stayed where they had 
been. Ava, having never met the woman before that night, found it hard to blame Claudia 
for what part she had to play in Sebastian’s little movie against what she saw. With little 
hesitation, and only a little more sickness in her stomach, Ava approached Claudia, who 
was emotional and drunk and on the verge of tears, and gently rubbed her shoulders to 
comfort her. The Porn Queen of the Western World, distracted and upset, rested her head 
on the quiet girl’s shoulder and let tears roll silently down her cheeks.  

“There aren’t a lot of real people in my life.” Her voice was steady, contracting 
the look on her face; the result of years of practice at separating herself from her feelings. 
Rain’s better nature came over her, and she took a step closer with concern on her brow 
to listen. “I mean, I’m surrounded by people, every single day. I’m almost never alone. 
But they aren’t like real people. Or they aren’t IN my life. They’re either the members of 
other houses, and only interact with me and each other as part of the pageants of their 
own lives, or they work for me, are basically servants, and wouldn’t tell me their honest 
thoughts or opinion even if I asked, because they’re afraid of making me unhappy.” 

Ava hugged her with one arm, and played with her hair a little. With every 
teardrop, Claudia became more like one of the girls she had always known.  

“Jackson, he…he doesn’t like me, and he isn’t very nice to me, but he sees me 
as…a person. He’s a judgmental asshole, and he treats me like a bitch, but at least he 
judges ME, treats ME like a bitch, like I was a cheating girlfriend or something, not like a 
rival or a business interest, or a ruler.”  She sniffled and lifted her head from Ava’s 
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shoulder. “Does that make me as pathetic as he said? Do I just want him to abuse me?” 
Claudia’s gaze darted from Ava’s eyes to her lips.  

“She can’t answer you. But she doesn’t think so.” Claudia turned from Rain 
back to Ava, examining her lips for some reason why they couldn’t expel words. 

“Why not?” 
“Sebastian. It probably wasn’t brought up while you two were talking shop, but 

he does that sometimes, when he doesn’t like what could come out of someone’s mouth. 
Destroys their ability to speak.”  

“That’s terrible, why would he do that?”  
“It’s what he does. How he deals with the problem of stolen secrets or dissenting 

voices.”  
“I knew he was a bastard, but…that’s truly monstrous!” 
“And what’s what Jackson sees when he looks at any head of one of the Houses. 

Selfish people who will hurt anybody who gets in the way of whatever whim or fancy 
takes them. Selfish, spoiled giants who can do whatever they want because nobody will 
stop them. He looks at you, surrounded by all these other people, playing all the same 
games as them, and then he looks at Ava there, who has done nothing but suffer at the 
hands of people who literally own her. To him, you’re just as responsible for his friends 
suffering in Sebastian’s new game as he is.” 

“But, I didn’t tell him to do that!” 
“When he mentioned what he wanted to do, how did you respond?” 
“I ordered another drink and decided to finish up the meeting as soon as 

possible.” 
“And did you meet with him again afterwards?” 
“Of course. He was offering me a lot of money to consult with him about his 

new enterprises.” 
“If you had known that his first movie would involve torturing one of his girls 

through sex acts with freakishly proportioned men, that he would be forcing his girls to 
do things they didn’t want to so he could film the glassy tears in their eyes, and then 
make someone like Ava here lap the tears and cum and blood off her poor battered body, 
would you have still met with him?”  

“I…probably.” 
“And that’s what he sees. Money before people. It makes him angry, and more 

so every day, every time he sees someone hurt for amusement.” She got upset, and more 
than a little indignant. 

“He doesn’t understand! This is just business!” 
“Oh, he understands. In his other life, he worked for a lot of different kinds of 

people, different companies. He was involved in business himself, right up until the day 
he was kidnapped and trained to fight in a ring. Right now, he’s out trying to set 
Sebastian up with a business proposition to both make him money and make life better 
for the rest of us.” Claudia didn’t say anything, so Rain continued. “Let me ask you this: 
how badly do you need the money Sebastian pays you for consulting?” 

“I don’t know what you mean.” 
“You have a fortune. You’re one of the richest women in the entire world. If you 

focused on building your own business back up instead of helping him, would it really 
put you out?” 
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“Probably not.”  
“Then there you go. In his eyes, you’re furthering the suffering of everyone in 

Beckett House, consorting with a horrible man, not because you need to, but because it’s 
easy money.” She didn’t say anything for a long time, just looked at the two girls, with 
her arm still around the poor mute, so willing to comfort her in light of what had 
happened. 

“Maybe…maybe I could offer Sebastian some money, or one of my properties, 
so you all could come live with me instead? All of you, I mean.” Rain just shook her 
head. 

“He’d only her more girls to abuse, and he’d never just let Spencer go.” 
“Spencer?” 
“Sorry. Jackson.” 
“His name is Spencer?” 
“Jackson Pollock is what Sebastian calls him, the name of his character for the 

fights. Spencer is the man inside, the man who was kidnapped. He’s a real person, you 
know. Somewhere out there he has family and friends who he hasn’t seen in three years, 
and will probably never see again, simply because this whole big world of yours found 
him and swallowed him whole and turned him into something else. Jackson is just 
another way to bury his past.” 

“Oh.”  
All the time I was searching fruitlessly for Beckett, to try and stop the 

machinations of his horrible, rusted mind, they sat and discussed my life and our 
situations. Most of those conversations, I wouldn’t learn about until much, much later. 
After I had searched the entire estate twice, only to be told that Sebastian had run off 
hours ago to venture into St. Petersburg, I returned to find them just where I had seem 
them last. At the time, all I knew was that the three of them looked closer than when I 
had left, and that Claudia looked both more sober, and less angry, than she had earlier. 
She smiled and acted as polite as possible, and offered to have all of us taken back to our 
nearby suite.  

 
Three days later, we were ushered to the airstrip where his jet was waiting. He 

was already onboard when we got there, relaxing in a large chair. All he would say was 
that he was searching for treasure, and that we had to leave now that he had found it. 
Halfway home, he interrupted our discussion of my new business idea and sent one of his 
security men to the back cabin to check on his cargo. Through the door, left open a crack, 
I could see bare legs stretched out on the bed in the cabin. When I turned back, he knew 
what I had been looking at, and winked at me. All that time he had been gone, he was 
searching for a new girl to bring home, and that, secured away in the cabin, was her. He 
beamed like a child.  
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Mist woke up terrified and confused. She looked around the room, chaotic and 

unfamiliar, and had absolutely no recollection of where she might be. She had been in St. 
Petersburg, hadn’t she, but nowhere she had seen over there looked as opulent as this; 
even the palaces had been smaller, less gaudy with wealth thrown around for its own 
sake. And then she saw, sitting against one wall, a large, burly man covered in wild red 
hair and scars, a blond woman just approaching middle age sleeping with her head in his 
lap. She scrambled on the bed, trying to get her feet beneath her, but succeeded only in 
drawing the attention of the large man, who stood at once, almost knocking his 
companion off the couch. The woman woke slowly, scowling before her eyes were open, 
but the man was making slow steps towards her, smile spread across a his weathered 
face, showing the gaps where there used to be teeth, but saying nothing. So Mist 
screamed. The sound of her voice terrified the man, who started taking hasty steps back, 
where he almost expected the blond woman to protect him. Angrier than she felt 
threatened, Mist clamored off the bed, standing on her bare feet, yelling at them both, 
hurling insults and obscenities at them. Neither appeared to understand, but only the 
woman tried to speak out to her, making a lot of calm noise but not saying anything that 
made sense, while the man rushed out of the room.  

Dougan rushed down the halls to find my chambers, where Soleil and I were in 
bed. He burst in so suddenly that Soleil shrieked and fell off me, leaving me cold and 
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confused. Through frantic waving of his hands and gesturing us to follow, he managed to 
tell us that the girl had awoken. Soleil and I dressed quickly to follow him.  

Sebastian had callously dismissed the unconscious girl as soon as we got back to 
the estate. He had her brought to an empty room in the wing where the girls slept, and 
then wandered off, figuring she would wander out when she woke up. His attention span 
was growing shorter almost exponentially. We had volunteered to watch over the girl in 
shifts until she woke, so she could get some kind of explanation about what had happened 
to her. Having had experience with this ourselves, it seemed better than letting her wait 
around until her new keeper decided to break it to her in whatever way he thought was 
the most amusing. My and Soleil’s shift had just ended, leaving Dougan and Shine to 
take over, but they had clearly been caught off guard. In hindsight, I guess Dougan was a 
hell of a sight to see when you first wake up somewhere strange.  

We burst into the room to see a beautiful girl dressed only in a nightgown 
standing by the bed, dark hair cascading down her face and over narrow tan shoulders, 
screaming at Shine in a foreign language.  

“Thank god! Can either of you help me? The new little Russian girl is freaking 
the fuck out, and I don’t even know what she’s saying.” 

“That’s not Russian.” Soleil was trying to make sense of it.  
“Well he found her in fucking Russia, didn’t he? What the hell else is she 

speaking?” 
“I think…I think that’s Spanish.”  
“He went all the way to Russia to find a fucking Mexican?”   
“No, she’s from Spain. She must have been visiting. Habla Englais?” 
“Mmmmyes, I speak English some.” I looked over at Shine, who only shrugged. 
“She was shrieking at me, like I’m going to start up a conversation.” Soleil 

shook her head, but looked at the new girl. 
“Do you know what happened to you? Where you are?” 
“I do not know. I was come back to my hotel room, and go in the door, only it is 

dark. And then someone comes from dark, and holds me, and I go to sleep. Now I am 
here. But where is here?” 

“You’re in America, you’ve been taken by a man named Sebastian Beckett.” 
“Beckett? The old man who follow me around the city, trying to talk me into 

bed?” 
“Yeah, probably. I take it you didn’t think he was all that charming?” 
“He was…loudmouth jerk. I did not like him.” 
“I don’t think you’re going to get to like him any more. In fact, you’re probably 

only going to grow to hate him more than you’ve ever hated anyone before.” 
“But, I do not understand what is happening! I cannot be here now! I am student 

in Espania, on vacation at St. Petersburg for two week. I have to be back for work!” 
Soleil looked at me, her heart breaking in her eyes. I stopped forward, guiding the girl by 
the shoulder to sit back down on the bed.  

“Look, this isn’t going to be easy to hear. You’ve been taken from that life. That 
man, the creepy asshole pervert who was following you around? He’s a very wealthy and 
very powerful man, and he kidnapped you just because he could and because he wanted 
you. Where you are now, this is your new home. We wanted to come explain it to you 
because there are some things to know to make it easier.” 
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“No! No! You are making jokes, right? This is all bullshit? I was not taken!” 
“I’m sorry, but you were. In all likelihood, you were drugged and taken to the 

plane straight from your room.” 
“But people will look for me! The police, my family!” The door shut quietly, 

Rain and Ava looking at the rest of us sympathetically. We’d thought it would be better 
for someone to hear from us, who had gone through it, but now that we were there…how 
the hell do you tell someone that they’ll never see anyone they care about again? 

“They’ll look, but they won’t find you. You need to understand, we all went 
through this. We met this man, and either went somewhere with him or were abducted 
like you were, and this is where we ended up. This place, this compound we’re on, is 
very secluded and guarded by men who will shoot you if you try to leave. The only time 
you get out of here, someone will be with you, watching you. Even if the police DID find 
out, Sebastian would bribe them or kill them.” 

“He could not!” 
“Right now he is worth somewhere in excess of 20 billion dollars. He belongs to 

a group of wealthy people who own half the world, including a lot of politicians and 
governments. They do whatever they want.” Behind her deep brown eyes, understanding 
was starting to take hold, making her frantic, panicked.  

“But why would he want me?” I looked to the others for help on that one. Rain 
sat on her other side and took her hand.  

“We’re…all of us here…we’re part of a harem of sorts.” 
“A harem?” 
“Do you understand the word?” 
“Understand…yes. It is collection of whores, yes?” Rain bit her lip and took a 

breath. 
“Yes. Private…whores. For the Beckett House.” 
“I am NOT a WHORE! I have boyfriend at home! I only ever have known three 

men in my life!”  
“Honey, that life, your boyfriend, your school, that’s gone. This is where you are 

now, until you die. And if you don’t become what Sebastian wants you to become, well, 
your life will be a lot shorter than it could be.” 

“GOOD!” Tears streamed down the girls face, her eyes closed tight. “I would 
want to die before being made to be whore to some old man!” 

“That would be giving up. I’m not going to try and tell you that your life is 
going to be good. There will be some very hard times. But there will be good times, too. 
You will find yourself happy again. And if you give up…then you’ll miss out on 
everything that could come. You have to have hope that, someday, this will end.” 

“End how?” 
“Sebastian is an old man. He can’t hide behind Hiro and his little soldiers 

forever.” The reply came from my throat without my warning, and sounded angrier than I 
could have expected. 

“He has a Hero?” 
“Hiro. He’s like a bodyguard, and he’s the proudest to serve Sebastian, and he’s 

going to be the guy who punishes you if you try to escape.” 
“Is HE Hiro?” She looked at the wild-haired Scotsman, holding Shine’s arm 

behind the rest of us. 
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“That’s Dougan. He’s partly a bodyguard, too, but mostly he’s one of my 
trainers. He’s a good man, and you won’t have to worry about him.” 

“And you? You are a part of the harem with these women?” 
“Very rarely.” Soleil elbowed me and leaned forward. 
“No, this is Spencer. He’s Beckett’s Champion.” Before she could ask, Rain 

explained. 
“The group of people we mentioned? Their biggest source of entertainment, one 

of the center-points in their whole society, are gladiatorial fights. Each House has a bunch 
of guys who fight for them, and a Champion who is in the most important fights.” 

“Why would you do this?” 
“Because they kill me if I don’t and, probably, torture some of the girls.” 
“Torture? You would have me tortured?” 
“Spencer is the one person you can count on to stand up for you, to do what he 

can to protect you. Sebastian knows this, so it isn’t beyond him to threaten to hurt one of 
us to get Spencer to do what he wants.” 

“God, what is this world?” 
“It’s not like your old life. But we can help you.” 
“That’s right. Here, all we have is each other. These girls around you are some 

of the nicest you’ll ever meet. Rain here, she’s the one you want to go to if you’re ever 
sick or hurt. You see her first, before you even tell Sebastian. She can help you. Ava is a 
strong girl, and pretty handy herself. You can count on her helping out if you ever have to 
visit Rain’s infirmary. Soleil is one of the kindest, sweetest people you’ll ever meet, and 
she can make you laugh in the worst situations. And Shine, over there, has been here 
longer than almost anyone. She has a lot of good advice.” The girl looked around, 
confused. For a second, it looked like she was wondering whether she should get up to 
shake hands or not. The shock of learning all of this so fast was making everything a fog.  

“I am Mist. Misty is my real name, but it sounds like a name for little girls or old 
women.” Rain took hold of her hand again.  

“Mist, there are some things you should know. Sebastian has a temper. He’s 
been able to do whatever he wants for so long that any time he doesn’t get what he wants, 
he gets mad, and if he gets mad enough, he’ll lash out. You need to watch out for his 
temper. If he startes getting really angry, just be quiet, do whatever you have to in order 
to get away. You don’t want to push him until he decides he needs to punish you.” 

“Will he hurt me? If he is mad?” 
“He could. It used to be you’d have to push him further, but he’s getting really 

unstable these days. I honestly don’t think it would take much to set him off. You’re 
honestly not coming in at the best time you could have entered our happy household.” 
Mist didn’t say anything for a long time, finally burying her head in her hands and 
slumping down, sobbing quietly.  

“I just want to go home.” 
“I know, sweetie. But this is home now, and it’s best you don’t let Sebastian see 

you upset. Never show any emotion around him if you can avoid it. It will only feed 
some weird ideal he already has about what you might feel, and then he’ll end up hating 
you, which is bad, or taking a liking to you, which could be worse. Around Sebastian, 
around Kamala, and any visitors, be a statue.” Mist went on weeping, Rain hugging her 
close.  
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There is no good way to tell someone that their world was just taken away.  
 
There is a sort of training procedure for the girls in the Beckett house. In the 

past, Sebastian had actually taken care to introduce the girls slowly to this new world. Of 
course, all of the girls before had also slept with him already, expecting something not 
entirely pure, even if they couldn’t have seen the depths of depravity that they would be 
thrown into. Mist wasn’t lured into the world with false promises and empty hope; she 
was stolen away to be turned into something else entirely. To go from college student to 
whore at one of the after-fight parties would be too much for anyone to handle. It was to 
Mist’s advantage that Sebastian was so distracted with his many evil plots to pay her 
much attention. His neglect was her salvation, as she was slowly broken into the role of 
being little more than something pretty to show off to the crowd. Whenever he went on 
trips, she was brought along, dressed up by the more experienced girls, paraded around 
while she slowly learned to put on a blank mask, hiding her terror and disgust and hatred 
behind a calm and graceful exterior. There was nothing to be done about the evenings 
when Sebastian decided he wanted to roll his new playmate, and for all their good 
intentions, there were no warnings or advice the other girls could give for that. Mist 
wasn’t a stranger to any of the sex acts he could throw at her, but there is a wide canyon 
of difference between a tanned and fit Spanish man taking you home after a night of 
dancing and drinking, and a pale man in his 50’s, sagging and grey. She vomited after 
going down on him and cried in the night when he was done fucking her, and he beat her 
accordingly. Only once did he lose his temper enough to send her to his guard to 
entertain. He’d decided he wanted her ass, which wasn’t her favorite activity even when 
she was doing it by choice in her own life. She sobbed loudly through his rough, unkind 
version of lust, and when he told her to turn around and finish him off, the contents of her 
stomach ended up on his lap. Ruined his mood. He smacked her around until his knuckles 
were sore, and then handed her over to his head guard. Luckily, this was in London, a 
sort of exhibition match between me and Ali Baba and some of his thieves, no weapons, 
to whet the betting whistles of the circle for my fight with Shayātīn. Part of his condition 
when I finally got him to see the wisdom of my plan enough to start calling it HIS plan. 
So there weren’t that many guards there, and the ones there were had quarters right across 
from ours. By the time we found out what was going on, the head of the guard had 
already had his way with her, smirking and leering while his lieutenant groped himself 
through his pants and fumbled drunkenly with his buckle. Nikki and I called a few 
outside and glazed them over, which caused a bit of a ruckus over the ones inside. We 
took our shots, but when the next in line got his buddy’s poorly-used cattle-prod to the 
naked balls, it took the wind out of all their sails. No way to let Sebastian know what we 
had done without making themselves look inept as guards, they stood by angry and 
bleeding while I carried the shocked and weeping girl from their room to ours.  

The downside, of course, is that the more she earned his ire by failing to be 
excited by pleasing him, the more he was going to go out of his way to make her life 
miserable. Then again, he seemed to have only a passing interest in her in the first place. I 
think he probably only kidnapped her for his little movie venture, which meant the best 
way to keep her safe was to keep him distracted.  

To that end, we soon found ourselves in London again for the real deal. Rajiv 
Palaniyappan is a pretty big deal inside the circle, due mostly to his own attitude 
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regarding himself. He basically acts like royalty, and among these people, that pretty 
much MAKES him royalty. In order to keep face in going to his palace, for me to fight 
his mountain of a warrior called the Desert Demon, Sebastian brought one of his larger 
entourages, and insisted I do the same. I like having my friends around, and if I’m going 
to be paraded through the massive doors of a home made from the top six floors of a 
large building, I may as well do so with my friends beside me. The benefits of marching 
in with Rain and Soleil and Mist hanging on my arms in their finest new clothes is less in 
impressing people who wouldn’t recognize me without an announcer’s introduction than 
it is seeing Rain and Soleil and Mist wearing sexy evening gowns.  

Rajiv’s arena, like everything else in his little palace, was as rich and opulent as 
anything I had ever seen, only went that step further as to show actual taste. Elegance and 
gold filigree and fine fabrics hanging everywhere, but with a very wealthy East India 
Company feeling to it. The fight was less trouble than I would have thought. Shayātīn’s 
record was longer than mine, but just as good; no losses. I wasn’t given the favored odds 
in the betting beforehand, my reputation still tarnished with the beating I took at the 
hands of Abbadon. They figured that if the devil could beat me that badly, then the 
demon, who stood nearly two feet taller with an extra hundred pounds or so of raw 
muscle, could decapitate me in seconds. And he was a brutal bastard. Some of the 
meanest, most determined eyes I ever saw on a fighter, and when he swung that massive, 
wide-bladed scimitar, my entire life reflected back at me from the ornate decoration on 
the blade. But that much bulk cuts down on speed, and while he did get in a few close 
shots that sliced open my gear when I wasn’t fast to get fully out of his way, he didn’t do 
me much damage. He did manage to cut a huge gash in my body armor, which had never 
been cracked open like that before, and I got a pretty deep cut on my side. My bat took 
the worst of it, with one blocked blow cutting through the outer bat casing, through the 
filler, and chipping the edge of the blade inside. I took the hint and brought out my blade, 
discarding the club sheath, with its huge notch cut in, and fought him with a short sword 
instead. Slicing into his kneecap slowed him down even more, and gave me a chance to 
drive the tip of my sword through his heart. Shayātīn wore no armor to speak of, but he 
was so dense the blade fought me every inch of the way. Even with the blade buried up to 
the handle, motherfucker wouldn’t fall right away, and when he finally toppled 
backwards, the sword was jammed so tightly into him that I thought he was going to take 
my hand off at the wrist.  

When I got back to the ready room, which was as nice as and more pleasant to 
be in than my rooms at the Beckett place, Rain and Soleil were ready with bandages and 
thread for stitches. Mist was sitting to the side, grinning.  

“You look happier than I’ve ever seen you. Everything okay?”  
“She’s been like that since the fight.” The tone in Soleil’s voice told me she 

wasn’t sure if it was a good thing or a bad thing.  
“That man, he was much bigger than you.” 
“Yes he was. Fucker was a giant.” 
“But you are not badly hurt.” Rain shot a half-dirty look over her shoulder, 

needle between her lips while she worked on stitching up the gash across the front of my 
chest that the armor almost stopped.  

“Not like I walked away without any damage.” 
“No, but you could be hurt more. He maybe had cut off a leg or hand.” 
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“True. Any one you walk away from…” 
“Or are carried away from by large men?” Soleil smiled playfully while 

applying antiseptic to a scrape on my forehead.  
“I suppose.” 
“The point is, you fight him well, more easy than I would have thought.” 
“I do that a lot.” 
“This means you really can protect me.” 
“Wait…what?” 
“Before, the last time, when you found those men…taking me, you fought them 

well, too. But they were smaller and drunk. I thinked maybe you can help me, but then 
they probably send bigger men for me. Now I know you can stops the bigger ones too!” 

“I don’t know that that’s how this works. I can beat the shit out of guards 
because they’re job is to keep us in line. If they try and fuck with us and end up getting 
beat, they can’t do anything about it. Sebastian would just as soon have them killed as 
keep paying them when he knows they aren’t up to the task. I could probably even take 
on Hiro or one of the other bigger guns because, frankly, he’d think that was funny, or 
healthy, or good rivalry. But if Sebastian tells you to come with him, I can’t just sucker 
punch the old man and tell him no. He’d have us BOTH killed for that, or worse. It’s 
really a matter of how much he’s willing to put up with, based on how valuable I am. At 
the moment, I’m not bad. I just killed a dude, which means I just won him not only a 
series of ore refineries and metal foundries, but some fairly lucrative contracts for the 
metal itself, which means that shitty deal he made before for the mines can actually pay 
off now. I’m a big-old investment firm at the moment.” 

“But…you help me! You have me here, now, instead of with him.” 
“I’m not saying I won’t do what I can for you. If I could I’d make the bastard let 

us ALL go home. I’m just saying that there are limits. I’m not a super hero. I’m a guy 
with a bat. I don’t save the world, I just beat people I don’t know to death so rich people 
can wager on it.” 

I still don’t think she got it. Maybe if I spoke Spanish I could have explained it 
better. That all I was doing was stalling, was keeping him from having the opportunity. 
But she was convinced I was her guardian angel now, her own personal bodyguard, and 
so she insisted on going with me while I went to tell Sebastian my next big idea, instead 
of staying behind with the other girls. She really believed that I could somehow 
magically protect her from the entire Circle full of sociopaths with bank accounts larger 
than the gross national product of some countries. Hand on my arm, she walked with me 
through the crowds of the palace as though the loud sex acts right on the marble floor, the 
people leering and hollering, none of is actually existed.  

 
“Sebastian. A word?”  He turned from where he was standing, drink in hand, at 

the back of a room currently being used to house three-dozen men gathered around a 
wooden table, three girls on top of it in a tangle of sweaty limbs. It took him some effort 
to stand fully, from his previous leaning position. A drunken Sebastian is even more 
volatile than a sober one. 

“Jackson, my boy. Enjoying the party?” 
“As much as I usually do.” 
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“Spectacular fight today, my boy, spectacular. You know I made another one 
and a quarter million on the bets alone? On top of that wager with Palaniyappan.” 

“Those properties are going to generate so much money, too. You’ll make back 
what you paid for them inside a year, could even be six months.” 

“It was a good idea, boy, good idea. Say, how’s the chest wound? We all saw 
blood after he hit you, but you don’t seem to be having trouble standing.” 

“Nothing broken by the skin. Rain stitched me up.” 
“She’s good at that, Rain. Quite taken with you, as well. I see you’re enjoying 

my newest jewel, too, eh?” 
“She wanted to see the palace, so I brought her with me to look for you.” A flash 

of degenerate interest sparked in his eyes. 
“Look for me?” 
“Yeah. While I was getting put back together, I had this idea. Who’s fighting for 

Pilar Greeley these days?” 
“You mean after Abbadon gave him his lethal injection? I believe she calls the 

new fighter Spike.” 
“Spike?” 
“Yes, he’s dressed like a hoodlum of some sort. All black leather jackets and 

metal spikes and colored hair. I believe he’s actually one of her wannabe rockstars from 
her record label, who owed her too much money from failed music. Fights with an ax 
shaped like a guitar, of all things.” 

“Perfect, it’s actually her record labels I was thinking about.” 
“Oh?” 
“Yeah. We got the label and the means of production from the Abbadon fight. 

The music is great, but the distribution, and making the actual discs, that would save us a 
lot of money. What we need now are established and respected music labels, larger acts, 
to produce and help grow the music side of things.” 

“Hmm…yes. I can see that.” 
“I know Pilar has a number of labels, and a few big-name agents under her belt. 

We could also use some kind of management firm who arranges the larger shows, has all 
the stages and equipment. That way we’re not paying to set up outdoor shows or 
concerts, and we can promote the bands all we want on your radio stations to force them 
on the public ears. Between that and the internet, they can’t not become famous, which 
spells more money for us.” That wide grin of greed spread out on Sebastian’s face like 
the Grinch just having come up with his nefarious plot to steal Christmas.  

“That’s an idea indeed. Very good. You’re quite the surprise, Jackson. A very 
sound investment.” 

“Glad to be of use.” Sebastian threw down his brandy and handed the glass to a 
passing girl.  

“I Believe I saw Pilar earlier. Perhaps I shall go tell her of my new little plan.” 
“Sounds good. You go pick a fight, and I’ll go see who knows about this Spike 

character.” Sebastian paused, slightly unsteady, and smiled. 
“Work, work. Even at a party like this one, a true businessman is never at rest. 

Nor are you, my boy. You should take the girl here and relax somewhere, get your blood 
up. I think it’s time she did a little more work around here, too.” He nodded to himself, 
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glassy eyed, and walked off. Mist’s grip on my arm tightened. I knew she should have 
stayed with the others. 
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Back at the estate, Mist disappeared for nine days. When we found her, she was 

hiding in the crawlspace beneath the stairs back in the servants’ quarters, between the 
laundry room and the kitchen, not even sneaking out to use their bathroom or steal food. 
She’d been in there for three days straight, ever since she finished ‘filming’ Sebastian’s 
newest movie venture. The sheets she stole were stained with makeup, tears and little 
clots of blood. Ava heard one of the maids talking about the strange sounds she heard 
from the crawlspace, and came to find me. Nobody had looked, a little afraid of what 
they wound find. When they saw their missing linens, as well, possibly stained beyond 
repair, they got even more worried. I told them to claim they came from my room if they 
got any trouble for it; everyone would assume one of the girls and I had been up to 
something dirty and let it go. Mist wouldn’t look at any of us, when we tried to get her 
out. When Rain went in after her to get her, she was limp like a ragdoll, and shaking 
uncontrollably. I had to actually lift her out and carry her to my rooms so Rain could 
examine her.  

“She’s completely covered in cuts and bruises.” Rain ran gentle fingers over her 
arms and legs. “Look at this. These deep marks everywhere. They’re like rope burns, or 
something digging too tightly into her skin. And these….Spencer, I think these are whip 
marks.” There was a desperate panic in Rain’s eyes. Ava only held her hand, tears falling 
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down her own cheeks. Mist didn’t move or say anything. “And I think this wrist is 
broken. Mist, honey, what the hell did they do to you?” 

The answer to that, of course, was that Sebastian wanted to try his hand at a 
bondage video. Without the care of experts to prevent anything truly damaging from 
being done, without safewords or anyone caring what happened, Mist may as well have 
been tortured. She was roughly tied up with coarse ropes and raped repeatedly. Devices 
were brought in; horrible medieval looking things. Hard wooden chairs with crude 
wrought-iron stirrups, harnesses dangling from chains set into the ceiling. She was bound 
to what was basically a pommel horse with leather straps hooked far too tight so that a 
dozen men could rape her in the ass and force their dicks in her mouth. When she tried to 
get free, and one of the men pushed her back down, the strap broke her wrist. She was 
bound almost completely in straps of leather and elastic and vinyl that forced her into a 
squatting position so she could be forced to ride a guy, the only exposed skin on her left 
was her breasts, stuck in nipple clamps, her ass, and her back. Blind and gagged behind 
some cruel mask, she had to fuck these guys, one after another, with nothing to guide her 
but rough hands pulling at her, and a whip licking at her exposed back. Her tears, sobs, 
and cries for help only added to what Sebastian thought was the essence of the films. 
When they were done with her they threw a robe over her shoulders and pushed her out 
the door, covered in sweat, tears, dried blood and piss. Terrified, like a child running 
from a nightmare creature, she searched the house for a place nobody ever went, 
clamored inside, and stayed there until we found her.  

It was three days before she spoke, and then only in little bits. Though Rain had 
been trying to get her to exercise for days, Mist would only leave the room if I was right 
by her side, clinging to my arm like a raft adrift in the ocean. If we ran into any guards or 
a household servant, even the tiniest of girls who brought tea on Sundays when her 
mother was sleeping late, she would whimper and pull weakly away, to avoid them. It 
was Ava that actually got her to smile again, by producing a brown, fluffy, flop-eared 
bunny from the new hutch installed in the girls’ garden. This was how we got to the Mist 
that was buried deep beneath the layers of pain and rubble, where she ran to on that 
horrible day, when all the happiness was fucked clean out of her. The key to all of those 
bright sunny days before the Beckett house and the sleaze and the torment was in the 
pink, wiggling nose of a baby bunny. Well, in the bunny, and in Cherry; a duality of 
extremes, the fulcrum on which Mist hung her future. Cherry, the one girl who had 
shared the same things she had, the one who could sympathize the most with where she 
was coming from and the suffering she had endured, the only other eyes who could work 
as a mirror to her own eyes, and all she saw there was fear and anger and boundless hate. 
In those eyes Mist saw the one thing she wanted the least to be, and any time she started 
to want to crawl back down to whatever semblance of safety her hiding place once had; 
to the darkness of the crawlspace or the deeper depths of her mind, all it took was one 
superior smirk, one acid word from Cherry’s red lips, and the desire to run was burned 
away. The temptation would call, clawing at her with skeletal fingers, and she would 
turn, without giving in the thought of a single instant, and walk out to the gardens, 
pouring rain or burning sun, and crawl inside the rabbit hutch, where everything was 
warm and happy and covered in downy fur.  

Of course, this didn’t happen over night. The recipe for her becoming one of us, 
cemented and bonded like a fucking epoxy commercial only without the midget in a 
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hardhat had a key ingredient of time. In the meantime, a girl who had entrusted herself to 
me, who believed in me enough to feel safe in my care even in this world of jagged edges 
and black hearts, had been hurt. I couldn’t kill Sebastian, no matter how hard I wanted to, 
but I was in just close enough that I could talk him into putting me in a position where I 
could fucking cripple the motherfuckers who did the actual hurting.  

What it took was my suggestion that the bunch of hobos, wasters, and ex-cons 
Beckett had fighting as his lesser needed some extra training besides each other and the 
contemptuous eye of Hiro. Dropping me and the brothers Kalenov into a warehouse full 
of men proud to be cannon fodder to rich bastards was like dropping a panther in an 
empty swimming pool full of mice. Every eye followed us carefully as we prowled 
slowly on the concrete floor, but nobody moved a muscle; they knew by looking at us, at 
the way we carried ourselves, the looks on our faces and the reputations that came with 
our names, that none of us would have flinched if half of them suddenly burst open to 
reveal newly hatched dragons, or if they pulled off masks to reveal they were gameshow 
hosts on a hidden camera show. They had never met any one of us before, had never seen 
me in person, but as the champion for their house, they had all seen me fight, and my 
name carried weight with them. It meant respect and fear.  I spat out questions like a 
handgun, and watched them ricochet off the concrete walls, bringing back the names of 
the fighters who Sebastian has used in the film, and as an added bonus, two guards, one 
of which had been among those I nearly beat to death when Mist wandered that night so 
long ago. The first day of training, the boys lined of to get the shit beat out of them. 
Second time around, I was drafting people. Training with me had become a little 
dangerous, and they were missing the gentle beatings and fatherly bruises Hiro delivered. 
Hiro didn’t break noses and bones. So I requested some guards be sent to help act as 
teacher’s assistant in my little House of Pain. It was suggested by our driver that the 
guards should maybe be around to keep me from killing anyone prematurely, with 
nobody around to applaud. Brining everyone I owed some pain together sounded good to 
me, so I said nothing. Our third practice, I had the pretty boys with stun batons bring in 
the three slabs of moldering beef they shared the screen with. When I was ten, my 
grandfather took me out behind my uncles barn, and tried to teach me how to shoot using 
an old .22 rifle and a few cases of empty beer bottles. From the way I was shooting, 
you’d think I was the one who emptied them. Wanting to make me feel good and get the 
feel for shooting, papa had me perched behind a couple of hay bales about ten feet from 
the line of bottles, just so I could take out the whole row of them. It was just like that, 
looking at the line of fuckers around me, waiting to bleed. So I started the match. I toyed 
with them, insulted them, I riled them up. And then, just when they were getting good 
and pissed off, I started playing for keeps. Even with a wooden bat, like the one I use in 
practice, a direct hit with full force behind it can tear the jawbone from a man’s face in 
one swing. Polished hardwood, before the stress and strain from weeks or months of 
practice, can snap several ribs at once like twigs, and can crush the bones in your wrist 
like they were made of the most fragile crystal. But the wood is still wood, given to split 
along those same lines that give it beauty and grace, and with enough hammering blows 
in a row, each one designed to drive railroad spikes and crush men like cockroaches, a bat 
will splinter into shards in about the same time it takes for two ignorant guards to realize 
that I’m in process of killing some guys. But they have guns, and all I have is two halves 
of a bat, so they get cocky. One rushes me with a baton, and gets stabbed through the 
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heart like a second rate Dracula. The second one freezes, torn between calling for backup 
or trying to hit me with a stun gun. His buddy’s blood makes him panic, and his eyes go 
wide. Just about as wide as the pointy end of what used to be the top of my bat. So I bring 
the two together, just to see for sure. More guards show up, and I step back, hands in the 
air, flanked by my big Russian bodyguards. Security can’t hurt me as much as they want 
to, and are a little afraid. The lesser are backing away as casually as they can. I’ve 
stopped fighting, so nobody else steps in.  

Sebastian was pissed. 
I don’t know what made him madder, the guards or the fighters. On one hand, 

the guards were staff, on contract, which meant that they would be easily replaced by 
people trained outside his system. The one I killed was a done deal; the closest he came 
to family were the girls at the local strip club he spent half his paycheck on. The one 
missing an eye, on the other hand, was a loss. He would need replacing, clearly, but he 
was still hired, and that meant Sebastian had to pay for his doctors, and then find a place 
where he could look like a badass security guard, with his fucked up face and his eye 
patch, but wouldn’t have to do anything like shooting or fighting that might require depth 
perception. The fighters, on the other hand, were lost profit. Like stolen cattle, they 
represented hours of training and food and shelter and preparation that would never yield 
any benefit. The one with only one kneecap and plastered ribs would never win a single 
fight, even against mouthy women in bars, and the one with a crushed skull was just plain 
dead. The third one, whose jaw was gone forever, was not a total ruin. He’d be ugly for 
the rest of his life, but I painted a pretty picture of a metal artificial jaw with gleaming 
razor teeth, like some kind of bond villain. While he loved the visual, he was uneasy 
about the work it would take to get his mouth-hole fixed in such a way that he wouldn’t 
suffocate on his own hanging tongue, or finding a way of keeping him fed without the 
ability to chew or swallow. Looking badass and eerie was one thing, but to have to care 
for and nurture another human being just to get it? Sebastian was unconvinced. If the 
doctors could get him rigged up with a suitably evil jaw, he would probably keep him 
alive just long enough to get him killed spectacularly.  

What I always forgot about Sebastian, and all the others like him, was that he 
wasn’t stupid. Not really, deep down, believing in miracles stupid. He had no idea what 
was going on with his money or in his house, but that was ignorance, and arrogance; the 
world was beneath him, so why bother? He was sharp enough to notice when he was 
being fucked over, like when his champion just tricked his way into destroying valuable 
property out of revenge for what was done to other property of lesser value. And what 
pissed him off the most was being used like that. People were dollars and assets to him, 
so we didn’t matter as much as his dignity, as much as looking, if only to himself, like 
someone had gotten one over on him. And it was for that, and not the bloodshed, that he 
was going to punish me. Just not in the overt way one might expect. He was going to fuck 
with me like I had with him, and that meant instead of having me held down and beaten, 
he was going to sign me up for back-to-back matches, and let the beatings find me 
naturally. Like a passive-aggressive father, he let someone else do the dirty work, while 
he reaped the benefits.  
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Luckily, I had been several steps ahead of him in planning things, and had been 

feeding him such tantalizing little scraps of ideas that even his little weasel mind couldn’t 
resist them. Even while he was thinking of what rings he could throw me into, the real 
thinking had already been done: the who’s and why’s and what-for’s were laid out in 
stages for him, with only the timetable changing. The first one was less than a week after 
my ‘training session,’ and my only warning was two terse sentences delivered while 
passing in the halls.  

“Have your things ready to go out to Memphis in two days. I trust you are 
sufficiently practiced for another fight.”  

Sometimes, revenge is being too valuable to kill no matter how badly someone 
wants you dead. It may not be living well, but just living…that can be enough. 

 
Over the past months, I had been feeding him three new contestants, with very 

specific goals in mind. The first had been Pilar’s new boy, whomever that may be, to get 
some more musicians and record labels under our belt. That one I wasn’t too worried 
about, since apparently Pilar has a long history of picking losers and dead weights for her 
champions. I’d tee off with his sack like it was putt-putt golf, and move on to the next 
sucker. My second target was Cailte, the Slayer of Gods. Named for an old Celtic hero, 
what sounded like their version of Hercules, this guy had been Doran’s champion for a 
long time, ever since he ousted Dougan. Sir Malcolm was heavy in real estate and 
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investments, having somehow turned a single sporting good store into an empire of 
holdings. On the surface, this was an opportunity to round out Sebastian’s portfolios and 
fill in some of his gaps. Get some bars and nightclubs for his musicians to perform in, 
some stores to sell things in, and some places for them to stay, and to rent out. Personally, 
it was for me to make an ass of the guy who thought he was so much tougher than one of 
my friends. I wanted to get my knife up under his little skirt and give him some breathing 
room in it. For the third move, I wanted to take on Centurion. He was one of the longest-
running gladiators there were, which was fitting considering he was a modern stylized 
version of the old Greek warriors anyway. The two biggest reason for this long career 
were that since his face was mostly covered by the jowls of his helmet, his keeper could 
be swapping out fighters beneath the suit and nobody would notice, and because that 
same keeper was actually Rinaldo Pasquale de Luca, who happened to be the Prime 
Minister of Italy, in addition to owning his country’s biggest investment firm, and being 
the primary interest for their largest movie studio, their two biggest magazines and three 
most popular television channels, with his fingers trickling down into newspapers, 
insurance companies, and a soccer team. From the sound of it, every globe made should 
have his face superimposed over the map of Italy. With so much to lose, I figured he 
could lose his movie studio without really bleeding too much and possibly add to 
Sebastian’s media empire if we could rile him up enough. If there was one skill old man 
Beckett carried, it was the ability to get someone’s blood up to the point where they were 
willing to make stupid wagers.  

Of course, this was going to be a six to nine month plan. Enough to keep the old 
boy happy and making money, enough to keep me closer to his intentions and in his good 
graces, to keep my girls out of trouble, and to give us a chance to keep looking for a way 
out of the trap we were stuck in. But the jaws of the trap just got a little tighter, and my 
plan was pinched down considerably. Now he had me set up to fight Pilar’s new guy 
Spike in just two days. Two weeks after that I was going out to Scotland to fight Doran’s 
goon and, if I survived with all my limbs intact, I’d be in Italy in two more weeks 
fighting Centurion. Now this was, even by the standards of the Circle, a bit of a rush job. 
Most matches were spread out a little, since everyone likes to get together to see them 
when they can, and they do, sooner or later, have to put in some time tending to their vast 
fortunes and empires of people bringing them money. Even these people couldn’t afford 
to just hop from one Circle-orgy and fight to another without putting in work. Not if they 
wanted to keep their money and fortunes anyway, and not end up like an upper-crust 
media diva. But there was also nothing more that these people loved that a little excess 
and adventure, so taking a month to just bounce around and watch a man get beaten and 
probably killed as punishment for trying to stand up and manipulate his owner into 
getting retribution for someone hurting one of his friends. Between that and the parties 
and some time in between for raping orphans or torturing endangered species or whatever 
the fuck else they did for fun while traveling. It was a good Circle Vacation. So my plan 
was perverted and twisted into a month long watch-Spencer-die-athon. I was stoked. And 
more than a little worried.  
 

Sebastian still had a point to make, so instead of sending me and my traveling 
companions off to some fighter’s corner of Pilar’s estate, we were in an average room, 
right off the main hallway. Walls thinner than those in a Super 8 separated us from the 
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ribaldry and noise going on all around us. Visiting the restroom down the hall meant 
stepping around the poor girl getting pissed on by three old men, trying not to wince as 
natural ammonia salt seeped into fresh wounds. Sleeping was a futile effort, any attempt 
interrupted by the loud clatter of furniture, yells and moans and, worst of all, the painful 
sobs of those on all sides of us. Even Soleil shivered in my arms while a girl not three 
feet away from our heads, just on the other side of the wall, wept and begged meekly for 
an end to someone’s idea of sport, while one man after another lined up for their turn 
with her. After enough hours of this, the banging of the headboard started to sound like 
morse code from Sebastian, telling me: This is what you get. Stick your nose into my 
business over the abuse of one girl, and I will drown you in the sorrow of more just like 
her. None of us slept very much.  

Exhaustion made getting ready for the fight a hazy dream, like a memory from 
childhood. Getting dressed on the first day of kindergarten, my mother and father both 
fussing over me to make sure I was dressed and had my hair combed and looked my best. 
Only mom and dad were replaced by Soleil, dark bags under her eyes from an equally 
restless night, slow, unsteady hands tightening straps and bringing me my gear. There 
was also a slight difference in that there was nobody at kindergarten waiting specifically 
to kill me. But if you think about it, I probably had more fear in my guts that day, from 
not knowing what to expect from school or the other kids, than I had even in my haze, 
getting ready for a fight to the death. Just goes to show you how adaptable the human 
animal is, that even the most fucked-up scenarios can start to become commonplace after 
a while.  

“You ready for this?” Soleil’s concern was not as affected by exhaustion as her 
movements, and she was standing in front of me with my duster in her fists, looking 
straight into my eyes.  

“Yeah…yeah. I’ll wake up when the action starts, I’m sure. I just need the 
adrenaline.” 

“No, you wake up before you go out. I don’t want him getting a lucky first shot 
while you’re dragging your ass.”  

“I don’t just have an awake switch I can hit, you know.” She nodded 
thoughtfully, and let go of my coat, halfway turning away from me. I thought she was 
going to get my bat. Instead, she turned back around like a cowboy when someone yelled 
‘draw’, her slender hand whipping across my face like wet leather. It hurt.  

“What the fuck, Sol!” Holding her hand gingerly, she brushed the hair out of her 
face, a thin smile on her lips.  

“Awake now? Got your adrenaline started?” The instinct to be angry faded the 
second I saw what she was doing.  

“I’m awake. What would I do without you?” Her smile remained small and 
sleepy, but her eyes grew sincere, brimming with affection.  

“Get stabbed and die, abandoning us to our own devices and fucking up our 
whole year.” 

“Good thing you’re here then.” She buckled my wristband, making sure the 
tether binding was tight, and handed me my bat before giving me a quick kiss and 
sending me on my way out to the ring.  
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Blood throbbed through my veins as though for the first time in months, like I 
had been in hibernation, and the world seemed a little more crisp. No more than rumors 
had reached me about the new guy fighting for Greeley House ever since the last one got 
skewered, and I hit the sand first. Afraid of losing what little edge Soleil had given me, I 
forwent the usual standing-in-place wait, instead walking back and forth, shoulders 
hunched like an animal waiting for a fight, slowly working my way closer to the middle 
of the ring. Finally, the door opposite me opened, and a guy walked out into the bright 
lights and dust. I only paused in my pacing for a minute, to give him a look over, and 
then waited while he walked up closer.  

 “I think you found the wrong arena, friend.” He was dressed, head to toe, like a 
punk rocker about to hit the stage in some seedy club that had only been open for two 
months, would only be open for another two, and was having a hard time finding acts. He 
had a ripped Damned t-shirt over what looked like some kind of padded armor, with a 
leather coat over those, all covered in spikes, studs, zippers and chains. His jeans were 
equally torn and stained, and showed something beneath them as well. From a studded 
belt covered in knives to his back pocket was a long wallet chain adorned with keychains 
and other shit. His boots, however, were heavy and had exposed metal toes, not too 
terribly different than mine, but pretty nice. What skin was exposed was covered with 
tattoos.  

“I ain’t yer friend. Ya need’ta call me something, make it Spike.” He had the 
sort of British accent that suburban American kids get when they want to be taken 
seriously as a punk band and know they’ll never make it on talent alone.  

“Spike. Heh. How the hell does a reject like you end up here? Shouldn’t you be 
out trying to seduce disaffected highschool girls?” I circled the so-called fighter, and 
every time I got a little close, he backed away, but never took his eyes off me.  

“Ah, I owed Pilar some money, yeah? Me band was on her label, well, one o’ 
her labels, and had a fat contract. Fucked up, band busted up, and my other stuff wasn’t 
cuttin’ it. Ol’gal was pissed plenty, gave me options. This was the best o’ them.” His 
nerves were driving him to sit here and talk to me when an experienced fighter would be 
already swinging. This guy was more used to things happening because he was some 
kind of clever instead of being strong.  

“Hell of an option. What’s the deal here.” Still stalking around him, I pointed 
my bat at the weapon in his hands; a fake Gibson SG, only without strings, and most of 
the detail painted on. He raised it demonstrably, affectionately. 

“Said I’d be comfortable with it. Was used to tearin’ shit up with me axe. So 
they made me a real axe.” From the straight angle, the head was, in fact, a battleaxe with 
a huge broad blade.  

“Cute. Of course, cute themes and the ability to accessorize never won a fight.” 
“You throwing stones, mate? I heard yer man up there calling you Jackson 

Pollock just now, did I not?” 
“You see me with paint-splattered boots and a striped shirt or fighting with 

sharpened brushes? Not my problem what some douchebag decides to call me for what 
he thinks is good theatrics.” 

“Sure, sure. An’ it isn’t my fault if Pilar sees you and decides she wants ‘erself a 
fighter that has a meaner, newer edge than some queen in chainmail, swinging a 
goddamned morningstar.”  



215 
 

“The problem, of course, is that she didn’t get a fighter at all. She got you.” His 
face reddened.  

“Fuck you talkin’ about?” 
“A fighter wouldn’t have a weapon that heavy dragging in the dust where it 

wasn’t ready to protect him if an opponent did…this!”  
With two hands gripping the bat, I swung for his stomach. He fumbled, pulling 

the handle of the guitar up for protection, succeeding only in deflecting it more to his 
side, and cutting his ankle with his own axe when the blade got jarred from the impact. 
To his credit, he recovered fairly quickly, brining the stupid-looking thing up over his 
shoulder for a swing that was strong enough to split my skull in two, but aimed two feet 
from where I was when it finally came down, leaving him open for another good shot to 
the ribs. His coat must have had some kind of mail or plating in it, though, because he 
didn’t react like he should have, and it felt like hitting something heavy. Having brought 
the axe back from the ground, he swung to the side, again aiming for my head and 
missing, and then swinging back the other way, this time sloping lower, hitting no mark 
but open air. I used the first high swing to duck down, taking a cheap shot at his right 
knee and pulling out a knife, and then ducking under his arm on the second swing to get 
behind him, and sliced across the width of his back, tearing the leather off in a big strip. 
Sure enough, beneath there were lateral strips of metal. He turned on his feet, gripping his 
axe white-knuckle and grinning.  

“Stupid move, painter. No backstabbing allowed.” Speaking betrayed his heavy 
breathing and dropped accent.  

“You may be underestimating how fucking GOOD I am at it.” He roared and 
swung the axe again, which I dodged by taking a step backward, and he followed with 
two steps, crossing his previous swing with the next one. And so we continued, like a 
game, him making a figure 8 with his arms, following me in a wide circle on the sand, 
mindlessly chuckling as though his human-weedwhacker routine was my certain demise. 
Only, just when the pattern was getting good and steady, I leapt forward while he was 
bringing the blade around for a return, and once behind him, jammed by knife deep, with 
full weight, at the crack between the vertical strips. He shrieked and leapt forward, his 
overweighted axe circling and flying off into the distance as his untrained hands 
reflexively reached back to try and pull out the knife stuck just an inch or two away from 
his spinal column, above the small of his back. The job was made a little harder by the 
fact that he seemed unable to un-arch his back, like a man being electrocuted, in attempt 
to run away from the tingling, on-fire sensation of having a blade stuck in so tender an 
area. Spike was so distracted by this, he didn’t seem to care or notice me walking around 
him casually again, or adjusting my double-handed grip on the bat over my shoulder, 
until just before I swung. By then there was only time for him to turn his head to face me 
before metal met flesh and crushed bone to mush. He dropped face-first into the sand, 
leaving my knife sticking straight up. I pulled it out, and took his chain for good measure. 
For three weeks in school, when I was a stupid kid going through my own punk phase, 
I’d had one just like it. Kept getting caught on chairs and desks and cupboard doors. 
Pissed me right off.  

Once the adrenaline had burned itself from my blood, the exhaustion crept back 
in. When I was done showering off and we were back in the crowd of the party, Soleil 
and I were back to being the zombies of half-asleep awareness. Among the crowd, Pilar 
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was trying to keep her composure in the face of so many repeated failures; not an easy 
task with Sebastian gloating like a nine year old about all the acquisitions he had just 
made. I felt bad for adding to her woes, since I had no issues with her personally, and in 
truth preferred her to many of her contemporaries, and felt worse at being the one 
responsible for her having to deal with our distinguished Mr. Beckett in the first place. 
But since the thing I felt most was a desire to sleep, I did not linger to voice this, or help 
her out, or even throw a backhanded comment or two his way, but instead walked slowly 
but directly with my arm around Soleil’s waist to our room, where the screaming had not 
yet started up again, and went to sleep. If we were too tired to notice the noises from the 
rooms around, or if someone was kind enough to prevent them from happening, I still 
don’t know, but we slept for ten hours before ever stirring.  

 
Eleven days found me sleeping in a large bed in a stone room in a genuine 

Scottish castle, with a beautiful woman on each side of me. A proud and eccentric 
bastard, Doran had kept the cold feeling of stone walls while adding radiant pipe heating, 
electrical sockets, and all the modern conveniences to this massive castle, making it a 
blend of different centuries. Under the right circumstances, it could have made a fabulous 
theme-hotel, but instead was a stronghold of one of the single most egomaniacal madmen 
ever to make my acquaintance, who actually thinks of his huge collection of lesser in the 
barracks boring three floors into the earth beneath the old stables as his own private army, 
the Exercitus Scoticanus, just waiting to take over the entire country at his command. To 
hear him speak, the only reason he didn’t send them out to conquer everything was 
because the entire place was already his, and he didn’t need to send out his agents to 
conquer a place he already owned. I will grant that as one of the richest among the circle 
he certainly had more than his fair share of clout, and he probably could have forcibly 
raped the mayor’s daughter in the ass in the center of town with everyone watching and 
walked away still the town hero, just by the amount of loyalty he was able to buy, but he 
certainly wasn’t the owner of the place. For instance, he wouldn’t be able to do the same 
thing with the First Minister’s daughter. In fact, he’d probably do a little time just for 
shooting on her hair. But, then, I could be wrong, maybe that was how they baptized the 
politicos around here; induction into parliament comes with a solemn oath and a squirt to 
the eye. Inside his massive property, the entirety of which was surrounded by a stone wall 
ranging from 4 to 8 feet high and patrolled by guards in kilts and carrying pikestaffs, he 
was the sovereign leader, and spoke with the word of god.  

Dougan spoke only in the language of looks and gestures, yet somehow 
managed to communicate with greater range and scope than his old master managed in 
any of the time we were his guests. Due to our position as the people arriving to conquer 
and kill, and because Sebastian felt the need to travel with such an entourage, we were 
delegated to the Southwest Wing, which was the most restored to look like the ancient 
castle he liked to pretend it was. What he really wanted was for us to have to walk on 
hard stone floors, but it was quiet at least, and while the walls made it a little cold even 
with the thermostat up, needing to crowd together for warmth is a great way to get into 
bed with two beautiful women. What remained of the tourist in me thought this was the 
best place to stay, as everything else was like being on a set of some kind of King Arthur 
movie, and while there wasn’t as much luxury, and things like bars and bathrooms were 
fewer and far between, they were at least fully functional and modern.  
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Similar to the design of the place we were staying, the arena was like the old 
world pulled into ours, wired with electricity, and filled to the brim with douchebags. It 
was a giant amphitheatre of cut stone, with wooden benches lined with silk padded 
cushions on all sides. The overhead dome was completely removable, if you happened to 
have a staff large enough to lift the massive beams that held it in place, but being in 
Scotland, the rain was too heavy and frequent for that to be much needed. Even though 
there was genuine electricity throughout, all the tunnels underground were lit entirely by 
torches, which left a haze in the air that stung the eyes and tickled the lungs, all the way 
to the small cell-like prep room, waiting for the announcer to yell through a speaker 
hidden behind a thin faux-rock drilled with holes to let sound through. Sebastian hadn’t 
stopped in to visit me before a fight since he decided I needed a lesson taught to me, 
hadn’t stopped to wish me good luck. Somewhere in his hateful little mind he was torn 
between wanting me to win so he could reap the benefits of my fighting abilities, while 
the rest of him wanted me to die to learn the true reward for presuming to direct how he 
does his business. In all likelihood, there was little distinction to him between losing 
whatever money or holdings had been offered up against Doran’s properties. But for all 
his petty nonsense, all his little tricks to throw me off my game and trick me into losing, 
he didn’t do the one thing that would have hurt me the most: taking away the girls and 
making me travel alone. Opening my eyes on the morning of a fight to see Soleil smiling 
back at me, still barely awake herself, while Rain breathed softly and calmly on my other 
side, that made the day start right. Having a peaceful breakfast with people I cared about, 
the quiet ritual of Rain tending to still-healing wounds before Soleil helped me armor up; 
these things were what gave me strength, and reminded me why I was doing what I was 
doing. If I hadn’t had them, if it was just me in the cold stone room, waiting to be sent out 
to fight for no other reason than a rich man’s glory, I’d have already given up a year ago. 
It was the girls who made it possible to live in that life. And it was the girls who got me 
ready to face Cailte, the Slayer of Gods.  

Dougan was our escort guard for the match, and if it can be said that a man 
without the ability to speak was more quiet then normal, then while the girls and I were 
getting ready in the small cell before the match, he was a positive statue. We all knew 
that this was his old stomping ground, that it was once Dougie who proudly wore his 
family tartan into the ring, and we knew that, even as little more than personal property of 
one of the large Houses, it still hurt him to be dismissed simply because he was no longer 
young, because he had lost one match. But had we not known it, we’d have been able to 
see it reflected in his eyes as he stood, still as stone, not looking at any of us, reliving it 
all in his head. Through his own gift of wordless communication, we knew how that last 
fight had gone. It was what we call a hero match; one champion against a swarm of 
lesser. In this case, a dozen ninja against one man. None of them were allowed to kill 
Dougan, but that was their only restriction, while he was required to kill every last one of 
them before leaving. Di Campi, the guy who had cost my own keeper so much, was no 
slouch at training, so even his lesser were all skilled fighters, and were given the added 
benefit of knowing that they faced certain death if they didn’t come out victorious. Even 
at his best, armed with extra knives, he was one man in next to no armor against a dozen 
who had longer reach in their weapons and a dominant need to not die. He says it was a 
long battle, three of them dying very quickly, wounding him only slightly, which made 
the others cautious to avoid his reach. But with nine left, surrounding him in a ring, 



218 
 

closing in only when he approached someone else, they started to whittle away at him, 
and made every move he made costly. He took out three more before the loss of blood 
started to make his feet unsteady and his vision blur, and another two who thought to 
close in and end things sooner, but at that point he was dangerously close to bleeding out, 
no longer able to keep himself standing, let alone fighting, and passed out with four ninja 
left living. Malcolm had been growing arrogant with his fighter over the years, and had 
risked a lot in the fight against Di Campi, so the one loss was incredibly damaging to 
him. Our friend Dougan was rushed into emergency care to keep him alive, and the man 
he fought for brooded and weighed the cost of his health care against the dramatic loss 
his business just suffered. Meanwhile, on the other side of the ocean, a man with 
arrogance issues of his own was burning through champions like kindling, and was in 
desperate need of an experienced man. Just recently, he had bought the lives of two 
brothers who were, apparently, past their prime, and after witnessing the brutal beating 
Dougan had taken, saw an opportunity for a third. For little more than the price of the 
doctors who kept him alive, Dougan was passed to Sebastian like a greyhound no longer 
good for races being sold to a breeder. Even in a life you didn’t chose, a life you hate, 
there is something unforgivable in being sold and given away like unwanted pets, 
something damaging to the self that is hard to get over, and as Soleil was helping tighten 
my armor to go square off against Dougan’s replacement, he was squaring off in his 
mind, for the seven hundredth time, against a dozen ninja, to prove he wasn’t too old to 
fight just yet.  

 
Malcolm’s arena was loud. Instead of the soft rustle of sand beneath my feet 

when I walked out, there was the tap of my boots on the stone floor, and the crunch of the 
straw that covered it. The thick walls bounced back all the sounds of the audience into an 
unrecognizable murmur, louder than the most approving roar of the average arena. The 
only thing to absorb sound, apart from the fresh straw laid out before the fights, were the 
heavy tapestries showing off Malcolm’s family crest and tartan, and the smaller flags 
around the inside of the ring patterned with the tartans of each of his fighters. The larger 
among these was probably that of the guy I was about to fight, emblazoned with some 
other symbol that may have meant something in their heathen tongue to do with his title, 
or the mythical hero he stole it from. The man himself emerged from a cloud of dry ice 
fog instead of a doorway, wearing his kilt, boots, ankle and wrist wrappings, and little 
else. His entire body was painted ghostly white, with deep blue patterns swirling across 
every bit of exposed skin. Long dark hair hung down in matted skeins, sticking to his skin 
whenever they touched, seeming almost to melt into the intricate lines drawn over his 
body. Strapped to his left wrist was a small caetra shield, with four sharp blades lining the 
side like a compass rose. From his heavy leather belt hung a large array of knives, most 
of which were beaten and possibly made by the man himself, and a short sword in an 
incredibly elegant scabbard. He walked towards me, shoulders lowered like an animal, 
snarling to reveal teeth stained a dark forest green, the color of death to the old ways. In 
one motion, he drew the sword, twisted it around several times, threw it up, and caught it 
behind his back. When he was finally done playing majorette with it, the sword was even 
more beautiful, more finely crafted, than the scabbard would have suggested, and in 
complete contrast to the rest of his outfit. At least with me there was symmetry. Beat up 
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clothes, beat up face, and in my hand, a beat up bat, just waiting to fuck him AND his 
sword all up.  

Our fight started in earnest when the cheap-shot motherfucker went from his 
slow stride into a sprint, and then ducked down, sliding across the loose straw towards 
me, swiping up at me with that beautiful sword so fast I could barely get my bat up to 
block, and then leapt back to his feet before I could get back over to him. Fucker was 
fast. While my boots were designed to give me traction on most surfaces, his had smooth 
bottoms, and made sliding around on the straw easy for him. He was like a figure skater, 
dancing and twirling around me with speed and agility, making him hard to hit. It was 
like trying to box with a ballerina, if the ballerina in question was burly, hairy, and 
covered in knives. For all I know, that’s what the ballet is all about. I always played sick 
on any night when my boyfriendly duty would have been to escort a girl to one. At the 
end of the day, it doesn’t matter how many brownie-point blowjobs it’s worth, I just 
couldn’t bring myself to dress up to watch people in tights dance. Suffice it to say that we 
danced around each other for a while, causing minor cuts and bruises, and in the end I got 
pissed off, threw knives at his feet, which caused him to lose his footing for a second, and 
I used that second to club his skull in like he was a baby seal. It was completely without 
grace. The exciting part was the end, where I started pulling the ornate scabbard and 
finely crafted sword from the still-warm body of the painted Scotsman, whose god-
slaying days were long over, and his esteemed owner started throwing a fit. Apparently, 
he had been pretty certain I would end up stabbed. With a final thought to my friend 
Dougie, I flipped Malcolm the bird, and yelled: 

“Yeah, he’s fucking dead, and the guy who taught me how to kill your little hero 
was the one you sold because YOU thought he was past his prime. Consider it an 
expensive lesson in not being such an asshole!”  

Yelling at one of the higher Houses was not really looked well upon, so taking 
your beaten-to-shit bat and throwing it at his viewing box was pretty damned taboo. The 
stone walls echoes with one group gasp, followed by Dougan and Nikki dragging my ass 
out of the ring before Doran’s men could come cripple me for life. I spent the next five 
days locked in the tower, not allowed to go into the courtyard to get some air, but I still 
say it was worth it. Old bastard.  

 
When Sebastian had finally smoothed things over enough that we could leave 

without a sniper turning my head into small shards and tiny scattered lumps of warm 
meat, we left. Instead of going back to America, to the Beckett Estate, we went to Paris to 
visit Claudia Linden and check up on Sebastian’s business interests there. Claudia 
received us as guests in her home, but changed the subject every time Sebastian started to 
ask her to help him out in his porn endeavors again. Ever since learning about his dark, 
malicious version of her field, she had been good to her word to cut ties with him, and no 
longer support his attempts to break in. She was also completely indifferent to his 
requests that the girls and I be treated more callously, as we were being punished for our 
troublemaking ways. Even as he followed he around, protesting that I had grown 
arrogant, presumed to tell him how to do his job, to manipulate him, hung around with 
most of HIS girls as though they were mine, and even presumed to protect one of them 
that he was trying to make a star, she conversed politely with us, treating us as friends 
instead of troublesome prisoners. Even poor Mist, who still refused to stray very far from 
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my side after having been flown out with Cherry to increase Sebastian’s girl-count for the 
trip to Italy, was given the royal treatment. Finally, when she could take no more of 
Sebastian’s high, needling protests, she turned on him. 

“Sebastian Beckett, this is my home, and in my home I decide who is to be 
punished, how hard, and for what trespasses. Spencer has done nothing wrong that I can 
see, and has, in fact, helped you out immeasurably. He not only set up some very sound 
business plans, by your own admission, he then went out and won you two fights in less 
than a month’s time, and will be fighting for you once more in less than two weeks. You 
know as well as I that it is highly irregular in the Circle to make your champion fight so 
many battles so close together, without giving them time to train and recover, yet here he 
has managed just fine, despite minor injuries. Now, I see no reason why I shouldn’t help 
the poor boy relax and heal up as much as is possible before going in to fight that gold-
plated pervert in Italy. Considering all he’s done for you, you should think a little more 
about how well you should treat him, and be glad he seems to care so much about the 
success of your finances, your House, and all the people inside it. Even someone as self-
centered and greedy as yourself has to see that his being around has only ever benefitted 
you, both in material possessions and in the peace and cheer of your employees, so act 
accordingly. Now, since I have agreed to let you stay in my home for the time between 
fights, I expect you to do me the courtesy of dropping your petty arguments.” Sebastian, 
true to form, was so shocked at having been told off, spoken down to like a misbehaven 
child by one of his peers, that he said nothing. He spoke little throughout dinner, and over 
the days that followed spent most of his time by himself. He by no means became his 
cheery, flamboyant self in our company, but neither did he go around trying to create 
uncomfortable situations or insulting the girls, so we were all happy. Mist even grew so 
comfortable there that she would wander off and visit Claudia’s personal petting zoo, as 
long as Rain and Soleil stayed with her. Cherry, as usual, received only glares as soon as 
she opened her mouth to let something bitter and sarcastic fall out, and so wandered off 
to make use of some of the Linden Boys. Claudia and I walked alone through the 
hallways of her home, so she could point out the newest paintings. 

“That poor girl must be having a hard time adjusting. I have never seen a grown 
woman so excited about visiting a petting zoo.” 

“She loves animals. You should see her with her rabbits at home.” 
“Oh really? How MUCH would you say she loves animals?” One of her thin 

eyebrows raised suspiciously. 
“I don’t think she wants to be intimate with your bull mastiffs, if that’s what 

you’re implying.” 
“Zoophile movies are finding a big new market, you know.” 
“Doesn’t that strike you as a little…wrong?” 
“Wrong how? None of my animals are being abused. They are well fed, well 

exercised, groomed daily.” 
“Being made to have sex with a different species for cameras.”  
“Honey, have you ever met a dog who didn’t jump at the chance to hump your 

leg, or a pillow, or anything that stood still? They’re not being MADE to do anything. 
They’re just not being made to stop.” 

“And the humans involved? They can’t be too excited about blowing Fido.” She 
looked sideways at me, grinning. 
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“I have girls who lost interest in human men completely.” 
“You’re kidding.” 
“I’m not. I mentioned that I was thinking of putting in a dolphin tank, you know, 

to try something that hadn’t been seen before, and as soon as they learned that dolphins 
hang around 12 or 14 inches, I had three volunteers immediately. Everyone gets off on 
something a little different, you know? I try not to judge that kind of thing here.” 

“Unless it’s what gets Sebastian off.” The smile melted from her lips. 
“Well, that’s the difference between the rape fantasy and actual rape. I mean, 

sex that leaves one of the participants scarred for life isn’t good. Sex is supposed to be a 
healthy, visceral, humanizing experience. It should never be used as just another way to 
hurt someone. Sebastian doesn’t like women very much, so he needs to hurt them to get 
off.” 

“Seems to be a common thread among the people I meet these days.” 
“Well, now, don’t judge the whole group, just because there are a few bad 

apples. I mean, yeah, we all have more than our fair share of lovers, but not all of them 
are in the same position as Sebastian’s girls. Some of us have lots of contracted 
employees who still get paid more than fairly for their services, or multiple consensual 
relationships, or even multiple wives. Not everyone is so keen to turn people into slaves.” 

“Like Lupe Mantilla?” 
“Exactly. Lupe is a real gentleman. All the girls absolutely love him, and he 

them. Granted, there aren’t many men like Lupe in the world anymore. Class and 
caring…those things aren’t qualities men are raised with. Especially not men in 
America.” 

“You’re just mad because the men of America ran you out of the country.” 
Claudia let a soft, musical chuckle escape her lips. 

“Not mad. Best thing that ever happened to my business or to me. But you know 
what you see, when you’ve been away for a while?” 

“What?” 
“Everyone is afraid to be who they really are. An entire country of people hiding 

behind masks” 
“You must be looking during mardi gras.” 
“No, I mean it. You have respected businessmen who take trips to Korea to have 

sex with boys, middle class whitebread boys who secretly listen to gangster rap, the 
rappers themselves who make such a show of acting hard in public, and then go home to 
their mama to be taken care of. Everything is posturing, everyone is trying so hard to look 
how they think everyone else WANTS them to look, that they start to lose themselves. I 
read these stories about how relationships are failing at higher percentages than ever, but 
how could they not, when everyone is afraid to show even the people they care about 
who they really are? When your boyfriend or girlfriend of 3 years is still going out of 
their way to act tough or put on a show?” 

“So you’re saying they should just lighten up and admit they want to watch a 
great dane fuck a 19 year old girl?” She laughed, and a wisp of hair fell down over her 
face. She brushed it back and turned to look at me. 

“Be sarcastic all you want. If that’s the example you want to use, then, yeah. If 
you happen to be a 19 year old girl who wants to have sex with a dog, then what would 
be better; sneaking around, waiting for the day when your husband comes home from 
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work and finds you naked with the household pet between your legs, which will only end 
in divorce, or finding a guy who understand that fantasy, so you can share the experience, 
and have an inter-species three-way?” 

“That’s gross, but I do understand.” 
“Sexual kinks, career choices, or cultural preferences; you can’t spend your 

whole life trying to hide who you are, because it will come out.” 
“Claudia Linden: casino owner, pornographer, relationship counselor.” She 

laughed and nudged me with her shoulder.” 
“Fine, don’t listen. Just keep an eye open when you get back.” 
“You forget, wherever I am, I never really go out in public all that much. Slave 

and all.” The queen of smut’s cheeks got flushed, and she looked away.” 
“Sorry, I did forget. Part of Bast’s never-ending punishment program.” 
“More like a term of contract. His punishments are usually more abstract.” 
“Abstract like M.C. Escher?”  
“Like…we’ll still get to eat whatever expensive six-course meal is being served, 

but afterwards, we won’t be allowed to use the theatre or the orgy rooms or the hot tub. 
He doesn’t really get people.” 

“Works out in the end, I suppose. You still get all the luxuries that matter.” 
“Good meals, expensive alcohol, long baths.” 
“Soft beds, sweet honey.” 
“Honey?” 
“Honey. As in, right now I’m going to take you to my soft bed, and drizzle 

honey all over my body, and you’re going to lick it off.” 
Women with porn empires make interesting friends. 
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At the parties that usually took place after a fight, or sometimes just for the hell 

of it, there was a lot of talk about who was doing what where and why. Everybody was 
always using the gossip as a chance to further their own legend, to tell tall stories of their 
own accomplishments. In all of these things that I had been forced to stand around in 
before being allowed to get some air that was less full of bullshit, I had often heard it said 
that Rinaldo Pasquale de Luca was the premier citizen of Italy. Beyond that, I knew that 
he was the wealthiest man in Italy, and one of the wealthiest men in the world, and that 
he was the owner of a large investment company, Protek, which was used as an umbrella 
for all of his holdings, including a dozen television stations worldwide, many magazines 
in several different countries, and a film production company, among an array of smaller 
things. But there was another important fact about de Luca that had escaped me; that 
hadn’t been mentioned in my presence at the huge parties, in talking with the girls, or in 
researching his company online. Something that I didn’t catch onto, even as we pulled up 
to a very large palace in Italy’s capital city of Rome, with genuine soldiers guarding the 
gates. Rinaldo had used his wealth and influence over the Italian media to win over the 
people, and was the current Prime Minister of the country.  

 
From his seat of power over the country, we took the most excessively long limo 

I had ever seen, even among the major Houses, to his private home, which was at least 
twice as large, and covered by four times the number of guards. Aside from a doubling of 
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the actual soldiers, he seemed to have his own paramilitary guards scattered amongst 
them, looking disappointed at every second spent not shooting intruders, attackers, or 
passers by. The palace behind them was pristine and white, as though the entire thing was 
carved from a single gigantic slab of marble by an elite squadron of sculptors over a 
number of years. It stood in stark brightness against the exotic plants and trees that grew 
all around, vibrant greens and a rainbow display of colored blossoms against the white 
backdrop. Guiding our overly phallic car through the tightly regimented jungle of color 
and life, up to the great colorless void of a house, was a drive of crushed stone, every bit 
as white as the house behind.  

At the first sound of our entry into the main hall, echoed footsteps, sharp and 
fast like a trotting horse, guided a beautiful woman with olive skin and dark hair onto the 
upper veranda. She smiled brightly at the group of us, and waved.  

“Bonjourino!” Her voice was level and soothing, her English crisp and well-
pronounced, yet somehow regal, even with a single word. She was a politician’s wife, a 
modern queen, welcoming newcomers into her kingdom. As she descended the stairs, it 
was as if a camera was on her, taping it to play it back in slow motion; something in 
between a walk and a dance, her evening gown shimmering like black gold in the light 
shining in from antique leaded windows. Even de Luca stood in silence and watched her 
slow approach, until her slender feet finally touched to the polished pink marble of the 
landing floor. Up close, she was no less beautiful, but hid behind the careful mask of 
formality.  

“Sebastian, welcome once again to our home. I trust you and your guests are 
well?” She was cordial and friendly, yet there was something, just around the edges of 
her mask, that either betrayed her dislike of Sebastian personally, or the festivities about 
to begin as a whole. Regardless, she regained composure, and greeted each of us 
individually, as we slowly followed Rinaldo to his private bar. Some, the girls mostly, 
she seemed to remember fondly, however even those that were new and no good, such as 
myself, were given the best of treatment.  

In the bar, which was staffed by two employees at all times, I sat for two hours, 
watching the careful mask of Lady Pasquale de Luca and listening to Shine’s gossip, with 
a seemingly bottomless glass of whiskey and learned many things. Apparently, while she 
was the single richest, most pampered and powerful woman in all of Italy, if not that 
entire part of the country, the poor woman was also trapped and unhappy. Her husband 
had set himself up as a modern Caligula, even called himself Caesar de Luca, and while 
his parties were the talk of the entire Circle, they were not the kind of thing an honest 
wife wants to witness her husband be a part of. He always told her that the opulence and 
sex was just for the sake of the attendees, not the sort of thing he engaged in himself. 
What he didn’t tell her was that, somewhere during the night one of the house staff 
spiked her drink with something that would make her black out, so he could get up to 
whatever he wanted without the hassle of marital difficulties. He had his way with 
whatever of the local whores he picked up for the parties (because unlike most of the 
others he preferred free-agent talent to his own harem), and his wife woke up the next 
day around noon, wondering how she had gotten to the point where she couldn’t hold her 
alcohol anymore; she used to be able to drink with the rest of them, now one or two and 
she couldn’t remember anything. Of course, while the specific details of his activities 
eluded her, she wasn’t stupid, and she wasn’t fuckin’ deaf. She heard the rumors, she saw 
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the covetous glare in his eyes when a pretty girl passed by, and she had to figure that her 
husband the Caesar wouldn’t be above stepping out on her if she wasn’t looking. Busy 
man like him had to travel a lot for official business, and worked a lot of late nights. The 
life of a queen for her meant watching her husband have his way with whatever beautiful 
woman crossed his path, to subject herself to lewd advances made by wealthy men who 
never heard the word “no” before just for the sake of socializing, and to let her home 
become the staging area for rough sex between large groups of people, which had ruined 
the entire concept of high society for her, and made her lose all interest in her husband. 
Of course, neither his image nor his reputation was not helped by the little slips here and 
there; the invitations extended for her and her husband to join someone for some lewd 
activity while he grinned on, not disapprovingly, or the night he asked to celebrate his 
new position by bringing in some girls he had met at a bar. She was a caring wife, she 
was willing to try most things, but she wasn’t all that fond of it afterwards, and the 
thoughts of it could still turn her stomach if she wasn’t paying attention. It would 
probably break her if she knew the number of times that she unknowingly took part in 
those offered sex acts after the drugs in her drinks kicked in. The man whose name was 
synonymous with sex to many people in the upper classes of Italy, the global film market, 
and most of the Circle, could no longer inspire even the faintest spark of passion from his 
wife. Yet she remained, too loyal to leave, too used to her ways to even seriously 
consider the world on the outside; working long hours to pay rent, trying to meet a man 
with calloused hands who carried on his shoulders the stress of his job, bills, and the 
rigors of normal life. She was a prisoner to her own life, with bars built of gold, jewels, 
and insecurity, the key having been thrown away long ago. All that was left for her were 
the masks she wore to keep up appearances, to greet the swelling sea of people whom 
she, deep down, could only barely stand to be in the same room with. The very worst of 
them, of course, her own houseguest, right hand to the lord her husband himself, the cold, 
twisted man beneath the golden helm of the Centurion.  

As a common man suddenly thrust into a world where his every desire could be 
fulfilled, his old moral boundaries stood no chance against the possibilities that assailed 
it, and soon he became the very picture of depravity. It was widely whispered, and 
sometimes spoken plainly, that when he wasn’t standing near to his master’s side, ready 
to entertain guests, provide protection, or simply act as a mobile decoration to the party, 
he was hidden away in one of the rooms at the back of the estate. To regular attendees of 
these parties, his sexual appetite was legendary, and a source of some amusement. As he 
left the center of the party, warnings whispered around him like a shockwave, and those 
who were interested would gravitate towards his chambers, where the doors were never 
locked, and an audience was always welcome. From that room, news would be passed 
from one ear to the next, a water brigade with buckets full of the most fucked-up shit, 
intent on setting ears to burn, not putting out the blaze. “He’s on his knees on the floor in 
the middle of the room” the whispers would say, “with his lips wrapped tightly around a 
fifteen-year old virgin boy’s penis. There’s a twelve ear old girl behind him, fucking him 
diligently with a strap-on penis, while her sister, dressed in a milk-maids outfit and 
wearing mink-fur gloves, jerks him off. Six more boys, none of them older than 17, are 
all standing around him masturbating over his back. Half the people in the room are 
standing by, ready, anxious for the end of the show, when they can spill their seed on 
him, too, or on the girls.” And as these whispers carried from one to the next, the only 
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response to be heard was “He always does put on the best shows” or “A fifteen year old 
virgin boy? There are no virgins that old left in all of Italy!” Even Shine didn’t look 
shocked to hear it. I excused myself to throw up in a corner behind some statues. I puked 
all over a man, either sleeping in a drug-induced haze or freshly dead, green toga barely 
draped over his stomach for cover. The sight of him made me throw up all over again. I 
immediately sought out my rooms, to hide from the mess with Rain and Soleil until it 
was all over.  

 
For three days the party went on. I seldom left the sanctity of our rooms, and did 

my best not to let anyone in, including the staff who brought the room service, who were 
as naked and open for sexual conquest as anyone else under Caesar de Luca’s employ, 
and I didn’t want them near me or the girls. As sore and exhausted as I was, I was almost 
glad when the day of the fight arrived. It signaled the nearing end of the horrid, depraved, 
and soul-killing fuck-fest I had been locked in. Either I’d kill the mutant pedophile and 
return to the Beckett House, or he’d kill me, and I’d leave a bit sooner.  

True to form, the ring was designed to look just like a half-sized version of the 
coliseum from ancient Rome, sparkling and new, with gleaming marble pillars supporting 
row after row of benches covered in the finest cushions. From behind the iron gates 
keeping me off the sandy ring floor, I could see half of the crowd. Even here, the party 
had not ended, and there were as many of the “attendants” servicing the audience as there 
was an audience. There were people, right there in front of everyone, fucking on the 
benches, wearing pervert suits and being whipped. The more modest sat and waited, 
occupying the time between bouts with a casual blowjob. Only the more reserved, the 
noble Lupe Mantilla among them, sat and waited for the event itself. The event, of 
course, was me. Or at least half of it was me. The other half was directly across from me, 
behind his own iron bars. I could see his gleaming golden armor from where I stood, the 
vivid red of the cape that swung from the clasp of his left shoulder armor around the right 
side of his waist and up to the back of his armor. It was half cape, half sash. A sign of 
wealth and nobility, I suppose. Even though his face wasn’t clear, I swear I could see him 
smirking, the glint in his eyes reflecting the torment and abuse of some poor child.  

Anger has a funny effect on the body. As sore as I was, as exhausted as my 
muscles were and as tired as my mind was, the second I saw him, my heart started 
pounding in my ears, and I couldn’t feel anything but the tingle in the palm of my hand 
from gripping my bat through the gloves. Hate and adrenaline formed a drug powerful 
enough to be lethal, if only for someone else. So it was that, as the gates finally ratcheted 
open, and the echoing announcer beckoned us to the ring, I could feel nothing but a 
burning desire to move faster, to rush towards the man. He was fast, well-trained. He cut 
me through my armor, and I still didn’t feel it, didn’t care. He was scum; scum who got 
off on hurting children, destroying lives. I killed people, I took their lives away, but after 
I was done there was no lingering damage (the Patriot aside). This man was a predator in 
the word way, leaving only the walking dead, children who would never fully grow into 
adulthood. I didn’t even bother with the bat, pulling my sword almost immediately, a 
knife in my left hand. His armor was sturdy and formidable. The ancient armor of a 
roman centurion, updated with exposed rivets and venting, a modern industrial take on 
history, put together well enough to take most of my hits easily. I aimed for what few 
spots were open: upper forearm, high shin. I distracted him, and danced around him to get 
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him tired. I poked and jabbed looking for a weakness in his armor, and made many 
efforts to slice the pervert grin off his face through the cut in his helmet, but all I did was 
make him angry. Turns out angry served just fine, though, since Angry was distracting, 
and it bought me time to pull the wool over his eyes. Actually, in this case, I pulled the 
crimson silk over his eyes, as I wrapped his cape around his face, a bullfighter playing 
dirty. While he untangled the cloth, I saw my moment: I wedged the tip of my knife at the 
back of his neck, between the top of his plate armor and the bottom of his helm, and 
hammered it with the back of my sword. In one crack, one fraction of  second, his 
struggle to see enough of me to attack became a death tremor, and he fell to the ground. 
Before the dust settled, the rage and adrenaline had drained from me, reminding me of all 
the old injuries, pointing out new ones, and I could barely stand. I walked from the field 
of battle in a daze, never even noticing the shoulder pauldron I took from him in my 
hands. I slept through most of the remainder of the time in Italy, with the girls by my 
side, taking care of me, watching over me. But even the unequalled king of parties 
couldn’t bring too much mirth when his friend, his warrior, and his partner in crimes 
against humanity had just died, and so the party ended, and we headed for Beckett’s 
estate. Never before had I been so looking forward to returning to the grounds of my own 
prison. I had no idea how unwelcome a place it was going to become. 
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As our car drove through the front gates of the Beckett Place, there was a gray 

veil over everything. Aside from the guards and house staff, the people whose very 
livelihoods depended on being able to act as though they liked Sebastian and were glad to 
see him, there were no smiling faces. July was waiting in my rooms, and as soon as we 
set down my things, she took my hand and led myself and the girls silently to the harem 
wing. She never spoke or made a sound, and I feared that she may have been silenced by 
that fucker’s doctors for something she said. I was prepared for him to have done 
something fucked up. I wasn’t prepared for the truth. All the girls were close together 
there, except Cherry, who kept to herself by the window, a living statue. Kamala was the 
only one with enough composure to explain what had happened.  

“He made arrangements for another movie to be made, while he was away.” My 
eyes instantly fell on Cherry, in her stony solitude, but Kamala’s did not follow. “He 
didn’t care that he wasn’t here to monitor it. The idea was for it to be raw. It was an 
expression in vulgarity, and violence. It was…” her voice trailed off and her eyes 
squeezed shut a moment, before her face slackened again with resolve to tell the story 
clearly. “It was rape. It was a gang rape, caught on film. Not something planned or 
scripted or controlled. They took Jade, took her against her will, over and over again, one 
after another. She couldn’t…she couldn’t even scream…” her composure broke down 
“…she never even got a chance to rest, or clean up. It went on for so many hours, and by 
the end, she looked like a cat that had been run over by a truck. She was beaten and 
bloody, and could barely crawl. She wouldn’t eat, couldn’t sleep, didn’t even want to shut 
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her eyes. We did our best to watch over her, but she wandered off, and when we found 
her, it was too late. She…she cut her own throat with a shard from broken vase. She was 
already dead when we found her. There was…there was nothing…” she started sobbing. 
One of her girls was dead now. One of my friends. Soleil collapsed in my arm, body 
shaking with jagged sobs. Ava and Rain sunk to the floor, huddled together, shaking 
quietly. July stood, her hands in fists, doing her best to not break down. So much had 
happened to them, every girl in that room had been living a hard enough life since the day 
they met Beckett, there wasn’t room for things to get so much worse so quickly. The fast, 
angry pain from the fights, the fatigue setting in from fight after fight with no real rest, 
that was nothing compared to the quiet torture of being stuck in this hell that got worse 
by the day. The casual suffering that they were expected just to accept had increased to 
the point that it had finally cost one of them their lives. Someone had hurt one of the few 
friends I had left in the world, and there was nothing I could do about it. I wasn’t even 
around to see it happen. Instead, I was off fighting someone else’s battles, having ideas 
that were supposed to bring me further away from being just a sword hand used against 
me as a means to show me that, however much I may try otherwise, I am still little more 
than a slave. All of us, just bodies that happen to be close enough at hand that Sebastian 
could find a use for us. I was finally all out of inspiring words for the girls. All I could do 
was stand and hold them while they cried. 

 
Winter rolled in at the estate, and the mood of the entire house matched the 

heavy grey overcast outside. In the gardens, the plants got too cold and died, and nobody 
went out to remove their husks before the snow came. The outdoor pools were all drained 
and covered, the animals taken to one of the outbuildings, where they would be taken 
care of by some of the grounds staff. Inside was no brighter or warmer than out. When 
the girls spoke, it was in quiet tones, like children in detention who knew they shouldn’t 
be talking anyway, and even that was somewhat rare, as nobody really had anything 
much to say. There was no laughter in our rooms, or in the recreation rooms. The theatres 
were empty, aside from Sebastian and his porno perverts doing their screenings. The 
game room collected dust, and provided distraction only to the servants who came to 
remove it. 

Sebastian’s changes were more and more apparent as well. The false face of 
well-humored quiet that he put on upon my arrival, and since, was almost completely 
gone now, replaced by a loud, arrogant, boastful man who was almost always either gone 
away travelling on his own, locked away with a few of his new associates, or throwing 
grand parties full of guests that he considered to be valuable and of consequence; spoiled, 
overindulgent assholes from every industry, and some of the other houses from the Circle 
who wouldn’t bother with him before, when he was still on his losing streak. Unless he 
was preparing the house for a party and needed to order us all to be on our best behavior 
for the guests, we almost never saw him. While nobody missed his presence, his absence 
certainly added to the silence that weighed down on the rest of us, and further illustrated 
how things had changed these past months.  

Also notably missing on a pretty regular basis was Hiro. Unless he was acting as 
a sort of bodyguard for Sebastian’s activities, he was gone. In place of these two were 
more and more of the armed guards that once just watched the perimeter and the gates. 
Starched uniforms and polished boots marched patrols in two’s, looking more and more 
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everyday like Hitler’s brownshirts. While the rest of the world grew cold, still, quiet and 
grey, these jackasses got louder, bolder, and more troublesome. They still never quite got 
up the courage to attack me, but they did make a lot of threats to the girls, causing them 
to not go anywhere alone or entirely unarmed. With their master gone so much, and their 
own kind getting more power, their desire to run their ignorant mouths overpowered their 
common sense, which would have reminded them that any one of them that touched one 
of the girls without permission would end up dead. As a result, none of them went so far 
as to do anything that I could hurt him for, make a lesson of him, but they never 
restrained themselves enough for anyone to be comfortable around them. Instead, we 
stalked around the house, glaring at each other, just waiting for someone to take one step 
over the line we drew in the sand. 

 
The lingering gloom stretched on for three months. My wounds healed, our old 

routines picked up again. Drost, Nikki, Dougan and I would spar and exercise daily, with 
none of the joking and good-natured play from before. We were going through motions, 
conditioning ourselves, but that was all. The girls would come and go to my room, and I 
would visit them. I continued to research Sebastian’s business, although I was doing so 
more for something to do than because I thought it was doing any good for myself or any 
of us. At night, one of the girls would still sometimes come visit me in my rooms. Cherry 
was still half in shock from the abuse of her own film, and at night, when she was 
obviously exhausted from the brave face she hid behind, she dropped the walls and the 
sarcasm and would curl up on the lounger outside my bedroom, with Mist sleeping across 
from her on the chaise. It seemed we were getting close these days simply because the 
world in the Beckett House was too hostile to live in alone, but the laughter didn’t return, 
and smiles were scarce. Even Soleil, the brightest girl I ever met, lying in my arms after 
sex, could only muster a weary, half-hearted smile, a showing more that she was glad to 
be around me and wished she could smile for me than of true happiness. It’s true that 
Sebastian’s ghostlike neglect continued throughout the entire time, which spared the girls 
any further abuse, but the damage had already been done. Trauma reflected in each of 
their eyes, and nobody would be able to take that away just by disappearing for a while.  
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Winter faded enough that the grass started to rise up again, and the soil beneath 

it became solid. Grey skies still refused to break enough to let blue shine through, but 
they compromised on a meek, blanching white that stretched from one horizon to the 
other. We had decided to do our sparring outside, if only for some fresh air, to avoid the 
workout rooms, at this point stale with months of sweat and funk. July and Shine were 
sitting on a bench watching us, not saying anything, when Sebastian stormed out the 
doors and approached me, mid-match.  

“Jackson. Are you ready to earn your keep again?”  
“Your fortune has more than quadrupled at my hands, I’d say my keep was 

pretty well earned. But if you’re setting up another match and are asking whether or not I 
am ready to fight, then yes.” 

“Don’t get cocky, boy. You are only what I made you, and you’ll fight when I 
tell you, whether you’re ready or not. The match is already set, You’ll be fighting 
Khakhua ten days from now.” Drost exchanged a look with his brother. 

“What are the stakes?”  
“That isn’t any of your concern. Your job is to fight the savage and beat him. Is 

that easy enough for you to understand?”  
“Sure thing. Fight savage, kill savage.” With that, our conversation was 

complete, and Sebastian left. The brothers approached me, concern in their eyes, and 
Nikki put his hand on my shoulder. They didn’t need to be able to speak for me to know 
what they would be saying. Khakhua was a legend among champions. 
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The thing that made him so tough to beat in the time he had been fighting was 
not just his skill in fighting, but the amount of fear he instilled in his opponents. Just as 
Abbadon was known to drive opponents to making mistakes by the ferocity of his 
appearance and the inhumanity of his actions, so was Khakhua known to be worse. 
Abbadon was ultimately a man-of-the-moment. While the hideous figure and the 
deplorable things they did in the name of fighting were common, the men themselves 
were given the title as a rank more than a name, and once one died, the next would step 
up to take his place. Khakhua was just one man, and had lasted in the field longer than 
the past three Abbadons. His fearsomeness wasn’t an act. His skin wasn’t dyed or 
painted: the hideous skull covering his face was a tattoo, as were the markings on his 
body. He didn’t fight with weapons that were designed to look ugly and devilish above 
being practice: he had designed his own himself for maximum effectiveness. And, worst 
of all, he didn’t threaten to cripple and rape you in the field before striking the killing 
blow. Khakhua was a native of Papua New Guinea, was a throwback to their own ancient 
witchdoctors, a scary story among his own people before Madeline Laurent had 
discovered him and taken him as her champion. He was a born cannibal, and if you lost 
to him, you wouldn’t be taunted or raped – you would be eaten. I thought back to the 
match I watched, to the knife he carried, supposedly passed to him from his own father’s 
father, that he used only to cut flesh from your still-living body to devour. Try as I might, 
I couldn’t get the image out of my head, that specially curved blade cracking open his 
opponent’s skull like a coconut, and the way Khakhua pulled loose the strip of brain 
attached to it, put it in his mouth and chewed slowly, like it was the greatest delicacy.It’s 
said he eats people to get the their strength and skill in the ring. He’s as demented as they 
come, and in a week and a half, I would be facing them. I suddenly felt the need to train 
harder.  

 
Over the coming days, Sebastian mentioned the fight three more times, but any 

time I tried to learn what I was doing it for, what the wager was, what our gain would be 
for fighting this abomination, he told me to shut up. Worse, nobody else had heard 
anything. The girls hadn’t overheard it from him, or from any of the guests at the parties. 
It was a big damn secret, and the less I knew, the more I worried about what the result 
would be. All I managed to learn in addition to the initial announcement was that the 
fight was going to take place in Sebastian’s ring, which was comforting news. Madame 
Laurent split her time between American and her native France, but her primary estate, 
where the fighting took place, was in France, on a massive piece of property that her 
father supposedly acquired from the Nazis during the war and somehow held on to. He 
had been instrumental in the swift invasion of France, selling out his country for wealth 
and power, and then, a true weasel, had scapegoated enough people to get out of the 
charges for war crimes. No matter the evidence against him, nothing stuck, and he went 
on to found what became the world’s largest cosmetics company. Madeline, learning at 
his jackboots, took over when he became too old to keep the empire in his iron grip any 
longer. She not only increased the size of the empire, but she added in many of the 
magazines that works so hard to make women the whole world over insecure about their 
own appearance, driving them by the thousands to her products to cover up what she 
discreetly taught them were inacceptable features and flaws. Beyond the beauty industry, 
she engaged in very little business, so the only thing I could imagine Sebastian would 
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want from her would be those magazines. While they weren’t his usual area of interest, 
they were undoubtedly some of the top-selling magazines in the entire world, and I can’t 
imagine he would make any changes to the format, so Madame Laurent wouldn’t have to 
worry about the loss of subliminal control over her customers. If he was a staunch 
supporter of anything anymore, it was making women feel bad. So it was, thinking I was 
adding to the mighty publishing empire of Sebastian Beckett that I entered the sandy ring 
and faced the scariest motherfucker to come out of the tropics.  

 
Contrary to what I imagined in my mind, Khakhua was incredibly tall, with thin 

muscles that looked like snakes curled around his skeleton under his greasy, permanently 
war-painted skin, writhing and twisting any time he moved, which he only did with slow 
confidence, assured of the outcome before his bare toes touched the sand. He wore very 
little more than a belt and a loincloth made of filthy, aged leather. The dreaded and 
legendary knife hung from the belt, slapping against his thigh as he walked, and the other 
side held a series of three leather quivers for arrows. His primary weapon was a wooden 
bow, twice as heavy as a bow would need to be, and extra long, with the top extending up 
to a spear tip, and the bottom becoming a hooked blade, like a sickle. It served the 
purposes of a fighting spear and a bow simultaneously, and he was able to switch its 
purposes with lighting speed and efficiency. While I was still across the room he was 
flinging arrows at me that I was only just able to dodge or deflect with my bat. He shot 
them hard enough that the flint heads shattered on the bat and little shards of stone 
peppered my face behind my helmet. I closed distance to stop the arrows, but before he 
was in the reach of my bow, he already had the hooked blade coming right at my neck. 
He was good, and silent, and mean.  

Up close, the tattoos that were his face mixed with the scars and complexion of a 
life of savagery to form a nightmare. His teeth were brown and gnarled, like a wild 
beast’s, and the stench was overpowering. I thought immediately of the komodo dragons 
that lived on the islands in his part of the world, whose mouths were so full of festering 
bacteria that even though they didn’t technically have any poison as a species, a bite from 
one of the giant lizards was an instant injection of dozens of different diseases, and was 
fatal to most animals in a matter of days. His ears, nose, and left cheek were pierced with 
sharp, curved bones that looked like teeth, six in all. His hair was tightly knitted together 
into strands that were, themselves, in a knot at the back of his head. They seemed to be 
woven with something else, something that I hoped weren’t human teeth turned into 
beads, but I didn’t want to look closely enough to get an answer either way.  

His bow, which I had hoped would snap in two with a few good hits, turned out 
to be stronger than I thought. Worse, his speed was easily my match, if not the better. He 
blocked most of my attempts to bludgeon him, and any time I got more than a foot and a 
half away from him, to change stance or regain footing, he had an arrow nocked and was 
sending it at me. Most I managed to dodge, but he got wise, and started shooting them at 
my feet, which were already unsteady half the time, and would prevent me from being 
able to dodge future launches. One splintered on the steel of my boots, and one missed so 
nearly it dug a deep gouge into the leather, but the third struck true, and sunk deep into 
my left leg. I snapped off the protruding shaft end with my bat, to keep it from snagging, 
but the arrow burned with every movement, and kept my calf muscles from flexing 
properly. We continued to spar until he caught my bat between his arm and his body, 
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planning to separate me from my weapon. With a twist and a tug, the blade came free, 
and before he could block it his forearm was sliced down its length, nearly to the bone. 
He gritted his teeth and hissed in pain, and the stench of it nearly knocked me on my ass. 
The elbow to my jaw that followed DID knock me on my ass. I saw his hand hesitate for 
a moment above the knife dangling at his side, while he tried to decide how far down I 
was, but I scrambled to my feet quickly enough that it apparently wasn’t time for 
skinning and preparing me yet. My sword was considerably more effective in attacking 
his bow than my bat had been, and at the very lest, his blocks were costing him large 
chunks of wood from his own weapon. Blood soaked his arm and dripped from his 
elbow, and I knew it was only a matter of time until it would be too weak to fend off my 
attacks. Unfortunately, I also started to notice that I was losing the ability to control the 
movement of my own legs. The arrow! He must have some of his tips, or all of them, 
dipped in some kind of paralyzing poison. Clever little fucker indeed. The savage pressed 
his attack, and I wondered to myself what would be the best way to end the battle 
quickly. I started taking a few risks in my attacks, succeeding in slicing him open in a 
few places and getting him on the defensive, and in one wild grab pulled out three of his 
bone piercings. But I also left my side open for a little too long, and wound up with 
another arrowhead digging into my skin. It was just the tip, most of it having gotten stuck 
in the armor itself, but with my discovery of the poison, any portion of it inside my skin 
was too much. I pulled it out as quickly as I could, but I could still feel the slightly warm 
tingle of the poison working its way in from the wound. A few more minutes of battling, 
my feet were difficult to move and my weapon grew heavier and heavier with every 
breath. Thy physics of lead feet on soft sand conspired against me, and instead of 
lunching in to an attack, I stumbled to my knees. This time there was no hesitation in his 
hands as he pulled the bent, razorsharp knife from its leather holder and ran at me. I had 
intended to let his momentum drive his ribs right around the blade of my sword, but even 
with two hands holding it, my sword was too heavy, and my plan went awry. Instead of 
cutting him open and ending the fight, the blade was knocked to the side, and something 
sharp cut deep into my left hand.  

As I grasped for my fallen sword at the end of its tether, I noticed that my attack 
wasn’t as fucked up as I initially thought. While I didn’t kill him, I did seem to have 
stabbed his kneecap mid-stride, and the impact of his full weight on a severed knee was 
nearly enough to tear his leg in two. My mind, gradually getting hazier, lingered for a 
moment on the image of him kneeling on the sand, grains of grit digging into such an 
open wound. It made my skin crawl (or at least I assume it did, most of my skin being 
beyond my feeling at that moment. Slowly, unsteadily, I trudged toward the kneeling 
cannibal. Pained, bloodshot eyes turned to me as I approached, but he didn’t stand. As if 
we had been given a command to “go”, we started swinging at the same time. In slow-mo 
that pulsed in my head like a strobe light, I saw his curved blade swinging back towards 
me, ready to gut me, while above it, my sword arced down at his neck. I didn’t feel his 
blade cut into my stomach through the armor, but I did feel the shake in my arms as my 
sword sliced through flesh and crunched through a spinal column, separating his head 
from his neck. The bulk of his body fell forward, knife still in hand, while I fell 
backwards, no longer able to force myself to support my own weight. I stared up at the 
bright lights while the roar of the audience came down to me, sounding like it had been 
echoing down a long metal hall, until I felt the motion of myself being lifted and carried 
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back to the infirmary by some very concerned Kalenovs. I wanted to assure them that the 
poison couldn’t be fatal, if he had intended to eat me, because then he would die to. 
Instead, I passed out.  

When I awoke, they were still there, their brows knit together in an expression 
of pride and concern. With the drugs on their way out of my system now, I was a little 
more lucid. I noticed where their eyes kept darting, noticed all the bandages on my left 
hand, and Rain’s comforting presence there. The bite to my finger by his wicked blade 
hadn’t just sliced my hand, and it hadn’t torn a tendon. He cut off half of my left little 
finger with that blow. The image from earlier came back to me, only it was now my 
wound sinking into the tiny desert, a missing pat of me buried, blood and exposed meat 
clinging to sand.  

“Dougan was out there searching for it.” Rain said in a tone that sounded like it 
wouldn’t be good news. 

“He find it?” 
“No. He did bring back the knife though. He wants me to ask you if you want 

him to bring you back an arm or something to gnaw on.” She forced a smile. 
“No, thanks. I’ll stick with something light. Might cut off one of his fingers, 

though, to graft on as a souvenir. Would that work?” 
“No.” 
“Oh. Then I guess I’ll have to settle for the knife then. And these…” I pulled the 

three bones from my coat pocket, and held them to my lapel where I thought they would 
look best.  

He had taken all my hope, my future, my remaining years, most of my spirit. 
Sebastian had finally drained so much of my soul, that he was now starting to cost me 
parts of my body itself to be lost to his madness, never to return. Starting with my 
fucking pinky finger. Those magazines of his had goddamn well better be worth it.  

 
After the fight, there were never any announcements of a merger between our 

company and the magazines, no reports of sales or intentions to change management. In 
fact, for all the news articles and internet sources I had access to, it seemed that Laurent 
and Beckett hadn’t exchanged anything outside of the blood of their respective fighter 
and half my finger. It was true that there were some in the Circle who chose to put on 
fights for reasons other than business exchanges and betting. The Vandermarks were 
known to put them on as a source of theatrical entertainment, and variety for guests, or 
even to settle petty sibling rivalries, but seldom engaged in business this way. It was also 
a means of settling bigger arguments or debts of honor, replacing the time-honored duels 
of the older days. Rajiv Palaniyappan was particularly known for setting up fights as 
recompense for insults to his character that he felt when his method of gaining a fortune 
or the rumors of his childhood were brought into question. But as awful and deeply evil 
as Laurent was, she hadn’t done anything to my knowledge to offend Sebastian; he would 
have screamed and carried on about it more than enough for everyone to have heard 
every detail if that were the case, and even so, it is doubtful that the queen of body-
image-issued would have risked her man-eater for such a bullshit fight. Just as unlikely is 
the thought of either her OR Sebastian having their champions kill one another for the 
amusement of so many. Not after all we had gained them. These were two of the circle 
who were definitely more prone to using us as a business means; those particularly 
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violent sociopaths who felt that someone wasn’t worth doing business with if they 
weren’t able to pick a fight-winning champion. You could offer him the best business 
deal in the world, and he wouldn’t think twice about it unless blood was spilled on the 
way to signing it. He’s just fucked up like that, and Madeline is on his side in it. It was 
something that would remain a mystery. 

 
Instead of learning more about why I did the things I did, I went back to the old 

patterns. Nobody could find my finger, and I had a sick sensation that it may have been a 
snack for Khakhua before he died, so we gave up on the idea of my hand ever being 
whole again and moved on. With one less finger to grip weapons, we thought it was 
important for me to start training with it right away. So instead of the time it would have 
taken to re-attach the finger if they HAD found it, and instead of nurturing it and keeping 
it thickly bound in sterile gauze, it was cauterized in a painful, hot minute, and then 
stitched up to grow back together. It required a minimum of bandaging, and I could use it 
right away. I was pissed about it, and I shuddered at the thought of an ugly stump for the 
rest of my life, but considering how deep the cut was on the finger next to it, I was pretty 
lucky to lose only one instead of two. Our strange isolation continued as well, Sebastian 
off about his dirty deeds, leaving the rest of us to ourselves. He almost never even called 
for one of the girls to his bed anymore, and we wondered if maybe he was just sick of the 
lot of us.  

As if in answer to the question, not long after that a few new girls showed up. 
There were four in all, three of whom were already rendered speechless by Sebastian’s 
shady doctors. The fourth spoke and understood no English, and seemed terrified to 
speak most of the time, which made it almost pointless to make her incapable of it. The 
girls wrote down that their names were Ivy, Apple, and Fern, and that the fourth girl, the 
timid Mexican with doe eyes, was Izzy. When we asked them if their names were given 
to them by Sebastian, they only replied that those were their names, it didn’t matter how 
they got them. There was something unsettling about the news girls; they seemed to be 
empty vessels. Empty shells shaped like beautiful girls, with glassy eyes reflecting whole 
worlds of pain, but through those eyes, nothing inside. At least nothing they could touch. 
Like their whole minds had turned themselves off. The new girls didn’t stay in the harem 
chambers like the others. They had their own places, Spartan and depressing, and they 
weren’t always there. One of the house-nazis would pick them up and take them 
somewhere. Half the time, they weren’t even called on to go to another part of the house 
by themselves, but were led by men with guns.  

 
The stitches had been out of my finger for less than a week when we got the 

next announcement that I would fight again, this time without even the pretense of small 
talk. Sebastian breezed into the workout room while we were resting for breakfast, told 
me I was fighting a two-on-one against the Vandermark’s guys, and then left. That was it. 
No terms, no wagers, not even a greeting. His façade of civility was fading right away in 
the light of so much new wealth. I would have suggested that his mother would be very 
disappointed, but then she was the matriarch of the Beckett House before he took over. 
She probably would have been disappointed that he didn’t brand me with his initials 
when I first arrived. The bitch.  
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A fight with the either one of the Vandermark houses would have been strange 
enough, since Sebastian is such a sick fuck he almost only ever put me in death matches, 
and the Vandermarks usually avoid those as much as possible, especially when their 
principles are involved, but to be in a match against BOTH their champions at once was 
something else entirely. For the past fifteen or 20 years, the Vandermarks chief opponent 
has been the Vandermarks. I mean, Klause and Heinrich are one another’s biggest 
opponents. Unlike some of the families in the circle, Howe and his brood for instance, 
these two were born rich and then went their separate ways, only to get richer. They 
inherited the biggest grocer in all of Germany, Wachsen foods, when their father died. 
Since they had never enjoyed spending too much time in close proximity to one another, 
they split the country in half, with Heinz getting the north part of the country, and Klause 
taking the south. Once this was done, they worked together mostly on the phone, with 
meetings once or twice a month, and had operated this way for so many years they didn’t 
need more than a few hours a month to orchestrate the national franchise. Klause was 
always a more quiet, bookish sort, and so he bought up large amounts of land in the 
southern part of the country where he lived, and started a series of orchards to take up a 
lot of his time, as well as designing and building not one but two large golf courses of his 
own, only one of which was ever open to anyone who wasn’t specifically invited. His 
brother Heinrich, perhaps because he was three years younger and it was expected of him 
growing up, was more sociable and prone to lavishness all through his youth. He was the 
only one of the two to delve at all deeply into the nightlife, showing up in society pages 
and scandal sheets with beautiful young women on his arm stepping out of expensive cars 
and into exclusive night spots. This all changed in the early eighties when his notoriety 
and wealth caught the attention of some revolutionaries in Southern America who had a 
war or two they wanted to finance, and thought kidnapping him would be the best way to 
do so. For seven weeks he was the captive of these men, held in a small room with a 
blindfold that never came off and very little to eat, while the men argued and bickered 
with his family and his government over the amount of money they wanted. From time to 
time they threatened him to try and get more money, or beat him to prove their 
seriousness. Like most of the world, these poor idealistic little militants had no idea about 
the secret society of the Circle, or their influence. While they fought, argued, and swore 
back and forth for different ransoms in the eight-figure range, Klause was hiring detective 
and mercenaries, bribing revolutionaries, townspeople, and government officials, and 
sending in his own cavalry. By the time the kidnappers were starting to wonder if they 
would ever actually get their coup bankroll, or if the people they were dealing with were 
just fucking with them, a small private army of men trained to do nothing but fight, all 
day every day for years, attacked the compound. They fought with swords, axes and 
bows, but did more damage than the men with AK47s had ever done in their entire 
pseudo-military careers. Klause’s champion himself dispatched the leader and guards, 
setting Heinrich free and escorting him back to the private chopper that would airlift him 
out. The press called it a daring rescue by a small military rescue operation. Heinrich 
called it a fantastic display, and as soon as the blindfold came off, all he saw was a wave 
of men hacking at the latins with swords and setting shit on fire, like some kind of Viking 
raid party. There were three long-term changes made to the Vandermarks as a result of 
this experience. One, for all their differences, Klause and Heinz realized that they were 
closer and cared more than they had ever admitted before, and as such they started 
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working together a little more, and more importantly, visiting one another more on social 
levels. Two, the younger Vandermark saw the sense in his big brother’s lifestyle, and 
became much more reclusive, spending most of his time with his quickly growing 
collection of antique cameras, his family, and his newly developed appreciation for golf 
than with the rest of society or the circle. And, third, Heinrich’s comments on his army of 
lesser inspired Klause to chose a new theme for his men, who became his own private 
Viking force. Of course, the brothers weren’t so close that Heinrich didn’t immediately 
theme his own champions after the long-standing rivals to the ancient Vikings, the 
English army of the 11th century. But most of their fights now were for entertainment, for 
theatrics, or to settle brotherly arguments, not to try and take over one another’s business 
ventures. Instead, the two grew in finance individually. Heinz, still the more aggressive 
of the two, not only expanded his grocery presence in the North, but also combined a 
number of small grocery interests to create Home Grown, a chain of organic and 
specialty food stores all across Europe and the Americas, and steadily gained US 
presence until he had a 12% control of the grocery stores in America.  

Much like Madame Laurent, neither brother had any interests that overlapped 
with any of Sebastian’s areas of interest. No media, no printing, no manufacturing or 
construction. I couldn’t imagine House Beckett suddenly taking an interest in the feeding 
of the normal folks of the world, nor could I see him happily growing apples and peaches 
in his spare time. So what the hell? Why was I fighting the head Viking and the Olde 
English Crusader at the same time? I was starting to think he was setting these up just as 
an excuse to have me killed, an opportunity for him to be rid of a thorn in his side more 
than for genuine financial interest. Maybe my plan had backfired, and all my attempts to 
make his business more profitable had gone south, making me look cocky and breaking 
the primary rule, which was to never make Sebastian look stupid or incompetent, no 
matter how stupid or incompetent he may be acting at any given point in time. Of maybe 
he was just mad that his girls actually enjoyed being in my bed, while he had to force 
them into his. Anyone’s guess was as good as mine at that time.  

Regardless, when I was all healed up and had trained myself to keep a strong 
grip with only 89.3% of a left hand, I was on the private jet playing poker with July, 
Rain, and Soleil on our way to the secure estate outside Berlin where the brothers shared 
a massive arena. It had started as a huge crater courtesy of the allied forced in WWII, but 
since most of the town right after the war was a crater, their father had invested in the 
town and headed the restoration efforts. As a result the Vandermark’s practically owned 
the town, and could literally get away with murder. That kind of blind obedience makes it 
easy to turn a gigantic hole in the ground into a gigantic arena right on the edge of a small 
town hidden beneath the façade of 4 blocks of buildings that were, inexplicably, almost 
never used by the people of the town, but also never available for rent, sale, or lease. It 
was, however, one of the nicest of all the arenas. There were private suites all around the 
arena itself to house visitors, the nicest of which had windows hanging right over the 
arena itself, so you could watch the show without ever getting dressed and coming down. 
The ready rooms were practically little apartments, and everyone’s comfort was always 
seen to. The brothers Vandermark, unlike so many in our world, actually tried to keep 
their fatalities down, especially among champions. All the more reason that this was 
special, and between the fabled German hospitality and the rarity of the fight about to 
commence, even the busiest and most jaded among the houses showed up for the show. 
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Hœnir Bloodaxe and Emicho of Edessa vs. Jackson Pollock was going to be the 
gladiatorial version of Tyson vs. Lewis. While I still had no idea why my own keeper got 
from the fight, I overheard enough to know that people who had nothing to do with any 
of us were still wagering heavy on the battles. Due to the rarity of actual death matches, 
Emicho and Hœnir had been fighting for more than twice the amount of time I had. They 
had oodles of experience, which is something hard to come by in an environment where 
screwing up too badly gets you maimed or killed. Between the two of them, they were 
formidable, and they knew one another’s fighting styles from years of sparring in non-
death matches to be able to fight together really well, using their respective strengths 
(Emicho was incredibly quick, while Hœnir was brute force come alive) to take my head 
clean off. I was nervous. But, I figured, at least if I was going to die it wasn’t going to be 
at the hands of someone who needed a prepubescent girl fucking him in the ass with 12 
inches of black rubber to get off. There is something comforting there. Not TERRIBLY 
comforting, but better than nothing.  

 
The ring itself has the distinction of being the only one to have pure white sand 

imported from Hawaii or Jamaica or somewhere, which is raked smooth before each 
round, so you walk out into a pristine, clean, flat surface just waiting for you to mess it all 
up. For probably the first time n the half-decade they knew each other, the crusader and 
the Viking berserker walked out of the same gate, side by side. Just like the sand, these 
two were clean, without open wounds or a great deal of damage to their bodies or armor. 
Emicho’s tear-shaped kite shield was perfectly rounded and smooth, as though never 
used, and the ornate gryphon painted on it didn’t have a single scratch on the paint. 
Hœnir's massive double-headed axe had two flawless, large crescent blades on it, never 
chipped or dented on someone’s armor or skull before. Either the meticulous theatrics of 
their keepers was even greater than rumor would indicate, or they were prepared for the 
spectacle such a match was sure to become, and they wanted it to live beyond all 
expectations. I, on the other hand, was the antithesis of these two, and while my outfit 
was new, I was a pastiche of the armor and decorations I got from other fighters. Or very 
dedicated replicas of these, anyway, as the originals were all kept on my display costume 
in my rooms. Even the dead men I took them from would have been unable to tell the 
difference. So there we stood: two faithful, immaculate representations of the past on one 
side of a massive white circle, and on the other side, a modern man who could use a 
shave, wearing a brown coat, with armor plating in a dozen styles and as many different 
shades, peppered with a variety of mementos and decorations, and a long cable 
connecting my wrist to the modified baseball bat which was thick and dangling with 
necklaces and chains taken from fallen foes. I was a living trophy case, a charm bracelet 
of death. They were the history channel. So I would so my best to make them history. 
And, if I did live, I would make sure I never repeated that pun in front of other people.  

The two fought like old friends more than old enemies, rushing me with a 
high/low attack and sending me on the immediate defensive. Facing two enemies with 
sharp blades, I immediately pulled the short sword stolen from the slayer of gods from its 
scabbard on my back, so I would have a way to block, and did my best to keep the two of 
them from surrounding me. The talk had been true about each of them though, and while 
Hœnir had an abundance of exposed skin, and Emicho had plenty of weak spots in his 
thin chain-link, I could barely breath in order to strike them. I was already getting 
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exhausted before I had done more than give them papercuts and a slight limp. Blocking 
attacks from the Viking was like trying to stop a city bus from running you over with a 
garbage can lid, and it shook my whole body so badly that it was the best I could manage 
was to weakly dodge the broadsword attacks that immediately followed. When the 
dodge-and-stumble started getting old, I got pissed, and fought more like an angry school 
child than a trained killer, throwing my bat at Emicho’s head, unprotected after a feeble 
swing managed to knock his shiny metal hat off without hurting him. The throw wasn’t 
bad; it was a nice center hit, breaking his nose and sending him to his ass at the same 
time. It also threw a leash to the enemy, which Hœnir took advantage of, grabbing the 
tether just after the bat and jerking me towards him. I thought my fucking arm was going 
to tear free from my body, until the concern was knocked from my head by a clothesline 
by his metal-ring gauntlet. Metal rings to the mouth hurt a lot. Though, probably not as 
much as the heavy steel toe to the balls that he got in return from my position on the 
ground. The crusader was on his feet while I was getting knocked off mine, and he 
stabbed the sand furiously, with me rolling around to dodge falling metal. With the big 
guy distracted, I grabbed my own side of the tether, and swung it around the little guy’s 
legs, and pulled as hard as I had been pulled earlier, brining him back down to my level. 
He lost his grip on his sword, which I chucked as far as I could, and then leapt on top of 
him, punching him in the head as many times as I could before I was kicked in the spine 
by big furry boots and sent tumbling like a soccer ball.  

My tactic succeeded in separating the two of them, though. While the one 
scrambled across the sand to get his sword back (it’s more difficult than you’d think to 
spot a reflective silver sword half-buried in reflective white sand under spotlights), Thor 
and I were left to fight one-on-one. Individually, we were a better match, since I, like his 
partner, liked to fight size with speed, dodging the heavy, terrifying swings of that ax (or 
trying to dodge them – I admit I got nicked more than once, and was bleeding inside my 
body armor more than a little bit) and then striking quick, like a snake, while he was 
regaining his balance and readying the next blow. I knocked out three teeth, cut him up a 
bit, including a good one right over his left eye making him half-blind with gushing 
blood, and cracked him in the knee enough to have moved something around that 
shouldn’t move before his partner-in-killing-me came back armed once more. Now we 
were evenly matched enough for me to counter strike-for-strike, and when I deflected 
Emicho’s sword just right so that, by sheer luck, the tip was snagged in chain mail, I 
landed a double-handed swing of the bat to the side of Hœnir’s head, knocking him down 
and knocking him out. I unsheathed the bat-blade, and turned the tables on the 
swordsman, now two blades against his one, blocking and attacking at the same time, 
stabbing through his armor repeatedly, putting him entirely on the defensive, backing him 
up halfway to the outside wall of the ring.  

Behind me came the loud shuffle of a mountain-sized man in animal skins and 
metal running on sand towards me. I turned to see a Viking with his face red in his own 
blood, yelling Norse swears and promises of pain with his ax raised over his head, and 
watched the squinting eyes and wide-open mouth of his battle cry turn into the tight-
lipped and wide-eyed expression of surprise in that half-second when my short-sword 
was cutting deep into his chest, but before his heart stopped. It’s a moment of horror, 
watching someone who is dead, but alive enough to know it. He fell with my sword still 
in his chest. I swiveled back around again to his companion, who was taking advantage 
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of my attack to mount one of his own. I expected that, though, and was already moving to 
the side and swinging my remaining blade. His sword missed anything I needed to live, 
slicing instead between two ribs at my side. The crusader had counted too much on my 
being too dead after that attack to need to defend himself, so he had nothing left to stop 
my own blade, which in the same second came down on the side of his neck, chopping 
almost deep enough to cut it clean off. He fell to the sand. I didn’t. When the world came 
into focus more, I looked around. The ring was no longer pure and smooth. The surface 
was now a vast, tiny mountain range tracking our steps, or chases and dodges and falling 
bodies, the white stained red with blood whenever we fell, whenever a blade hit its mark. 
And then I laughed, realizing that this fight, in this ring, left trails that more resembled 
the splatter-painting of my namesake more than anything I had done in the past four 
years.  

Four years. Four years spent exercising, training every damn day, just so I could 
play dress up and kill people I didn’t know and didn’t have a problem with, only so I 
could get the shit kicked out of myself, get put back together again, and start training for 
the next one.  

It wasn’t funny anymore. I grabbed the left spaulder off the crusader, and the 
right gauntlet off the Viking, and went back to the little ready-apartment to have my 
insides looked over once more, to make sure nothing was cut that I needed, and then get 
stitched up. Again.  

If the three beautiful girls and two burly mute Russians weren’t so happy to see 
me alive again when I walked out of the ring, I probably would have killed myself there 
in that very room.  

 
As soon as I was stitched up, Sebastian sent the girls, the Kalenovs and myself 

all back to the house while he stayed behind to bask in his victory and finalize the details 
of a deal I knew nothing about and couldn’t imagine. Once the depression of the fight had 
finally faded, it was replaced with a murderous rage towards the man who put me there. I 
had hoped to stay to give him a piece of my mind, but instead his silent samurai and his 
private Nazis ushered us away without even a goodbye from the man himself. We 
returned to the bleakness of the Beckett estate and the library where, once again, no 
research could turn up any notice about a merger or acquisition to accompany the victory 
I just put neatly in Bast’s hands. Another close fight, another set of wounds that were an 
inch from being fatal, and there was nothing to show for it. Something was going to have 
to be done about that.  

 
“What the fuck are you doing?” Sebastian finally made his way home the day 

before, and was walking crossing through the main hall when I finally spotted him. He 
turned, looking bored and irritated, which stretched until it became his thin, cheap smile.  

“Heading to the dining room for some lunch. Would you care to join me?”  
“Not even if you fucking begged, and you know that wasn’t what I was asking.” 
“Oh. I didn’t know I knew that. What, exactly, do I know that you’re talking 

about?” 
“Your plan, or lack of plan. These last two fights you picked some of the 

toughest champions out there; you almost got me killed once, you got my finger eaten by 
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a goddamn cannibal, and for what? Neither of those two had anything you need. You 
trying to branch out?  You trying to prove something?” 

“I am conducting my business. If you have a problem with it, I suggest—” He 
was already turning to leave.  

“Yeah, I got a problem with it. A massive problem. When I was helping you set 
this shit up, it made sense. There was a plan. Everything we gambled for and won has 
proven its value twice over already. They were real business, and they made REAL 
money, not like this twisted, evil, movie-villain bullshit you’re pulling. I know you’re 
supposed to be a hot-shit billionaire, but that doesn’t mean you know anything about how 
to actually MAKE a fortune. If I recall you had already blown at least one when I got 
here.” Sebastian’s face was reddening.  

“Oh, an expert on raising wealth, are you? Tell me, how many fortunes had you 
raised when I pulled you from that dive bar in the poor part of town to come work for 
me?”  

“I DON’T work for you, I’m your prisoner. Workers get paid, they get benefits, 
they get medical insurance. And that bar wasn’t in the poor part of town. It was local 
color, it was wedged just right between the college and the trendy boutiques to bring in 
hot, semi-rich college girls, douchebag hipster wannabes, and folks looking for some 
decent music! I know self-delusion is one of your specialties, Beckett, but don’t you go 
fooling yourself on this; when you kidnapped me, and you DID kidnap me, all you saved 
me from was a life of not getting stabbed. You act like I was born to be dumb muscle and 
you’re a business genius. You know what? I may not have used it in the way I expected 
after I graduated, but I have a goddamn BA in business administration, and I’d bet 
anything I’ve taken more business classes than you have, and spent far more time in an 
environment where I had to balance accounting and weight profits. You’re making a 
fortune because you have rich friends to glom onto, who teach you how to turn a room 
full of rapists, a pretty girl, and a video camera into commerce, but everything with you is 
a fucking crap-shoot. For all your business ventures, if it were up to you to run it all, you 
may as well just go to a casino and put everything on black, you’d have just as big a 
chance of making it big.” 

“Mister Pollock, I am not accustomed to having the help speak to me in such an 
insolent tone, and it would serve you well to remember your place, and stick to it, or the 
consequences could be more dire than you can imagine.” 

“More dire than I can imagine? Have you had your eyes closed for the past 
eighteen months? You put me in the ring with a man dressed like the devil who wants to 
fuck me in the ass and a man dressed like a skeleton who wants to EAT my ass, literally, 
and you think some old fruit in an ascot is scary? I’m telling you what’s going on around 
you more plainly than anyone ever has before. You want to kill me, kill me. You want to 
have your little butt-boy samurai fight me, have him fight me, and then buy him a nice 
casket. I really don’t give a fuck. But before you do anything more retarded than usual, 
you sit down and think; if you kill me, not only will you lose having someone around 
who makes some business sense, but you’re gonna be back at square-fuckin’one in the 
gladiator department. Unless you really think that one-eyed cocksucker in the silver gimp 
mask can fight like I can.” His face was almost purple, and he was shaking with rage, but 
something I said must have struck him right, because instead of threatening me again and 
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putting me in my place, he just stood there staring at me. I figured it was better to quit 
while I was ahead. Without saying anything else, I turned and started to walk away.  

“Pollock! Don’t turn your back on me!”  
“You don’t need me standing here to think. I have to go back to training, so I 

can be prepared for the next ill-conceived and utterly retarded idea you come up with.” I 
walked as fast as I could while still seeming casual, and turned the first corner I saw, so I 
was out of sight and earshot by the time his blinding rage eased up enough for him to yell 
again.  

 
My decisive Sebastian-avoidance tactics (or my cowardly running away) lead 

me on the long way back to the workout room, but without a mad, rich bastard behind 
me, I wasn’t in a hurry anymore. Halfway there, I ran into Mist and Izzy, walking 
towards the kitchens. Mist, no longer the newest girl, was doing her best to help the 
others adjust, but wasn’t making much progress. These girls were like statues. Unless you 
took them to food, they wouldn’t go looking for it. If you didn’t lead them to showers, 
they wouldn’t bathe. Even the way Izzy was walking down the hall now, pensive, arms 
hanging lifeless at her sides, shoulders turned in like she was trying to make herself 
smaller, was eerie and unsettling. They were living ghosts, only ever half in the world. 
When I got closer, I heard whispers.  

“Hey you two. Causing any trouble today?” Izzy immediately ducked her head 
down and turned her eyes to her feet. Mist put a comforting hand on her back. 

“No, ésta es Spencer, él no le lastimará. É les agradable, y le protegerá. No tenga 
miedo de él.” 

“You can communicate with her? She speaks to you?” Up until then, nobody 
had managed to get a whole coherent sentence out of Izzy. Most of the time she acted as 
mute as the girls she arrived with.  

“She doesn’t know English, only Spanish, but she is from a place call 
Guatemala, so her dialect is different. I don’t understand all of her speaking, and she talks 
very soft, but I can know some of it, and she understands me some, too.” 

“Has she said how she came to be here, how Sebastian found her?” 
“She says he bought her. She was taken from her home when she was very little, 

and moved around a lot. She lived a long time in a place where it was cold with white 
people who drank too much and spoke only words she didn’t understand.” 

“Like Russia?” 
“I think so.” 
“What was she doing there?” The two whispered back and forth so softly I 

couldn’t hear anything, and could barely see their lips move.  
“She says the men there bought her. Mostly they would bring her places where 

they were having parties and would talk loudly, but she didn’t know what they said. 
Sometimes they wanted to talk to her, too, but mostly they just wanted to have sex with 
her or hurt her.”  

“Was she a prostitute there then?” Mist shook her head and lowered her voice. 
“No, I don’t think so. I think she was a slave. She said they owned her” 
“Motherfucker…” 
“What is wrong?” 
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“Laurent. He got mixed up in a fucking white slavery ring with that Nazi bitch 
Laurent, and bought these girls. And he fucking used me to do it.” 

“I am sorry.” 
“Don’t be sort for me, be sorry for her. Has she said where they go when they 

disappear?” 
“Different things. Sometimes to hotels to make movies. Sometimes they go to a 

place like an army, and have sex with all the men.”  
“Concubines for the lesser. Probably rewards for their training. Learn to be good 

little warriors, and get a few minutes in the sack with a slave girl.” More whispers.  
“She says that is probably so.” 
“Why is she alone now? Where are the others?” 
“One is back with the men now. The other two we know went with some new 

girls on a plane to some new place, to make more movies. They were told they would 
have their own rooms there and make movies and only be with nice men.” Going 
overseas meant he was probably trying to hook up with Claudia again on some shady 
deals or other. I know it shouldn’t have surprised me to have her fold on her own word 
like that, but it did. Made me sick. I was going to have to see if I could get in touch with 
her.  

“This is so fucked up. Jesus fucking Christ. Mist, sweetie, I gotta go. Keep an 
eye on her when you can, okay? This is the only thing she’s ever known, and it’s been 
happening to her for so long she doesn’t even know that life shouldn’t be this way 
anymore. She needs all the looking after she can get.” Instead of saying anything, Mist 
just moved closer and wrapped her arms around me, holding me tight. When she let go, 
she kissed me quickly before turning and guiding Izzy back down the hall towards food.  

God damn Sebastian for getting us into this. Everyone’s lives were bad enough 
before he started getting mixed up in this twisted, abusive, horrible goddamn business. I 
was going to talk to Claudia and let her know just what I thought of her, and then I was 
going to corner Sebastian in a small room and not let him leave until he filled me in on 
everything. If it was going to get any worse, then, shit…I may just have to throw the next 
match and let him go back to losing. He was much safer for the world as a failure.  
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“Jackson, lover, slow down, I don’t understand. Gruber tells me my favorite boy 

toy action figure is calling me up to talk, and instead of sweet and sexy, you’re calling me 
a lying bitch. That isn’t really the kind of dirty talk I’m into, you know.” Claudia’s tone 
bordered between playful and cautious. 

“I honestly couldn’t care less what you like or are into, as long as any part of 
your affairs involve making movies for Sebastian with goddamn sex slaves he got from 
the Nazi cunt.” 

“Madeline? She and I have NEVER done anything together, we don’t even 
exchange pleasantries, and I told you before, I was done with dear Mr. Beckett. What are 
you talking about, what has you so upset?” When a woman is known for being the master 
of seduction, I don’t know that her words can be trusted, no matter how sincere she 
sounded. Nevertheless, it made me take a deep breath or two before going on. 

“He got involved with a white slavery ring, bought himself a whole new pack of 
girls, and the only one of them that he didn’t turn into a mute, because he thinks nobody 
can talk to her, told me that the other girls are being taken somewhere special over the 
ocean to work on more of his pseudo-snuff films and get whored out to rich pricks just 
like him. Don’t tell me you’re not involved with this.” 

“Spencer, baby, I am most assuredly NOT involved with this. Didn’t we have 
this discussion? Sex is good, dirty fun, and a little taboo helps sell movies, but I don’t get 



246 
 

wrapped up in anything that turns sex into an act of violence. Honestly, I’m a little hurt 
that you’d think I would do that. Especially since you’re the one who earned him his new 
little retreat, which is where I’m sure they’re going.” 

“Retreat? What retreat?” 
“The place in Germany, out in the country.” 
“Motherfuck. That’s what the Vandermark’s were about?” 
“Yeah. He was aching for that spot ever since they had some huge battle 

reenactment on the grounds there one year. They hated to deal with him, but they thought 
the match was pretty well stacked against you, and if he had lost, he would have had to 
give up all his German interests and property now, and promise never to acquire any 
more. They really don’t like him very much.” 

“He’s an unlikable guy. Especially now. How do you know all this? I didn’t 
know all this…” 

“Darlin’, MOST champions don’t know what they fight for or why. You know 
more, because you happen to be smarter than most, and Sebastian was able to use your 
help to make good decisions. Usually, this kind of thing is a secret even among 
ourselves.” 

“Then how do YOU know?” 
“Aww, how can you even ask me that? You know firsthand I have ways of 

being persuasive, and pillow-talk is the best interrogation technique in the entire world. 
Half of these men can’t even get it up without a pretty little ear to spill their horrible 
schemes into.” The weight of the schemes all came down on the then. The rage I had 
when I called her up was gone, and I was empty and exhausted, worse than I had been 
after the three-fights-in-a-row punishment that Sebastian thought would show me my 
worth to him.  

“How does a life get so fucked up that the only choices left to you are between 
one bad decision and another one?” 

“That’s life. You probably know more about that than most.” 
“Any one of the girls here knows far more than I ever will. I have to go think 

about this, and then go get some answers from Sebastian.” 
“Don’t fly to high there, angel. It would make me sad to think you’d never be 

back in my bed again.” 
“The world gets sadder every day. Bye, Claudia.” 
 
Confront Sebastian about his dirty dealings, try and get him to see sense and act 

like a human being, or keep my mouth shut and allow myself to be used to get him 
deeper into a ring of people that sells human beings like they were sex toys. The girls 
here have been looking to me to make their lives better, and I can’t do that dead, but then, 
their lives have only gotten worse since I showed up, and I don’t know that I’ll ever be 
able to fix that. Confrontation would probably lead to death. Letting it slip by as though I 
didn’t know would make my life not worth fighting for. A choice between a bad decision 
and a bad decision.  

 
I found Sebastian in his study, reading over some papers. He looked up when he 

heard me walk in, and his jaw tightened when he saw who the intruder was, but he didn’t 
say anything. 
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“Slavery now? You’ve decided you’re no good at buying and selling property, 
so you moved on to buying and selling people as though they were disposable?” He 
looked faintly surprised, but was calmer than he had been in the hall. 

“Who have you been speaking to?” 
“Someone who told me what you’re into, what you used me for. And, I have to 

say…I knew you were selfish and warped and overly convinced of your self worth, but 
this is beyond low. How could you even think of getting into this? How could you stand 
by and watch another human being get treated this way, let alone take part? Don’t you 
have enough money, enough ways to make even more money? Do you really need to buy 
your way into this chain of people whose sole occupation is the systematic abduction, 
abuse, and breaking of innocent girls until they’re little more than statues with pulses? 
This is low, even for you.” 

“I don’t think you’ve though this through, my boy. I thought we established 
ourselves earlier.” 

“What we established earlier is that you are a piece of shit. I just didn’t know 
how big of a piece of shit. And I have to say, if nothing else came out of this life you 
forced me into, at least I got to see how low-down, miserable, shitty, and sociopathic one 
man could be. You make Hitler look like Santa Clause, you know that?” Sebastian’s calm 
on the other side of the desk was forced, false, and showed in the terseness of his voice. 

“The life you complain about, the one I gave you, is the only one you have now, 
however you may feel about it, so you may want to watch your tone. Unlike Santa 
Clause, I am perfectly willing to take back what I give.” 

“Don’t even fucking bother to threaten me you slimy shitheel. I’m so bored with 
it. You think this life is so valuable? Just you watch me, if you put me in any more fights 
like the ones you have been. You test and see if I wouldn’t be willing to go under 
someone’s blade just to know you’d lose.” 

“You don’t know what you’re saying.” 
“No, I do know. It’s you who’s confused. Because for all the shit in this place, 

all your fortune, you’re the most broke-down person in this house. Because you don’t 
have anything that makes you human. Humanity is something you can’t buy, or steal, or 
threaten someone for, so you’re stuck being whatever it is you are, at least until you learn 
a little about humanity your own self. And until then? Just go fuck yourself.” I stormed 
out and slammed the door and for a little while, for a short sliver of time, I felt really 
good about what had happened. 

 
I should have known better. As cowardly and egomaniacal as Sebastian was, as 

assured of his own stature and power as he had become, I should have known he 
wouldn’t let things stand. I didn’t really think I would be able to change his mind, with 
what I said when I called him on his psychotic bullshit in the study, but…I don’t know 
what I thought. Really, what good could have come of it? What other outcome could 
there have been? For someone who is basically a slave himself to lecture a god among 
men about the treatment of what he considers his property…there was no way he’d take 
that well. I knew it; I just didn’t think it through. Didn’t see how bad it could be. But, like 
I say, I should have known. 
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Sebastian was nowhere to be seen at around dinnertime. It wasn’t until hours 
afterwards, when most the house was quieting down, that he send word for everyone to 
gather in the main sitting room. Right away, I should have seen the shit loaded in the 
catapult and aimed towards the fan, but I didn’t. In my delusion, I thought maybe I made 
a difference and he turned a leaf. Or, at the very least, he was going to announce my next 
fight, which would surely kill me, or just have me killed then and there. Something like 
that. Because, as it turns out, I’m not that bright myself.  

When we were all gathered together; all the girls from their rooms, myself, the 
guys still half-dressed for bed, even a large number of the household staff and the guards, 
Sebastian finally stood out of his overstuffed chair, folded his hands behind his back, and 
begin to pace, like a lecturing professor. 

“There seems to be a sentiment in this house that I have neglected to address, 
and I intend to remedy that now. It seems I have been too lenient. I always thought of us 
as a family here, all living together in one big home, and maybe because of that I was lax 
where I shouldn’t have been, and now we have a full-fledged problem on our hands. 
What perhaps has slipped some of your minds is that, however long you may have lived 
here, this is my house. I’m not your roommate, I’m not renting an apartment from you; 
this is my place. My name is on the deed. You all live here because I let you. You have 
rooms you call your own, and you have things you refer to your stuff, but it’s all mine. 
Everything in this house, in fact, is mine. You, each and every one of you, are mine. You 
aren’t employees. I have employees all across the world. They work for me, they do their 
specific jobs, and I pay them, and they go home to their own houses. None of you has 
another house to go home to. None of you gets paid. Because you aren’t employees, or 
friends, or guests. You’re property. The things you do for me, you do because I tell you 
to. I give you the task of preparing a meal or guarding the gates or dusting a room, and 
you complete the task, and I let you live here in luxury, and peace, and I give you the 
means to improve your own lives, but mostly, I let you live. Period. I don’t have to. If 
any one of you died, the police wouldn’t come, there would be no families in outrage. 
You see, outside of this house, you don’t exist. You are, because I say you are. Without 
me, you are nothing. So as important as I make you feel, as much freedom as I allow you, 
don’t start to mistake who here is the master of the home, and who just lives here. I don’t 
need to answer to you, or explain myself to you. You don’t have to like me or what I do. 
You just have to do whatever I tell you to do. You fight when I tell you to fight, you fuck 
when I tell you to fuck, whomever I tell you to fuck, and you do it immediately, and to 
the best of your ability, because if you don’t, then, I ask you, what good are you to me?” 

Sebastian paused in his slow pacing and stared, unblinking, around the room at 
each of us, letting his words sink in. Then he pointed slowly.  

“You and you. Come a little closer please.” Ember and July, the two pointed out 
of the crowd, took a few timid steps out of the crowd to the open space in front of 
Sebastian. “Take your clothes off, both of you.” Scared and a little confused, they looked 
at one another, and the crowd around them. “No! Look at me. Take your clothes off, all 
of them, now!” The two undressed, setting their clothes at their feet and standing as tall 
as they could, perfectly naked. Sebastian allowed himself a sinister grin. “Wonderful. 
Now, Hiro?” The lackey stepped from where he stood near his master, carrying a pair of 
wooden bokken, which he handed to Beckett before bending to scoop up the clothing and 
take it back to the crowd with him. Sebastian moved in closet to the two girls, and handed 
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each one of them one of the wooden practice swords. “Now, do you know what you’re 
going to do?” They shook their heads no. “You’re going to fight one another. And do you 
know why you’re going to do this?” Again, they shook their heads. “You’ll do it because 
I’m telling you to. Because I think it will be amusing. Because I want to watch the two of 
you, stripped to your bare skin, fight, right here and now, for my own amusement. 
Mostly, though, you’ll do it because you don’t have any other choice. Do you 
understand?” They nodded. Sebastian turned his eyes to the rest of us. “All of you take a 
few steps back, but stay in the room, stay close. You’re going to watch. It’s important for 
you to know that your role in this house is whatever I tell you it is. Just because you think 
you understand your value here, or know what you are meant to do, never let yourself 
forget that your value, your job, is what I say it is and nothing else, and if I tell you 
tomorrow that your new job is to clean the chimneys or sculpt me a masterpiece, then 
whatever you used to do is meaningless. Do you understand?” There was a murmur of 
agreement. “Good. Then, for right now, watch this spectacle with me. I’m sure it’ll prove 
to be…interesting. Girls?”  

Neither July nor Ember knew much about fighting. They watched some 
matches, and they watched the sparring, but they had never held a sword in their hands, 
and had no training. When they used the exercise room, it was to keep toned and trim, to 
jog or use the stationary bike, not to prepare themselves for a fight, not teaching 
themselves to get hit and not feel it. Nervously, they approached one another, taking 
slow, lumbering swings at one another, trying mainly to hit each others’ swords, like they 
saw in movies. Sebastian stopped them and told them that if they didn’t try to make a real 
fight of it, act like they wanted to defeat one another, then he’d have to hurt someone else 
until they felt properly motivated.  

When they started back, they fought with the sort of amateur intensity you see in 
bars just before closing, or among friends fighting over a girl. Their steps were clumsy, 
their moves far from fluid, but every swing they took had their full strength behind it. The 
noise was sickening any time one of them succeeded in landing a blow, the wooden 
sword slapping hard against soft, beautiful flesh, or cracking down on the bones of their 
knuckles, or shoulders. Pain ran deep through their faces any time they got hit, and tears 
were streaming down both of their cheeks, dripping to the floor. Welts started rising up 
immediately on their naked skin, blood trickling down from cuts on their bodies, from 
split lips and hit noses. July’s hair got caught in Ember’s sword, and a clump came free. 
The sitting room echoed the sound of Ember’s knee getting hit by the sturdy wood. And 
the whole time, while they moved back and forth across the room, attacking and 
stumbling, hurting  and suffering, Sebastian watched, smiling. This was his power-trip. 
This was his lesson to me, and me alone, that he could find ways to hurt me. That he 
would kill everyone in the house before he let me bully him around. Any sense he once 
had was lost, and the void of his soul reflected as glimmering blackness in his eyes, as he 
watched the fight and thoroughly enjoyed it. The fight couldn’t have been going on that 
long, but they were both beat. Their bodies, that had been cared for and gorgeous, were 
battered and smeared with blood and sweat, their chests heaved as they gasped to catch 
their breath, and any time they paused for a moment, you could see them trembling, but 
they didn’t dare stop until they were told to. So the fight went on. July hit Ember in the 
side, and I was pretty sure one of her ribs broke. Ember struck July in the head, and I 
knew the room was spinning for her. July swung wildly to get some space, and Ember 
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moved backwards to dodge it. Only Ember was tired, and there was sweat in her eyes, 
and the rug was lifted up from the fight, so her foot got caught, and her balance faltered. 
She hung in air like a time-lapse picture, arms out to each side, doing her best to fight 
gravity, but nobody can win that fight, and she fell backwards. Straight back, too beat and 
inexperienced to turn into it, to try and control it. Straight back, towards the leather sofa 
at the side of the room. And then the crack that froze our hearts, as she landed too far to 
the left and her head hit the dark oak table beside it instead. She bounced off it a little, 
and slipped to the floor. She didn’t get up. She wasn’t moving.  

Rain and I bolted to her side at the same time. Her head was twisted wrong, her 
neck seemed too long, and I knew what it was before I got there, but I couldn’t believe it. 
Rain was shaking her, taking her pulse at the neck, and when that failed, tried her wrist. 
She knew it too. Ember was dead, her neck broken in the fall. July was frozen in terror, 
staring. Nobody moved or made a sound, except Sebastian. Slowly, pointedly, he began 
to applause. As eyes were drawn from the still-warm body on the ground to him, he stood 
and stepped towards July.  

“It seems we have a winner. July here has the heart of a warrior after all. And 
for my little warrior-woman, the prize will be a night in my bed.” He was leering at her, 
three inches from her face, but July was in shock, her eyes fixed in terror on the body of 
her friend. Sebastian grabbed her by the throat and turned her head to face him. “And I 
won’t take ‘no’ for an answer.” He shoved her by the neck towards the door, at which 
point Hiro took over, grabbing her by the arm and half dragging, half pushing her through 
the door, with Sebastian walking by her side. Before he left, he addressed the guards, and 
waved a hand at the corpse. “Clean that up before tomorrow, will you?” And then he was 
gone, and they were shoving Rain and I out of the way to take Ember’s body. 

 
Everyone left but myself and the girls. None of us could move. When the day 

started, we thought things were about as bad as they could get. But now there we were. 
One of my friends was dead, and another one was in shock, and suffering a slow, sadistic 
abuse beneath a power-mad sociopath. And it was all because of me. My fault. Because I 
was too stupid to know better, too blind to see that the man who had heaped nothing but 
abuse on us for all these years couldn’t possibly stand by and let his servants, his fucking 
property, talk down to him. And I couldn’t even apologize. All I could do was sit there, 
where Ember’s body had been, and hope that, if nothing else, this was the extent of what 
I had cost us. 
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Nobody spoke for days. We didn’t leave our rooms for meals, exercise, or 

company. The hatred, grief, and sheer terror made stronger prison cells than any of the 
cinderblock and steel bars in the world could hope to, and as we sat, praying and thinking 
about every day that brought us to this point, there wasn’t a one of us who even thought 
we’d escape that prison. But the fear trumped the depression, and we knew that if we 
didn’t make a point to go back to our routines, Sebastian would bring down the hammer 
again, and we couldn’t afford that, couldn’t stand to see what torture he created next. So 
we moved around the house, we ate, we occupied ourselves. All except July, who still 
hadn’t recovered, hadn’t spoken a word since she was brought back to her own bed when 
Sebastian was finally done with the cruelty and rape he called his affection and her prize. 
Someone sat with her at all times throughout the day and night, half to be there in case 
she snapped out of it and spoke, and half in a vain attempt to protect her from any further 
harm. But, truly, what could we do? We had all been shown as clearly as possible that we 
had no power. We were little more than tools, each of us with a use, a purpose, without 
which we wouldn’t be here at all. Either we’d have been left to our lives, without the 
intervention of Beckett and his world, or we would have served our and then been 
disposed of. The second he met us, decided we may play some part in his schemes, may 
make his life a little bit better, if only for a few moments, we ceased to be people, and 
became objects, no more sentient or valuable than finding a spare length of pipe when the 
ones leading out of the kitchen sink are leaking, or discovering a matchbook in a kitchen 
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drawer when your lighter just died. We were things that solved a problem. For the girls, 
Sebastian had wanted a new conquest he could visit and revisit, a new kind of girl to 
fuck. For Dougan and the brothers, he had wanted someone with the knowledge of how 
to fight in the rings, without the youth and strength to cause trouble, to train a new 
fighter. For me, he needed someone new to enter into the matches, someone who 
wouldn’t be missed. Had I not been drunk that night, been getting into fights, appeared 
less like a washed-up alcoholic without anyone to come looking for me, maybe even if 
Sebastian was more tethered to the world to know the difference between a dive bar in a 
poor part of town and a college hotspot, I would be somewhere else. But as it was, I was 
that hammer he had just been thinking about needing, sitting abandoned on someone 
else’s porch, so he grabbed and ran. And in that moment, Spencer Neilan, the human 
being, was left alone, a ghost in the dark, and I became just Spencer, the New Guy. When 
he didn’t like my name, he changed it, when he didn’t like how I looked or how I moved, 
he changed that, too. Changed everything until I can barely remember who I used to be, 
having spent four years as this new identity. Now the only time that I had to be me was 
when I wasn’t busy being something else for Sebastian, and when those times came, I 
didn’t know enough about myself to be sure anymore. I just wanted to control my own 
destiny. I wanted a life where my friends weren’t being killed just because I didn’t agree 
with the boss. These are the thoughts that were running through my head when there was 
a knock on my door, followed by Dougan, Nikki, and Rain coming inside.  

“Rain, what’s wrong? Who’s hurt?” She sat down in the chair next to mine. 
“Nobody. I just couldn’t stand spending any more time crying, or any more time 

alone. I wanted to see how you were. I guess we had the same idea, because I ran into 
these two just outside your door.” Nikki made a fist, and swung an imaginary axe, while 
watching me with sad, apologetic eyes.  

“Yeah, big guy, I know. You’re right. We should get back to practicing. It’s 
only a matter of time until he decides we’re avoiding the task he gave us. We don’t need 
any more blood.” I thought of Ember, and then July, for the hundredth time that day. 
“How is she?” 

“The same. We’re still waiting for her to say something. Hey…it wasn’t your 
fault, you know.” 

“It was, actually. You weren’t there. You didn’t hear what I said to him. If I had 
any sense, I would have know that he would do something.” 

“You couldn’t have know he’d do this. And you weren’t the one who put us in 
the position to live and die at his whim. This was all Sebastian’s doing.” 

“Maybe. Just don’t let him hear you say that. He’s getting a lot more spies in the 
house these days.” 

“He had to have lost some support. Between his speech and the fight, he can’t be 
popular now with anyone. Even Kamala shudders whenever his name is mentioned, and 
she’s come closer to marrying him than anyone alive.” 

“Don’t kid yourself, Rain. Half of those security guards went somewhere private 
to jerk off last night the second it was over. Being talked down to and insulted by a rich, 
powerful leader before watching two beautiful women striped, abused and debased? 
That’s the kind of lifestyle they signed up for. They’d be doing the same thing themselves 
in some foreign country if they hadn’t been too stupid or too crazy for the United States 
army. And whatever kind of fucked up you have to be to not be mentally fit for THAT 
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group I don’t want to know any more than seeing them in passing, and I‘d just as soon 
not do that, either.” 

“Great, so his own private army consider his worst act of brutality to be their 
own private beer-hall rally, and love him to the bottom of their misogynistic little hearts. 
What happens now?”  

It was a good question, and I wish I had known the answer.  
 
The answer, of course, was that he now considered himself to be more than just 

a rich man. Like so many other would-be dictators, he had enough money, power, and 
influence to decide he wanted more. He started referring to himself as a master of 
destinies, and then one night, as a three-day party among the less tasteful of the circle 
who could stand his company was just hitting its peak, he offered up a speech to explain 
his new plan. Standing on a table, waving his wine glass in the air like a flaming sword, 
he announced that he had not only risen from the depths he had (through the deceit and 
scheming of others) been sunk to, and was more powerful than he ever had been. There 
was one man, he said, who had always been a bother to him; a constant burden, opponent, 
and rival. It was this man who was chiefly responsible for his previous fall from power, 
and in order to show how he had recovered stronger than ever, a month from that date he 
(by which he meant me) would challenge the champion for Werner DiCampi to a death 
match.  

This plan was a point of some concern to me. Aside from the fact that I was 
learning of it at the same time as a ballroom full of other people, this fight would have 
more pressure on it than any I had faced before. Kyuzo, better known as the Midnight 
Samurai, had been the primary gladiator for House DiCampi for the past seven years, 
which was a fairly unheard of run in a business where losing often means death. On top 
of that, of the past dozen champions fighting for Beckett, over half had been dispatched 
by this same man. Seems Beckett had a cycle of getting someone new, training them a 
little, throwing them in the ring a couple times, and then challenging his old nemesis 
hoping to get back his dignity and station, and getting a fresh body instead. I probably 
would have fought him already, had I not been able to convince Sebastian for a time that 
expanding his business should be first priority over revenge. Since he was no longer 
keeping my counsel, and had become somewhat mad with power (or madder, at any rate), 
he was back to his own judgment, which was uniformly bad.  

This news concerned my silent friends as well. For a few years now, a champion 
being told he would fight the dark samurai meant that they were about to lose a student, 
about to have to start training all over again. In this case, they weren’t as concerned about 
their work being undone, or starting at the beginning, and it wasn’t because they doubted 
my ability to hurt and kill other people. It’s just that this news always came before a 
champion died, and after all these years of sparring and training and exercising together, 
they kindof liked me, and didn’t want me to die. It didn’t help that rumors were being 
whispered around in the corners of the mansion that I had threatened to throw a fight just 
to make him lose something, and throwing a death match was something akin to suicide. 
Personally, I found it difficult to feel much of anything about the fight either way. Over 
the years the weight normally associated with the fear of eminent death had lifted while 
the burdens of staying in a life of captivity, in the face of constant abuse, violence, and 
the added threat of having to watch your friends, people you came to care about 
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regardless of the situation you all found yourself in, violently murdered or brutally 
abused into a sort of self-induced coma, had all increased, to a point where this fight, for 
all it’s portents and impending threat, didn’t scare me more than any other. I had finally 
come full circle, to a mental state similar to where I was the fateful night when I got in a 
fight in a bar that attracted all the wrong attention and got me thrown out into the waiting 
arms of a kidnapper; I could no longer muster the strength of will or emotional reserve to 
give a shit whether I got beaten up, put in a hospital, murdered, or walked away with the 
motherfucker’s head in my hands. My trainers’ faces reflected more and deeper concern 
than ever before, the girls came around my room just to spend more time with me in case 
the worst happened, and all I did to prepare was sharpen my sword and continue the 
exercise regimen that had become second nature. Time moved at the same pace it always 
did, without the rush of adrenaline or the slow creep of terror and impending doom. 
Doom was all around anymore, and fighting to the death no longer held any more terror 
for me than the thought of watching Leprechaun 4: Lep in Space did. I don’t mean to say 
I was any kind of a badass, or I didn’t take it seriously. I cared, and I prepared, but aside 
from doing what I had to do, there was no more emotional connection. I suppose in the 
Kübler-Ross model, I was in the ‘acceptance’ phase of my dealings with death. In normal 
civilian life, I would be making my peace with neighbors, arranging my will, making a 
list of things I wanted to do and then devoting my time to crossing them off. But being a 
slave, my step was simpler. After all, I owned no worldly possessions to distribute at my 
time of death, my to-do lists, and all my time, were either scheduled for me in advance, 
or limited by things I can carry out within the strictly-guarded confines of the Beckett 
Manor property walls (which is perfectly fine if your before-I-die list consists of planting 
a sunflower and making waffles, but is somewhat stifling if you had always hoped to visit 
the Louvre or wade in the filthy, diseased holy waters of the Ganges), and it was a well 
established fact that there would be no peace in my future. So, having come to terms with 
that, the day before what even my friends, the twin soviet colossi, thought could be my 
last, I worked out in the morning, made a final equipment check, sharpened some blades, 
had sex with Soleil, and took a nap before we left for our flight. I dreamt of skiing. 

 
Castle DiCampi is on top of a gorgeous mountain, with a lookout-view of the 

surrounding countryside. From the air, the castle itself it a reflection of its master’s inner 
conflict. What is, at it’s base, a traditional Dutch castle made of sturdy stone, carefully 
planned out by the finest architects money and threats could buy several centuries ago, it 
was once the crown jewel of the DiCampi family crown. As the harsh winters have taken 
their toll, the newest heir has chosen to add his own touch to the renovations, and so the 
pointed tower peaks and roofs one might expect are instead replaced by the ridged tile 
roofs from the ancient orient, duplicated the world over in tiny garden pagodas and little 
indoor water fountains. The castle itself is patrolled by very white men wearing Chinese 
imperial guard armor, armed with the most sophisticated modern ballistics. The end result 
is a discordant but somehow elegant mixing of two very different cultures, indicating a 
world of its own, which is befitting a man who can literally make up his own laws on a 
whim.  

Far below the castle is a town that was purchased, as a whole, from the national 
government at some point, either due to desperate need or great corruption. While the 
citizens live there of their own free will, and go about their lives completely unaware of 
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who their lord and benefactor truly is, the land beneath and surrounding the town is all at 
the sole disposal of this singular man. Like all self-styled rulers, Werner is not one to let 
things slide, so he is directly involved with any changes made to the town. He has kept 
out a lot of the basic modernization that would interrupt his idyllic image of the place and 
distract his ‘subjects’, while at the same time spreading his unique design sense 
throughout the village, providing the backdrop for his self-perfected mountaintop castle 
scene.  

Deep beneath the mountain, with a resemblance unheard of for either of his 
inspiration cultures, is the complex utilized by the Circle on their official business. While 
the concept of holding arranged fights in public wouldn’t have raised an eyebrow among 
the locals a few centuries ago, and would have been expected in the Asian countries, the 
modern world held too many people looking to expose secrets to have them out in the 
open, and so the subterranean arena was carved and built. It was fine to picture being 
halfway beneath a mountain while I was getting ready, and I daydreamed about the top 
opening up to provide natural sun and fresh air on summer days, the entire snow-capped 
peak of the mountain folding back in the middle on a hinge, like a PEZ dispenser. Amidst 
the echoing cheers bouncing down the hallways from the preliminary fights, I sat in my 
room reading about Mark Twain’s days in the old west, and talked books with Rain while 
we waited for my turn.  

 
The inside of the arena was designed to look like a palace courtyard, the kind of 

place where a fight for honor would have taken place in what Werner considered to be 
the ‘good old days’, and in keeping with that he eschewed the usual sand for a paved 
stone floor. The walls on the inside were built to look either like castle walls, or like a 
cluster of buildings representing the town opposite the palace itself. In the center was a 
large stone fountain. In fact, the only thing indicative of the modern age were the electric 
lamps, generously lighting the entire ring from above.  

Kyuzo also fit in nicely, stepping into the mock palatial courtyard in full samurai 
gear, his armor gleaming black like a beetle in the sun, his face pinched and mean in the 
shade of his helmet. He stepped halfway between the giant wooden doors leading to his 
ready room and the fountain, turned to DiCampi, bowed low, and then fastened the mask 
of his armor, a demonic mouth with yellow teeth gleaming from out of the blackness.  

“For the honor of my lord, you will die!” a guttural scream like a bear with a 
stubbed toe accompanied the metallic ring of his swords being drawn, and he was ready 
to face me. Everything about the setting made me feel, for the moments that we stood to 
watch each other, like I had stepped into the set of the wrong movie; and idiot stuntman 
dressed up for some post-apocalyptic adventure who got his numbers and letters 
backwards, and ended up in a scene from some ancient Japanese epic. Once the lead in 
this strange movie got sick of waiting for me to stop staring with a bemused look hiding 
behind my helmet and attack him, he yelled again and ran towards me, snapping me from 
the surreal joke to the all-too-familiar present, and the physical memory and fight training 
took over.  

Once we were fighting, amid a symphony of the heavy clanks of bat and sword 
meeting in the air, the fight felt astoundingly like sparring with Hiro for the past two 
years, and I remembered that, for all his new ball-licking and dog-like loyalty to 
Sebastian, he was once the chief dickhead for DiCampi himself, and probably trained 



256 
 

Kyuzo when he was still a recent arrival just learning the ropes. His knowledge of how 
the champion for his main rival fought was probably the primary reason old Beckett 
bought the guy in the first place, before he had proven to be dedicated enough to be a 
full-fledged lackey. The new kid was faster than Hiro though, and had some tricks of his 
own; mostly dirty little sneak attacks and diversions, and a surprisingly large supply of 
ribboned shiruken, which he threw my way whenever he thought I would either be too 
distracted to dodge them, or when he thought I needed distracting so he could try and 
kick me in the head. Most of them bounced off my helmet or armor, but a few managed 
to stick, stinging and needing to be pulled out before I could attack again. Not to be 
outdone, I threw a few knives of my own, with about the same amount of luck. I hit a lot 
of the heavy armor plates, got a few through to the skin only to scratch him a little. His 
armor plating was strong and sturdy, and would clearly have to go. So, pulling free my 
second sword, I changed tactics. No longer really trying to kill outright, I was now 
striking at the less vital parts of him, where the ties that held the armor together, and the 
straps that kept it on his body were visible. While he struck towards my heart, my neck, 
my legs, seeking to cripple and kill me quickly, I pecked at the outside of his thigh, his 
armpit, the sides of his breastplate, and his wrist. My hand and arm hurt from repeatedly 
hitting metal so hard, so many times, and I think from his eyes that he was laughing at 
me. Lunging dives to hit the sturdy ridges of his chest armor and wild swings once he 
was already behind me that only landed atop his shoulder blades were amateurish moves, 
seeming more like I had been given a sword for the first time instead of the fighter that 
had resurrected the Beckett House from an early grave and developed such a sensational 
reputation among the Circle. But, amidst the laughter and derision of the crowd, it was 
working; the tight barrier of his ancient tank armor was showing cracks. The ties holding 
plates together pulled free, causing his torso armor to hang at odd angles like abused 
venetian blinds, and both the breastplate and a selection of the arm and leg armor were 
hanging loose. I knew full well from my early days of practice that armor as thick as his 
was most effective when it was strapped tight to the body. The weight could be 
compensated for, and any restriction in movement could be worked around, but once that 
shit got loose, it was a menace. Swing the sword once to the side, and your whole 
wardrobe keeps swinging with inertial movement, pulling you along with it, making the 
blade movement sloppy, and the body less responsive. It’s like trying to play tennis with 
bricks tied to your wrists, and it put the advantage firmly in my corner; gave me openings 
in his well-trained defenses to strike, and gaps in the armor to strike at. He would attack, 
the extra swinging weight causing his swords to land nowhere near their mark, and before 
he could rein them in, I would be in there, knocking him around. Every time he was hit or 
jarred, the shiruken that had menaced me earlier were jarred loose from their hiding place 
in the armor, and scattered over the stone like dropped pocket change. I pulled my main 
sword from the inside of the bat to face him with twin blades of my own, and the 
scratches and surface wounds from thrown knives became deeper wounds of well-aimed 
stabs and cuts. With frustration, rage, and pain, the living anachronism started pulling 
segments of his own armor off, preferring to be exposed and able to fight than half-
protected and hobnailed by his own defenses. Too little too late, though; I had the sorry 
sack of shit on the ropes, and the speed regained by stripping off the loose armor was 
robbed again by deep lesions in the muscle and tendons that would have done the 
swinging. The stone was splattered with fresh blood, and my opponent could barely stand 
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and lift his sword to defend himself, and I started to see the fight as won in my mind. I 
narrowly missed his face, chipping his helmet and sending him stumbling to his knees, 
his smaller sword clattering towards the fountain. With no haste whatsoever, I walked 
over to where he was kneeling on the ground, prepared to provide the showy finish that 
the self-indulgent fucks in the stands ached to see, and he just watched, his hand clapped 
to his heart behind his sagging armor, in some kind of Shinto prayer for deliverance, 
peace, and unity. In that showmanship, I made two mistakes: 

First, there was more than just shiruken hidden behind his armor. 
Second, he wasn’t praying, he was plotting. Once I was near to him, he pulled a 

glass vial from behind his armor, round like a baseball only flatter instead of spherical, 
and pitch black. He threw it right at me, less than three feet away, and it shattered open 
on my left thigh. The contents soaked in and through the heavy cloth of my battle-jeans, 
and dripped down the skin of my leg. The smell of noxious chemicals hit my nose before 
I felt the burn of fluorosulfuric acid burning away my skin and flesh as easily as it was 
the cloth and metal that was supposed to protect it.  

The pain was blinding, making my whole body shake. Seeing his last chance, 
Kyuzo struggled to stand and finish me with his tanto. At the same time, I struggled 
myself not to fall down beside him, and thrust my blade through the white, blinding pain 
to where the sneaky cocksucker had been. My sword hit something, and pulled from my 
hand. I lost my inner battle, and fell to my right knee on the stones. With the weight off 
the leg, the pain subsided enough to see, and I turned, hoping that he was still on the 
ground and not about to cut my head off. Beside me, a gurgling gasp for air drew my eyes 
to the last breaths of Kyuzo. In his efforts to get up and try and kill me one last time, his 
body moved about six inches to the left, so instead of running through his heart, which I 
was aiming for, my sword cut almost the center of his chest, slicing open his windpipes 
and one of his lungs. He was loosing a lot of blood quickly, some of which was spraying 
into his pipes, drowning him in his own life, becoming a red-pink burbling froth at his 
mouth. His eyes, familiar with the threats of his occupation, know what was coming, and 
flashed at me in his silence, telling me of his mixed terror and expectations, knowing he 
was dying slowly and painfully, and that there was nothing anyone could do. He held his 
hands at the hole in his chest, in futile effort to keep everything closed, and pulled the 
helmet off just to get the mask away from his face and the strap from his neck. His jaw 
glistened with his own gore and dripped trembling strands of snot and saliva and blood to 
the ground in front of him with every horrendous gasp for air. He was defeated, already 
dead and just waiting for his body to understand it, and we both knew it. I may not have 
read a lot about history, but I did watch enough movies in my old life to know what to do.  

With a little effort I leaned over and picked up his sword, and then, using it 
support to stand against the deteriorating muscle, stood beside him. Now ever bit as silent 
as my trainers and companions, he saw what I was doing, and using the same language of 
expression and a nodding of the eyes that I had become fluent in understanding, he urged 
me on. Taking a deep breath for the painful shock of taking the weight off my makeshift 
cane, I lifted the sword high, and brought it down in one motion, separating the Midnight 
Samurai’s head from his body, and ended the slow, painful internal drowning. Then I 
collapsed to the ground, and waited for my big muscled mountains of angels to come 
drag me from the field of battle once again, already mumbling my thanks and random 
requests in case they were already within earshot.  



258 
 

 
The fluorosulfuric acid did its job incredibly well. The leg of my pants was 

burned through almost all the way around. All around my leg, in a big wide ring, near 
where it had been drawn into the cloth, my skin was burned almost completely off. At the 
outside of my thigh, where it had hit directly, the exposed meat of my muscle looked like 
it had been shaved off and scooped away. Rain worked with an urgency I was seldom 
conscious to see, quickly barking orders to Ava and Nikki to hand her things or help out, 
and was first balancing out the acid, and then trying to remove all the remaining outside 
substance, sterilize the exposed areas, and bandage everything up before any dirt got in 
there to infect it. My beautiful, merciful angel, as soon as the immediate threat was taken 
care of, she shot me full of opiates, and I rode high in a happy haze through the rest of my 
mending, and was only vaguely aware of one of the big guys leading me back to my 
room to rest.  

 
In the evening, when the drugs were wearing off, I got an unlikely visit from 

Sebastian. I was on my way back from the opiates, aware of everything around me but 
the passing time, and he walked in half gone on expensive saké, unaware of his own 
tongue and cleverly dodging doorways.  

“You won yet again, it seems.” 
“Does it? Sure hurts a lot for winning.” 
“No, you won. You won. The samurai who took my last five champions painted 

the ring in his own blood, and as soon as you took his head off, I got back everything I 
had ever lost to DiCampi, with interest.” 

“Congratulations.” 
“No, my cheers go to you. How do you do it? How are you still alive? Why do 

you never die? Some of these warriors sign up for this, they devote their lives to being the 
best at what they do, and here comes this arrogant rube I pulled from an alley, and 
always: you live, and they die. How?” The better question, running through my mind in 
circles, was why did he seem so disappointed that I was still alive? Had he really been 
setting up matches unevenly, hoping I would die, even with the excessive losses he would 
suffer if I did? Was he just imbued with a natural sense of self-destruction, or would he 
really be eager to spend that much just to rid himself of someone who dared question his 
business acumen and decision making. “How on earth do you do it?” 

“Well, I usually stab the other guy before he can stab me. It works pretty well, 
unless he’s armed with acid. Which is just fucked up.” 

“Yes, yes, but I mean to know what makes you fight so hard, fight so doggedly 
that even seasoned veterans fall beneath your blade?” 

“Some of them fall before my bat. Or a knife.” 
“The question remains the same regardless.”  
“I don’t know, I suppose I just want to live long enough to  have a chance to see 

my home again.” 
“That’s it? You fight for an ignorant dream that will never come to pass? Dear 

boy, we established this when you first came into my employ. Everyone you used to 
know thinks you’re dead. They have, in fact, thought you were dead for over four years 
now. Anyone who had any doubts would have given them up by now, and even the most 
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aggrieved by your passing would have healed by time and moved on by now. The only 
home you have, the only life you have, is the one I gave you.” 

“You’re old, you can’t keep a grip on everything forever. Who knows what’ll 
happen? Maybe I’ll eventually get useless in a fight and be replaced, maybe you’ll decide 
I’m more useful in a business office than a ring. Whatever. As long as I have hope and 
nobody separates my head from my shoulders, I’ll have ideas.” Sebastian nodded 
vacantly, blocking out the concept of my being smart and confident in the face of his 
generic threats, and instead of replying walked over to the black mass sitting on the chair 
in my room. 

“What is all this?” He pulled a piece of shin armor from the pile previously 
owned by the Midnight samurai, and pulled down the sides of his mouth in a critical 
frown. “Ah, more of your collecting. Robbing graves before they’re even dug. You know, 
a proper psychiatrist might have something to say about your obsessive trophy collecting 
from your kills.” 

“Yeah? Hey, maybe you should find a good shrink and we can go together. He’d 
probably have something interesting to say about your obsessive need to kidnap people 
and make them kill one another, and your need to abduct beautiful young women to add 
to your harem.” 

“Perhaps.” Sebastian dropped the armor back on the pile. “Regardless, I suppose 
I came here to congratulate you on yet another win against the odds, and let you know 
that I’ve made arrangements to get you back home. You’re no good with your leg that 
damaged, but our Rain tells me that you’ll heal up in time.”  

“Yeah, thanks…” 
“I’ve been thinking about one of our previous conversations, and I feel as 

though you do have an additional asset outside of the ring. Some of the deals you 
suggested to me, a year or so ago, were among the most profitable I’ve ever made. Your 
every acquisition on those matches has at least doubled its worth under my ownership, 
and I thought that perhaps we should sit down, once I get back, and brainstorm together a 
little.” And that was it. He was pissed I survived, but he wanted my ideas to make him 
money instead of delving deeper into his petty bullshit. Having defeated his nemesis, the 
only one who truly threatened to permanently throw him out of his sandbox, his agenda 
had ended, and he had no idea how to comport his business in a normal fashion. He was 
like a child, able to think only about the most simple plans, for the most purely selfish, 
gainless reasons. 

“Whatever gets you off, man. You know where to find me.” At least I might be 
able to salvage a part of my old plan.  

 
True to his word, I was on the jet back to the Estate that night, and moved back 

to my own room where Rain set up camp with all her supplies. She began the long 
process of massage and drug therapies, forcing leg movement to stimulate growth. A 
webbed mass of scar tissue formed into skin, and beneath it, gradually, the pit in my leg 
filled in with actual tissue, new muscle to replace what was burned away. 

 
Apart from the girls, who spent as much time in my room as their own, and the 

Kalenovs, who were ecstatic to see me, I had only one strange visitor. Hiro showed up 
one day with a meal. He brought the food into the room on a large platter, sat it down on 
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the table in the corner of the room, and then stopped. He looked at me for a long while, 
showing no emotion, making no movements, and then left. Whether he was mad that I 
killed his replacement, curious that I survived, or just wanted to show that he hated me in 
general, I had no idea. I wrote the experience off as just one more fucked-up thing in the 
House that Beckett built, and went about my recovery.  
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After nine days, Sebastian returned, leading through the doors for the first time a 

frightened girl in her early twenties with wavy blond hair and curious, concerned eyes.  
“And this, my dear, is my home. We can take a tour shortly if you like, but 

before we get that far, is there anything I can get you, anything at all you’d like?” 
No, I’m fine. You have a gorgeous house here, Mr. Beckett, but I was 

wondering when we’d get a chance to do the prep for the board?” 
“Oh, don’t worry about that just now. First, lets get you settled in here, get you 

something to eat and somewhere comfortable to sleep, and then tomorrow I’ll bring in the 
coach.” Without moving from the alcove Soleil and I were reading in, I called out to him. 

“Coach? Have you decided to throw your hat in the ring of the WNBA and put a 
team together, or are you finally bringing in a professional to teach you how to fuck 
properly?” The girl’s face looked as though she had just been slapped. Sebastian 
struggled against his murderous rage.  

“Don’t mind them. These are some of the less fortunate individuals I invited into 
my home to help develop their futures, who have yet to fully comprehend respect and 
appreciation. You’re better without their company. Come along now.” Once lead away to 
the back rooms, we couldn’t see what he was up to. Our curiosity was fueled by concern 
for the new girl, still innocent, still completely unaware of what was going to happen to 
her here, and at the same time, tempered by the fear of his increasingly malevolent 
response to anyone he thought was in danger of getting in his way. Still, we couldn’t just 
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let her disappear from the world, never to be seen again. We decided to stay close enough 
that we could see what was going on without getting Sebastian’s full attention. Under the 
pretense of wanting to treat ourselves to some fine pornography, the girls and I moved to 
the theatre in Beckett’s wing of the place, just across from the guest room he was 
currently trying to help the new girl “develop her future.” With the sound muted, we 
couldn’t hear the breathless moans or panting that indicated she was having a good time 
(or trying to make him think she was), nor the soft sobs and begging to stop that indicated 
he was getting what he was really after.  

For almost two hours we sat there watching dirty movies. Not the sick shit 
Sebastian made himself; Emanuelle in Space (which is hilarious despite itself), and The 
Osporns (which is hilarious by design) before we finally heard anything at all. And what 
we heard surprised us all a little bit.  

“I don’t think you understand the importance of this meeting with the board, and 
how much this scholarship is going to do for your future. This is the rest of your life 
you’re talking about here!” Soleil and I peeked around the corner to see the door swing 
open.  

“I want to be able to LIVE with myself for the rest of my life. I got this far by 
working hard and being honest, not working on someone’s hard-on and being a whore.” 
The door closed part-way again.  

“Who said anything about being a whore? I’m just talking about being fair. I’m 
doing you a favor, doing something that will make the rest of your life easier to swallow. 
I’m just asking you do me a favor back, and maybe swallow something else on the way.” 

“I said no! If this is the cost of your help, I’ll leave and take my chances at the 
scholarship alone!” Shadows stretched along the door, and we ducked back inside before 
anyone came out. Floorboards creaked, and we pressed ourselves against the wall inside 
the doorway, not wanting to risk the leap back to the couch to act nonchalant. The steps 
grew louder, and then quiet again, as he continued down the hallway without even poking 
his head in the room.  

God bless the man so deeply mired in debauchery that he is deaf to the rich 
slapping noises and lush fake orgasms of high-production-value pornography.  

 
The threat now off making someone else’s life miserable, we snuck out again 

and down the hall to the guest room. The door was still open, so we went in. The new girl 
was sitting at the edge of her bed, looking out the window at her own ghostly reflection 
shimmering a little with the trees blowing in the wind behind her.  

“Scholarship, huh?” The girl’s eyes flicked up, examining our ghosts, small and 
vague behind hers, studying us without turning her head.  

“Came to make fun of the smart girl some more, huh? Hate to break it to you, 
but I’m a lot dumber than I seem. Especially when it comes to judgment.” 

“Pick on the smart girl? Oh, I get it. Sebastian lies a lot, you know. You 
shouldn’t listen to much of what he has to say, if anything. I mean, really, do I look like 
some underprivileged thug?” This time she turned, scanning me from head to toe with an 
incredulous eye, before turning back to the reflection.  

“Yeah. You do.” Soleil smirked and rubbed my belly, before putting on her best 
give-it-to-me-straight face.  
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“She’s right, you kinda do, sweetie. Good college boys aren’t cut and covered 
with big nasty scars.”  

“Okay, so I’m a walking coverboy for Thug Life Magazine. What are you, then, 
miss sunshine?” 

“I don’t know. I’m not very street. I’m, like, a strumpet. Or a harlot.”  
“Somehow I can’t picture a Victorian ‘strumpet’ walking around for days on end 

never wearing anything more covering than a bikini top or a halter.” 
“She would if she lived somewhere as warm as it usually is in here.” 
“It’s not that hot. I seem to manage alright wearing shirts.” 
“Yeah, but you come from cold-blooded ancestry. You’re genetically cursed to 

need things like heavy sweaters and heat lamps and vitamin supplements. I am the 
product of superior breeding. If it weren’t for the sake of modesty, I wouldn’t need 
external clothing at all.” 

“…you’ve distracted me.” 
“Sorry.” The new-girl window-ghost had a furrowed brow, and was watching us 

like live theatre.” 
“Anyways. The point is, we may not look like much, but we’re not whatever he 

said we were. Unless he said we were captives.” 
“Captives.” She repeated the word like normal people repeat the headlines of the 

supermarket tabloids, with flat intonation to disregard the bullshit inside.  
“It sounds wild and made up and crazy, I know, but you need to consider the 

seriousness of it, because I have to tell you: that word probably describes you now, too.” 
“Listen, I know you think you’re pretty damned funny, but I am not a captive. 

I’m just here because I made the mistake of thinking this guy was going to help me out, 
and now that I find out he’s just another drooling pervert, I’ll be leaving tomorrow.” 

“What makes you think he’s going to let you?” 
“Oh, shut the fuck up! Who do you think you’re convincing. Like that old guy is 

some kind of criminal mastermind. You’re not fooling me, okay? He’s just an old guy 
who happened to be cruising the applicants for the computer sciences scholarship I just 
happened to be here to try and get. Maybe he really even has some kind of connection 
with the board. Who knows. But I have spent enough years surrounded by pathetic, 
sexually frustrated computer nerds to know when someone is trying a line on me, and to 
have built up a resistance to whatever some guy things is a clever, intelligent argument as 
to why I should strip off my panties and throw my legs in the air for him to fall for this 
guy’s shit, and I’m certainly not falling for yours either. You two can go back to 
wherever you came from and leave me alone.” I opened my mouth to say something, but 
Soleil put her hand on my shoulder to shut me up, then walked over and sat next to the 
girl on the bed.  

“Hey…what’s your name anyway?” 
“What does it matter?” 
“Well, if you’re leaving tomorrow anyway, what does it matter if you tell me?” 
“Whatever. My name is Grace.” 
“Grace…I like that.” 
“I’m overjoyed.” 
“You look young, too.” Soleil put a hand on Grace’s shoulder, and gently 

pushed back while twisting herself in front of her, trying to get a good look. She had 
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wavy dirty-blond hair and a light peppering of freckles over the bridge of her nose, and 
out to her cheeks. There was something almost tomboyish about her, mixed in with her 
slender body. Probably the result of spending so much time in the boy’s club of computer 
design from such an early age. “Are you just out of school? Eighteen?” 

“Nineteen.” 
“Nineteen…Grace, I’m eight years older than you. The last six years of my life 

has been spent here. Back when I was just twenty-one, I met this man who said all the 
right things, put on the most charming face, and talked me into coming here. Once I was 
here, he wouldn’t let me leave. First I was like this treasure, and then I was a barely-
tolerated guest, and then I was a captive, a slave, and a whore. Everything that happened 
after I set foot inside those doors happened against my will.” For the first time, Grace 
turned to look at her, and then me. Her eyes were wider, encased in tears just waiting to 
fall, almost shaking with the struggle of what she was hearing against what she had 
thought up until a few minutes ago.” 

“Why would he do that? Surely he has money…there are plenty of girls who 
would sleep with him just for that, or for a chance to get an unfair advantage in these 
interview things.” 

“It’s not about what he could get. It’s about what he can take. He’s on a power 
trip. He likes things to be his, completely and without question.” 

“But…but…why me? Why not…you know, like a model, or a stripper, or some 
gorgeous, flawless girl. He already has you! I look nothing like you!” Soleil blushed and 
turned her eyes to the carpet. 

“Because he has me. I’m old news. He’s sick of me, but he can’t let me go, 
because that isn’t his way. Maybe he thought you were cute. Or he thought he was 
proving something about how clever he was, tricking a smart girl like you. Maybe he 
wanted the girl-next-door look for one of his movies. I don’t know.” 

Grace sat silently, her mouth opened partway, like she was going to say 
something, and then got frozen in time; sitting, hands clasped together, staring at the 
darkness outside the window. Then the tears streamed silently down her face, and she 
started shaking.  

“Didn’t I tell you two, very specifically, to stay away from this girl? Now look 
at what you’ve done. You upset the poor dear.” The left side of his mouth twisted up into 
a coyote grin.  

“It can be upsetting, finding out that your whole future has been stolen away 
from you.” The sicko-smile faded into a scowl.  

“Now, now, my boy, what could cause you to say such a hateful thing?” 
“A firsthand look at the depths of your hate and destruction, probably.” His 

voice trembled as he fought his own instinct in order to keep his voice light. 
“Nonsense. I have nothing but the best of intentions for this girl. She’s very 

gifted, you know. Very special.” 
“Her gifts aren’t meant for you. Leave her alone.” The mask of the playful 

Sebastian melted away completely, and his voice grew sharp. In the window, I could see 
Soleil wince, watching from the corner of her eye, unwilling to move her head to look. 

“You insolent prat, what right, what divine fucking providence lets you think 
you can get away with talking to me like that?! This is my house. Mine! Everything here 
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belongs to me; you belong to me! I warned you once already, and you will watch your 
words carefully!” 

“I don’t know. I think I’m getting pretty sick of watching my words. Maybe it’s 
time you watch your own, you motherfucking son of a whore.” Veins stood out heavy 
and purple against a livid crimson face. 

“You insignificant prick.” He spat the words out of his mouth. “You may think 
you’re powerful and important, but don’t let a few minor victories in the arena go to your 
head. You are nothing of consequence, and you are not half so invincible as you seem to 
think. It’s only a matter of time before you are forced to realize that.” 

“Oh? You already did your best, throwing me into so many fights so quickly 
you didn’t think I could possibly survive. But here I am. So who’s going to make me 
realize this? You? You going to knock me out, here and now?”  

There was a pause, counted not in seconds but in heartbeats, while he weighed 
the situation he was getting into. 

“No. Of course not. I don’t fight. I have slaves for that. But, yes, I can assure 
you, I will be the one to teach you your final lesson. I will make you learn your place. I 
will make you regret your behavior here tonight, I can promise you that.” His final words 
came out a serpentine hiss, and with a final glare around the room with his beady eyes, he 
turned and stalked out of the room. Soleil, who had stopped breathing, let out a gasp and 
started shuddering violently. Grace hadn’t moved, still too frozen in shock and fear to 
understand what had almost happened to her that night.  
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The price of Sebastian’s rage was steep. I was stupid…how could he not react to 

that? I openly defied him, I challenged him in front of other people, I called him out. If he 
didn’t tolerate that when I had just arrived, when I was still too new to the world of 
slavery to understand what mouthing off to a man like him would cost, he still had me 
beat for it, so I have no idea what I thought would happen now, when he was at the height 
of his madness. Or had I thought at all? It was reflex...at the thought of one more person 
stolen into our world and destroyed completely was too much. I thought I had to do 
something to stop it. But what did I really do?  What good did I accomplish?  

After storming out of Grace’s guest room, he went to the nearest bar, started 
drinking 20 year old scotch and smashing things. When that got boring, he went in search 
of someone to hurt. He walked, quiet, drunk and determined, through the hallways to the 
girls’ rooms, and right up to Ashe’s bed. With a single motion he grabbed her by the hair, 
and yanked her, dead asleep, out of her bed. She wakened, startled and groggy, when she 
hit the hard floor, and before she was even aware of where she was or what was 
happened, Sebastian was ripping her sleeping gown off of her. She struggled, still hazed, 
to her knees, thin shreds fabric still hanging on one shoulder. Ashe barely got one foot 
beneath her when she was grabbed by the back of her neck and thrown towards the wall, 
her temple slamming hard into the boards behind the drywall, her body dropping to the 
credenza. When coarse, angry hands gripped her panties at the back and tore them open, 
she tried to shake of the shock to stand, only to be slammed, face-first, back into the hard 
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wood surface. The bounding headache gave way to the sharp burning pain of Sebastian 
slamming himself inside her. On reflex, her hand pushed back, trying to separate herself 
from him, but he took her hand at the wrist and twisted it around into her back, the 
tendons in her shoulder and elbow straining until they started to lose feeling. Her balance 
was thrown again when he got another handful of hair and pushed her face down. With 
every slapping jolt from behind, her cheek was ground against the top of the credenza, 
and the top of her head hit the wall. She was vaguely aware of the eyes on her as the 
other girls woke to the sounds of the struggle, confused and terrified. Nobody said 
anything. The room was full only of the sounds of Sebastian’s heavy breath, the slap of 
his flesh against hers, and the dull thump as her head and the wall collided again and 
again. He leaned on her more; her face was raw, her arm felt like it was about to break, 
and she could feel blood dripping down the inside of her thigh. A stifled cry found its 
way from her lungs, and was immediately met by a fist slamming into her side. 

“Shut your mouth!” Sebastian gasped between breaths. “I did not…come in 
here…to hear you whimper and cry.” He hit her again, and then returned his grip to the 
back of her neck, lifting only to slam her back down hard. Her neck was turned inward 
now, her nose crushed against the polished wood, and it was harder to breath. The back 
of her head was now being used to hammer the wall, her hips ached from being slammed 
so hard against the edge of the furniture, and she could taste blood from her nose pooling 
around her mouth. Tears escaped her eyes and mixed with the blood streaming from her 
nose.  

“Hey!” A sharp tug at the back of her hair pulled her up, neck arched completely 
back, and then gripped her throat, trapping the air in her lungs. “None of that noise, 
whore! You’re the lucky lady tonight. My special girl.” He finally released her arm from 
the hold he had, and it dropped to her side. It was broken, she knew it; she couldn’t even 
move her wrist. The free hand reached around and grabbed her exposed breast, squeezing 
hard, like he was trying to crush it. He gripped her nipple and started twisting it as much 
as he could. Ashe bit her lip to keep from screaming, and prayed she wouldn’t cry again.  

“That’s right! I know you like that!” Darkness and vertigo started to overcome 
the pain, and she was sure she was about to suffocate…and then the hand pulled from her 
throat to her neck, and she was slammed face first into the wall, and then the chest. Her 
lungs rasped for air, and she coughed, struggling not to vomit, not to asphyxiate on it if 
she did.  

“Wake up!” Sebastian’s fists jarred her back to the present tense. “Listen to you! 
You’re gagging for it, you little whore. I know what you want.” Her whispers were 
drowned in blood and saliva and the crashing sounds of her own violation. In an instant, 
Sebastian pulled himself free of her, and pulled her back by her hair until she was 
tumbling back, landing so hard on her ass that pain shot like lighting up and down her 
legs, and the wind was knocked out of her all over again. She opened her mouth to regain 
her breath, but her head was being pulled, forced towards Sebastian, in the damn 
darkness inside his open robe. He forced himself inside her, and she choked, still trying to 
get a decent breath. She half suffocated. Instinct betrayed her again, and her hands 
pushed against his knees. He pushed her back and hit her in the face, before regaining his 
grip of her hair and forcing himself back down her throat. She was aware of a vile taste 
mixing with the blood, and then his salty seed filling her mouth, her throat. He let go of 
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her, and she fell to the side, coughing up blood and semen and half a tooth from when he 
hit her. She could hear the old bastard wheezing behind her.  

But that wasn’t enough for Sebastian. He was still angry. So he kicked her 
repeatedly; in the ribs, the stomach, the face. He picked her up and hit her in the face, and 
then kneed her. Drunk and in a rage, he was thrashing wildly, striking whatever he could, 
throwing her into the walls, the floor, the furniture. Finally he stopped, stooped over, 
scraped, bloody hands resting on his knees, his robe still open, breathing hard.  

“There. Let that be a lesson. To all of you. To everyone. I own you. You all do 
what I say when I say it. If you forget your place, if you disobey me, if you make me 
mad, I will punish you. If you make me mad enough…well, one of you may end up just 
like Ember.”  

I’d arrived near the end of his rape, shocked, silent. He never looked at me, but I 
knew who the show was for. Who he was speaking to. Finally, as he slowly, carefully 
tied his robe up and strode out of the room, he locked eyes with me, and grinned. Yeah, 
the fucker had done it all to teach me a lesson.  

Once he was gone, and they were sure he wasn’t coming back on, lights were 
turned on and everyone rushed to Ashe’s side. In the light, she looked like something our 
of a slasher film. One half of her face was raw, swollen, and dripping blood. Her head 
was covered with huge lumps, still swelling. Both of her eyes were swollen and red. Her 
lips were split, and part of a broken tooth was still sticking out of one. Dark bruises were 
already forming all over her body. Clumps of hair were missing from her head, and her 
nose was crooked, almost certainly broken more than once. She had cuts on her legs, 
breasts, and torso. Her hands and knees were torn up from being thrown down on broken 
glass from lamps. There was a thick pool of blood gathering around her hips where she 
lay on the floor.  

“Rain! Is she breathing?” Rain’s hands were trembling, making it hard for her to 
examine Ashe. She looked up at me, eyes red from tears, and nodded. “Can we move 
her? We need to get her to your med station.” She nodded again, and stood slowly with 
Shine’s help. Cherry draped a blanket from one of the beds over Ashe’s shoulders. I knelt 
down and picked her up as gently as I could. She whimpered, unable to do any more or 
less. With Ava and Rain leading, I carried her to the exam room. Nobody slept that night. 
We just sat there, watching Rain work, feeling useless. Useless, angry, and afraid.  

By morning, Rain told us that Ashe would live. She had stitched her up, set her 
wrist in a cast, and pumped her full of drugs before taking her back to bed. It would take 
her a while to heal, but she would, eventually. Mostly. There would be scars. A lot of 
scars – so many more than she ever got from her time fighting. Nobody mentioned the 
emotional damage, but we all had the same fear. We had the reminder in July, one of the 
sweetest girls through all the abuses she had suffered, turned into a living shadow. 
Almost as dead inside as Ember was outside. And now Ashe…and it was my fault. I had 
stirred up the shit, and everyone else got hurt. I was fine, I was healthy as I had ever been 
in my life aside from a still-healing leg, but one by one the girls, the only people I had in 
my life now that I really cared about, were being torn apart. And for what? What had I 
done? It’s not as though I had saved Grace from anything. I got her an extra night or two, 
to sit in her room in terror of what was going to happen, to wander the halls and hear 
half-whispered conversations about the grisly fate of some girl she had never even met, 
waiting for it to be her turn. And then, when it was, she was used and tossed out, just like 
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that, her bag with the few possessions she had brought in with her tossed into the girls’ 
rooms, and the door shut behind her. The others gathered around, did their best to 
comfort her, but she only spoke once for that first day: “I hope that cocksucker gets an 
infection. I pissed on him while he was fucking me…” And that was it. The next day, the 
girls finally started to get her to talk, and began their long process of getting her to come 
to terms with the world she was dropped into. If anything, they were only getting better at 
consoling people who were new to the life, to foster acceptance, even if they couldn’t 
promise that life would get any better.  

For my part, I stayed away as much as I could. Dougan or one of the Kalenovs 
were always with them, but I was bad news, and was afraid of getting them hurt by 
sticking around, so I training, and thought, and daydreamed about caving Sebastian’s 
head in with my fucking bat.  
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“You’ve been spending an awful lot of time in these rooms practicing. One 

might think you’re afraid of losing your winning edge.” I’d been sparring with six of the 
lesser when Sebastian interrupted, standing in the doorway, grinning like a coyote with a 
mouthful of rabbit.  

“If you want to test my edge, pick up a sword and step onto the mat.” 
“Hmm…no thanks. I prefer not lower myself to the level of the help. No, I just 

thought I would come and share some news with you. A new match is coming up. Al-
Ghassan’s new guy.” 

“The stakes?” 
“Oh, some mobile communications nonsense and some construction concerns.” 
“You seem very involved. I can see you put a lot of thought into setting up one 

of the matches that I wrote down for you in great detail.” 
“Yes, well, what can I say? You do seem to have your uses, from time to time.” 
“Yeah. Imagine that. So do you actually know what exactly you’re getting from 

this, or is your entire interest in trying to get me killed?” Bastian affected mock-concern. 
“Now, son, why would I want you killed? You’re a valuable investment of mine. 

I would sooner have my thoroughbred horses shot as have you killed. Though they do 
almost assuredly have better breeding…” 

“Maybe, but they haven’t earned you nearly as much money as I have. As a 
matter of fact, I think those horses are probably the ones I won for you in a fight.” 
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“Listen to you: such arrogance. You act as though you had invented gladiatorial 
combat sometimes, you know. It’s very…dull.” 

“Well, shit. I didn’t know I was boring you. Maybe you have some lessons in 
fighting to impart to me, since we have some of your newer students in audience as well.” 

“I do, as a point of fact. It’s simple: remember your place.” 
“My place is in the ring, killing sorry-ass suckers so you can get wealthier 

without getting off your ginger cornhole.” Composure was starting to slip from Beckett’s 
eyes, and I reminded myself to try and behave, if only for the girls.  

“Your arrogance continued unchecked. I will remind you that you are a servant. 
You are property. You live and die based on my decisions.” 

“Trust me, I never let myself forget that. But maybe you need to remember that 
your worth to the Circle raises and falls based not on your decision, but on MY actions.” 

“Don’t overestimate your importance. I made you what you are, I had you 
trained. You don’t think I can make someone else just like you? Just as tough, just as 
capable of winning?” 

“Who are you kidding? You hate me. You want me dead. I have single-handedly 
rebuilt your fortune from the failure you were to the top of the pig-pile, and you would 
pay almost anything if it meant my death. If you could replace me, I’d have been gone a 
year ago. Now you need me, and you know it, and it burns you up inside.” 

“I don’t need you. You’re a slave. You’re a greyhound who is at the end of his 
winning streak. In six months time, you’ll be dogfood.” 

“Did you tell yourself that before you set up the marathon matches? Before you 
gambled me against your oldest enemy? Do you remind yourself of my worthlessness 
even while making arrangements for matches and barters that I planned out for you, 
while counting the earnings of investments I put together the plans for? Have you thought 
about what that really means for you?” 

“It means one less nuisance, making this place all the more bearable. One less 
whining voice, begging credit for my portfolio, if only to artificially inflate it’s own sense 
of worth. To get better table-scraps, softer blankets, and fresher entertainment in it’s bed 
at night. It is possible that your death would be the single most relaxing thing ever to 
happen to me.” 

“For a while, sure. But forget Di Campi, your worst nemesis is yourself. Your 
own nature. You can’t help but fuck up and destroy yourself. You get me killed, and 
you’ll be happy. You’ll pick one of your mincing dandies from the barracks, give him a 
cape and a sword, and make him your new number one. You’ll gamble big, somehow 
convinced that fights are won by your bravado, not by our steel. And then he’ll die, and 
you’ll lose. And you’ll get someone else, and get him killed. You’ll risk more, like a 
veteran fucking gambler betting his car, his house, and his virgin daughter on a game of 
craps. And you’ll piss it all away, until you have nothing anymore. Until you’ve lost even 
your family business again, the one your grandfather or great grandfather or whoever-the-
fuck made from scratch. You’ll go back to being the joke of your little secret society. 
And then, boohoo, you’ll wish you hadn’t had me killed just because I had the gall to 
point out what a fucking asshole you are when it was already blatantly obvious that you 
are, without a doubt, a self-centered, amoral, violent, depraved and insecure complete and 
utter fucking asshole.” I knew I crossed the line even as I was dancing over it. Beckett’s 
face turned purple-red, and he took a deep breath. Fuck. I set my jaw, wishing silently 
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that nobody else gets hurt for this. Instead of yelling, the bastard just forced himself to 
blink and stood up taller.  

“You’d best get back to practicing. I would be terribly disappointed to see that 
you aren’t quite the champion that you seem to think you are.” And then he turned and 
left stiffly, like he had a bokken stuck up his ass. When I turned back to the lesser, they 
were looking diligently at their feet. None spoke another word to me for the rest of the 
day. I had made myself a marked man, and nobody wanted to see if it was contagious. 
Which is fine. Most of them were jackasses anyway, and I didn’t need conversation to 
beat the shit out of them.  

 
Fahkir bin Najjar Al-Ghassan was a wealthy man with an estate that married old 

Middle Eastern architecture with modern design heavily influenced by Frank Lloyd 
Wright. Imagine the Taj Mahal, with waterfalls cascading down the spiral columns 
inside, filling deep, perfectly squared rectangle pools that flowed beneath the walls, into 
an astonishing garden outside. His estate, one of the largest even by the standards of the 
Circle, was breathtaking, and a good example of what can happen when you have 
limitless wealth, a lot of imagination, and your very own construction company. I walked 
the gardens, which were literally a combination of a botanical garden and a menagerie, 
with Rain and Soleil. I had tried to keep any of the girls from coming, knowing the 
danger of Sebastian’s mood swings and his unbridled hatred, but those two wouldn’t 
listen. In the end, I was a little glad they came, even if it did make me more afraid. It 
would have been a shame for them to miss out on the magnificent beauty of the place, or 
the incredible power we felt petting one of Fahkir’s pet Bengal tigers. Free from the 
watchful eye of Beckett, we were tourists in a fantastic, exotic amusement park, enjoying 
one another’s’ company, and the finest of Fahkir’s hospitality. It turns out, while he has a 
very stern face, Fahkir was known to be among the gentlest heads of all the houses. He 
was a devout Muslim, and in keeping with his faith, treated everyone with kindness and 
honesty. There was very little he would not do for his guests, as he believed that a guest’s 
will superseded that of the host. Knowing this, he built a separate house, and gave it, 
collectively, to the Circle. Anyone could come and go, most of the guest rooms were 
there, and it was directly beside his property, but it was not his any longer. The sole 
reason for doing this would be to continue to participate in the events, without actually 
inviting these people into his home, or his land, and would not have to accommodate 
their more carnal or vicious desires.  His involvement with the secret leaders of the world 
was the only stain that soiled his spirit, but the stain was huge, and blood red. I wondered 
if the lifestyle was meant to balance out against the act of having people, no longer 
possessing a life of their own, die or murder at will, or if the bloodshed came along later, 
to spoil the pursuit of spiritual righteousness. Either way, it was hard to judge the man too 
harshly, considering the man whose house I lived in, and the fact that I was there to either 
kill or be killed myself. Immersed in the upper crust of all humanity, visiting places 
where kings, presidents and movie stars wouldn’t be allowed to enter, didn’t even know 
existed, seeing exotic treasures, hearing the world’s darkest secrets, and the most evident, 
obvious truth of all: every one of us was a horrible bastard. 

Well, maybe except some of the girls. 
Rain is going to be lonely when she gets to heaven only to find out that the only 

people there she knows to talk to are Ava and Soleil… 
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The best part about sneaking into the gardens was when Fahkir, on an afternoon 

stroll with his third wife (probably the only man in the entire Circle who routinely slept 
with nine gorgeous women, yet did so absolutely without sin, protected by marital vows 
to each of them), sat down by the fountain where the girls and I were resting, and started 
up a conversation. I genuinely got along with him, and above all, he invited us to stay in 
the main house. Under the strict rules he kept at his estate that meant that the girls and I 
would be sequestered away somewhere for the duration of the trip, and Sebastian, even in 
the worst of moods, wouldn’t be able to do anything to any one of us. That night I 
watched my companions sleep peacefully for the first time in months. I would I could 
have joined them, but every time I closed my eyes I saw Ashe, covered in her own blood, 
too beaten to even cry out. For hours, I did my best not to wake them with my 
restlessness, but in the end I have up, and went for a walk. I hoped it wasn’t a breech of 
etiquette to wander around in the night. I would hate for us to be thrown back to the 
wolves. I imagine the hateful old queen was pretty pissed when he found out we had 
better places to be than in rooms anywhere near him…whatever. I’d cross that bridge 
when he made me. In the mean time, I wanted to think about something else for a change. 
There was plenty to distract me. I’ve seen museums with less beautiful art than the Al-
Ghassan house had.  

“You could study that urn much better if the lights were on, you know.” The 
soft-spoken man wearing a bright silk evening robe and carrying tea startled me more 
than any of the weapons in his house.  

“Sorry. I didn’t want to wake or disturb anyone.” Fahkir walked softly on 
slippers to the wall and turned on the lights. 

“Nonsense. You are welcome to wander where you wish.”  
“The urn is beautiful. Everything here is. This has got to be the most amazing 

palace in Qatar.” 
“You are most kind. Thank you. I must ask, though – is all well? Surely you 

aren’t missing out on sleep just to admire my art. You need your rest.” 
“I don’t get too much rest these days. Either I have to sleep with one eye open, 

or I end up thinking about the things that may happen if I don’t.” 
“Well, I assure you, you have nothing to fear in this house.” 
“No, I don’t. You’re keeping us from our biggest fears by letting us be here.”  
“There are those who would consider me your rival at the moment. I would 

think I would rank high among your fears.” He smiled a friendly smile, and sipped his 
tea. 

“No. If you have any intention to hurt me, you hide it better than anyone has 
ever hidden anything from me. Even if I am here to fight your champion tomorrow, you 
don’t seem to have any animosity either way. If anything, you seem a little sad about it.” 

“That, my friend, is the truth of it.” 
“Is that why you’re up in the middle of the night, too?” 
“Yes. Nights before fights here, I always pray.” 
“Pray that your guy wins?” 
“I pray for the both of you. I pray for the man who loses, because his life will be 

taken too soon, and I pray for his loved ones, who will have to learn to live their lives 
without him, and I pray for the man who wins, who will spend the rest of his days with 
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that weight upon his shoulders, that sin in his soul. And I pray for my own soul, who 
brought them together to fight. I pray for the spirits of my ancestors, who got us tied into 
this whole awful organization in the first place.” 

“If you feel so strongly about it, why don’t you just refuse to put on fights? 
Just…quit.” His eyes turned distant and mournful. 

“This is not the company you can just quit. A member is a full member, or they 
are nothing at all, not even a memory.” 

“They kill you for not having someone fight?” 
“More than kill. They erase you. To them, to be involved, you have to be seen to 

participate. To not participate, to not bloody your hands along with theirs, is to separate 
yourself. Someone who doesn’t agree, who doesn’t participate, cannot be seen as one of 
the group. And at that point, what small act is it to share the dark secrets with the world? 
To point out the hidden truths, to guide outsiders to our homes and arenas. It can’t be 
risked.” 

“Even if you gave up all your money and changed your name?” 
“Under no circumstances. Those who go from riches to nothing, who no longer 

have anything worth bargaining for, are absorbed. They become a small part of another 
house. Or else they become nothing at all. No formal records of life or death or anything. 
As though you were never there at all.” 

“So you have to keep setting up fights..” 
“Indeed. I must find a man, give him all the tools and training I can, and then 

pray that everything turns out as it was meant to.” His eyes stared into the top of his 
teacup, and beyond, through the years, at all the faces of men who died for his House.  

“Can I ask for a favor?” 
“You are my guest; you may ask anything at all.” 
“It’s going to sound weird…” 
“It will be no less respected for its strangeness.” 
“If your guy kills me tomorrow, is there any way you could get the girls out of 

here safely? Smuggle them somewhere, or keep them here, or whatever?” 
“They are your women?” 
“They belong to Sebastian. As much as anyone who gets kidnapped can belong 

to someone else…but they deserve so much better than to live the short remainder of 
their lives with him.” 

“It isn’t generally accepted to take another man’s women.” 
“I didn’t think it would be. But I thought maybe you, of all men, might 

understand my need to help the people I care about.” I received a long silence as a reply. 
“I cannot make any promises, but rest assured as you enter the arena tomorrow 

that I will do everything in my power to keep them safe.” 
“Thank you.” 
“You are very welcome. For tonight, though, you had best return to your bed. 

Difficult or not, you will need your sleep.” 
“I’ll go give it another try. Thanks again…” Fahkir stood and slowly shuffled 

back to his own bed, so I went to mine. Once there, I crawled carefully between Rain and 
Soleil. As I settled down, Soleil’s arm wrapped around me, and this time I was able to go 
to sleep, undisturbed until morning.  
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Standing there, the clapping and cheering of the crowd building into a song, set 

at the rhythm of my own steady heartbeat, a slight breeze from somewhere sneaking into 
the collar of my coat, it occurred to me that this was the most calm I had felt in months. 
My life had come so far around that it was here, facing a fight to the death, that I could 
breathe deep, could let my mind rest. Here, at least, I knew where the enemy was, where 
the attacks would come from. I knew how to fight the danger, and how to get out of 
trouble. This was my vacation. I didn’t want it to end… 

On the other side of the bright desert sand, my opponent felt a little put-upon. 
This moment, which should have been just about he and I trying to spill one another’s 
blood, was suddenly ruined from him, as I stood by myself, making no move to approach 
him, smiling to myself like it was a sunny summer day in a lush green park somewhere. 
So he started to walk towards me. Not wanting to be rude, I did the same. With each step 
across the ring (and this was one of the larger rings of all I had fought in), I wondered 
about the kind of person that a peaceful, religious man would get to fight for him. Would 
he be a self-righteous lunatic, would he be a sinner, condemned to death and hellfire 
anyway? With all that had been going on, I hadn’t even bothered to ask around about 
him. I only knew the very basics of info.  

For instance, he called himself Houngan, but that was obviously just a name. 
Nothing about him looked or felt like an actual vodoun priest. He stood before me, 
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tattered coat sewn with arcane symbols and scraps of animals, icons, charms. His bare 
chest was covered with heavy black designs, and lined with piercings made from small 
bones, probably from puppies and kittens, and his cheeks were tattoos with black flame. 
But it was all a show. It was theatre. This time last year he was probably a homeless man 
in New Orleans, telling scary stories of Santeria and blood hexes to tourists in a fake 
Haitian/Creole accent. All of his scars were fresh, probably self-inflicted, and the black 
ink stood out too starkly against his dark skin for it to have been there too long. On his 
hands, he had strange gauntlet gloves made of a variety of different leathers. They were 
strapped there so tightly that it had to have been done by someone else. At the knuckles, 
carved wooden studs rose from the leather, and each of the fingers was tipped with what 
looked like the actual talons from a large hark or a small eagle. Dangling from his belt, 
among all the small, clean white skulls and charms made of sticks and skin that looked a 
little like craft projects made by a ten-year-old at a boyscout camp, was a very solid 
looking macana club, four flat, slightly concave sides leading to a square top. It would 
have to be made of very hard wood to be any good, but looked like it had been used in a 
few fights already. After a minute of standing watching one another, he reached slowly 
into his long coat, and from a large pocket pulled a live rabbit. Grinning with teeth that 
looked as though they had never seen a toothbrush, he held the bunny by its ears with one 
hand, and dug his talons into the little creature’s throat. It’s nose stopped twitching, 
lifeblood covering his leather hands. Once it was dead, he dropped it like a banana peel 
he was done with, and rubbed the blood into his chest, chanting. There was nothing in his 
black magic nonsense or gibberish hexes to be afraid of. Had I wanted any less to drag 
the fight out, I could have decapitated him while he was still rummaging around his 
pockets to find where he left his bunny. Even if the ritual was somehow based on 
something real, surely gaining the strength and warrior spirit of a fluffy baby rabbit 
wasn’t going to increase his fighting prowess noticeably. And if I hadn’t stood and given 
him the time to do his ‘scary voodoo’ nonsense, then what? Would he go through the 
whole fight with a living bunny is his pocket, or would he call a time-out to go set it free? 
Because I imagine a living bunny, even a small one, is going to start kicking and 
clamoring about once the action started, and having those little teeth biting off a nipple or 
tearing out a bone-piercing would be a lot more distraction than he needed. No, his show 
was absurd, and his threat was minimal. He was just there to give me something to hit. 
He was there to give me a reason to stretch out my vacation just a little longer.  

 
At the end of the fight, I waited until they took his body away before wandering 

back to my own ready rooms. Nikki, Drost, Rain and Soleil stood patiently by the door. 
Nobody was in any hurry. I had gone the whole fight without shedding any blood. I only 
got hit once at all by that big club of his. It actually hurt a lot more than I thought, but 
while he gets full points for a very authentic weapon, the thing is cumbersome and hard 
to swing. I’m surprised he lasted long enough to fight me. Once the arena was at my 
back, the vacation was over, and I had to go back to being prepared for whatever scheme 
Sebastian was up to. While drinking my after-fight Gatorade, I thought: this must be what 
it feels like to be a dog owned by an angry drunken redneck… 

My redneck happened to own a very large place though – it was at least a 
triacontakaiheptupple-wide – and returning to it was not a pleasant feeling. He hadn’t 
said a thing to me since the day he interrupted my training session, but the dirty looks he 
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threw me any time I was in his line of sight made it clear he wanted to. I think he really 
thought Houngan would prove to be a difficult fight. From what I was told in our room at 
Al-Ghassan’s palace afterwards, he had built a pretty bad-ass reputation in the past year. 
Maybe I was just in a bad enough mood that nobody would have been a challenge. Or 
maybe his bunny-killing thing did what he wanted it to, and made him look scary to 
outsiders. To someone looking him eye-to-eye, he was just a dude in a beat-up longcoat 
carrying a blocky wooden bat, and I have the market cornered in that. Only my coat is 
lined with armor and my bat is metal, so I win.  

We weren’t in the house for a full day when Sebastian came across Cherry 
brining some soup to Ashe, who was still a long way from recovered. No words were 
spoken, and nothing was done to provoke him, but he slapped her anyway. He didn’t 
even stop walking. He just hit her, knocking the bowl from her hands, and went right on 
down the hall. I was angry – so angry I was dizzy, actually, and was walking after him 
without realizing it. In my stomach, part of me felt the fear I had in my first fight – 
knowing the odds are against me as I approach a man who is probably crazier and meaner 
than I would ever be, knowing that I probably wouldn’t survive the encounter. The fact 
that the house I fought for was my biggest threat, the palaces of his enemies my safest 
refuge, and the battles themselves my greatest peace was not funny enough to calm me. I 
wished for my big coat and bat. But I knew, just like the first time I was that afraid, that I 
couldn’t stop. Especially now, with other people counting on me.  

“What the fuck?” Sebastian turned around, genuinely surprised that I had been 
walking behind him all that time.  

“Yes? What seems to be bothering you now, Jackson?” 
“The only thing that ever seems to be bothering me, you crazy old fuck. YOU!” 
“Whatever do you perceive me to have done now?” 
“You just hit Cherry. For no reason.” 
“I’m afraid I haven’t an—” 
“Shut it! You know, one of the richest men in the world, you’d think you’d be 

able to afford a therapist. I don’t know why you seem to have everyone around you, and I 
don’t know why money has made you into some kind of child on a power-trip, but you 
need to fucking stop it. You have done enough hard to those girls to last a lifetime, the 
last thing they need, and the last thing I’m going to watch, is you beating people up on a 
daily basis.” That familiar purple-red color returned to his cheeks. Thin lips parted 
clenched teeth. 

“I’ve told you before—” 
“You told me before that you’d kill me. And you know what? We just got back 

from your last attempt, and here I am, standing in front of you without so much as a 
bruise. I may have been just another guy working every day hoping for a promotion or a 
break when you found me, but whatever has happened since has made me really 
goddamn hard to kill. And you, shriveled, old, faggot-ass you, will not be able to do it 
alone. It would save you more time and money to give up on trying, and just stop being 
such an asshole.” 

“I will not stand here and—” 
“You will not stand here and give me your speech about property again. People 

are not property. That chair behind you, that’s your property. It doesn’t move without 
your say-so, and if you pushed it towards a bonfire, it would roll right to its own doom 



279 
 

and become ashes without a single complaint. People are not property. They have their 
own wills, and their own thoughts. They deserve better than you, and they most certainly 
deserve better than your abuse.” A shaking hand was raised in front of my face, 
manicured index finger pointing at me.  

“I am warning you for the last—” 
“No, you already warned me the last time. Now I’M warning YOU. If you ever 

so much as hurt one of those girls again, you will be dead before their blood dries. I will 
kill you. I will not ask, wager or bribe someone else to try it and hope for the best. I will 
do it myself, with my bare hands. And none of your little Nazi stormtoopers will stop 
me.” And this time, he had nothing to say. So I turned and walked away. Behind me, 
peeking out from a door, I saw Izzy smiling. I heard Sebastian walk away behind me, but 
I couldn’t help but wonder if he saw, too.  
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For two weeks, Sebastian kept largely out of the way of the girls, but when he 

saw them he was polite and cordial. From time to time he even joked and offered little 
gifts or to have his cooks make some special dinner or other. Towards the end of that 
time, even Kamala went around his rooms to see if he was back to the old self she 
actually cared for. He kept his manners about him for a few hours, and then sent her back 
to take care of her girls. When he saw me, he smiled as amiable a smile as he had in his 
system, and made small-talk or told jokes, as he had when I was first taken in. It was 
confusing – had one threat really made him turn himself around? Surely not. He was far 
too stubborn, had too strong a god-complex for that. But, then, what was he doing? Why 
wasn’t he trying to crush me? I would have expected Hiro and another woodshed beating 
at the very least. But Hiro remained in the barracks, training new meat. Even his creepy 
new porn-buddies came around less, and left the girls alone. I think some of the new 
slave girls, the ones he got from the cannibal fight, still went out to the barracks, but the 
harem girls were untouched.  

One night after that, I saw a crate lying on the floor, and in front of it, on 
ladders, two men were adjusting a new painting on the wall of the main west-wing hall. 
Sebastian stood on the floor by the opposite wall, and tilted his hands to indicate the 
adjustments needed to level the painting.  

“Jackson! What do you think of the new painting?” The canvas on the wall was 
huge. A mass of small trails of paint wove around and through each other, filling the 
entire space. Little explosions here and there, as though something had been dropped. 
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Jagged bars of blue so dark they were almost black went from top to bottom across the 
piece. The overall effect was 8 native American totems or prayer sticks of some kind, 
decorated with string and feathers, sitting on a hill in a heavy grey snowstorm.  

“Looks expensive”  
“Oh, it was. This is one of your namesake’s originals, you know. They don’t 

come cheap anymore. You can only get them if you overpay by a wide margin. Believe it 
or not, this was the cheaper of the two. I paid twice as much for the other one.” He 
gestured to the wall behind him, and turned as I did. This one was little more than two 
feet tall, but stretched on for six or seven feet. This one was much brighter, with a mad 
assortment of color. A base of black and green, slashed with silver and yellow. It was like 
a panoramic view of a town, explosions and fires spreading across the entire thing, white 
smoke rising off them, the town itself dark beneath them, lit only by the deep orange 
glow from the fires. “That one doesn’t have a date on it, but was supposed to have been 
painted between 1953 and 1955. Think of it – that could have been one of the very last 
things he painted before he stopped painting altogether and died. That could be the end of 
his career, right there on my wall.”  

“So were these a part of one of your deals, or did you actually buy things with 
money instead of blood this time?” 

“Oh, money, to be sure. Though, I wasn’t sure how much I would have to pay to 
get them, so I sold off some property I didn’t really need any more to help cover the 
expense of it.” As beautiful as the paintings were, the atmosphere by them was ugly. I 
turned slowly to take my leave.  

“Nowhere you liked visiting all that much, I hope.” The smile was audible in his 
voice. 

“No, not that much. She was a bit used and worn out before I ever got there.” I 
froze.  

“She?” 
“Yes. One of the new urchins. I think I heard someone call her Isabel once. St. 

Claire was in the mood for a girl who didn’t smell like the sweatshops he plucks them 
from.” I started walking away. “You can’t hold that against me, too, you know. I didn’t 
harm a hair on her head. She had a very pleasant flight, and was whole and well-fed when 
she arrived at Gaston’s French estate.” 

Gaston St. Claire is the guy who owned the Pygmy Giant, and one of the few 
men who act even faggier than Sebastian. He was one of the world’s leading clothing 
manufacturers, and made almost all of his clothes in sweatshops, worked by people who 
lived in dung huts and shantys made from junkyard scraps. His disdain for human life 
bled from his business world into his personal life, and it was widely whispered that the 
reason he was never seen with the same girl twice, and the reason he picked so many of 
them, as the old bastard said, out of his sweatshops, is because they never last very long 
before he kills them anyway. If he bought Izzy from Sebastian, then she was probably 
already dead, and if she wasn’t she would be soon. This is what happens, I guess, as a 
result of him seeing her smiling at him after I delivered him my ultimatum. At least I 
didn’t have the confusion anymore of wondering what Sebastian was up to. He was still 
scheming. He was just callow, and unwilling to deal with me personally. So he sold a girl 
into her grave, and then used the proceeds to buy very pretty ways of telling me my 
career was at an end. Well, fuck him.  
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That night, when he had gone to sleep and even most of the servants were in 
bed, I snuck out of the house, and killed a full dozen of the guards patrolling the grounds. 
I used their own weapons. Guns don’t mean shit if they don’t see you coming. Let’s see 
how safe Sebastian feels making his snide comments and hamfisted points knowing just 
how well his guards protect him.  

 
Three days later, I was called out of my room while reading a book by one of the 

heads of the guard staff, and Hiro. Apparently Sebastian wanted to see me. Nobody had 
said anything about the dead guards. There was no actual proof I did it, but when people 
find dead bodies, I am the first suspect, and had been getting frightened, curious, or angry 
glances from the remainind guards since that morning. As we walked the halls, I thought 
that this might be it. Maybe Hiro was supposed to kill me now. Even in jeans and a 
sweater, I still had more blades on me than he did. I got too good at smuggling them for 
people to try and search me anymore. But if this was the final fight, I was done running. 
You can only face death in the face so many times before you lose all fear. Now I just 
wanted rest.  

Rest is not what I got.  
Instead, I was greeted by a wide smile as I walked in the door of Sebastian’s 

study. A vulture-looking man in an expensive suit was seated in a chair beside the desk, 
and instead of trying to cut my head off, Hiro gestured into the room, and then he and the 
rent-a-soldier walked out, closing the door behind them. I didn’t know if I should be 
angry or frightened or amused or stab someone, so instead of doing or feeling any of 
those things, I just stood there until Sebastian asked me to sit down, and then I did.  

“I’ve been thinking a lot, lately, about everything that has happened between us 
in the past six months.” 

“Okay.” 
“You see, my son, I feel bad about it. About the tension between us, and the way 

you have come to feel towards me.” 
“Right.” This had to be bullshit. 
“I couldn’t be any more truthful. I think it quite evident that I have a…” he 

spread his hands on his desk and dropped his head down to think, and then rose it up 
again “…confrontational personality. I don’t like when people challenge or criticize me; 
I take it as a personal attack, and then I want to attack back. This has led to a lot of 
stresses between you and I, and I would like to clear the air.”  

“Okay. What about the paintings?” Maybe the old guy in the suit is his therapist. 
Maybe he seriously took me up on my suggestion. 

“The Pollock paintings? I thought you would like them. That’s why I had them 
placed in that wing of the house. He is your namesake after all, his original work might 
be important to you.” No, that has to be bullshit. I wonder if he forgot that he gave me 
that name. 

“Really. Seemed to me it was a sort of threat. Something from another Pollock 
at the end of his career.” Sebastian laughed like someone’s favorite uncle.  

“No, no. That was never my intention. The only end to your career is what I’m 
here to discuss with you today.” Discuss my end? No stabbing in the dark? Maybe he 
sold me to the vulture guy. 

“Go on.” 
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“Well, you said something to me the other day. Pointed out your value and 
importance beyond these gladiatorial battles we have. It was those points that I have been 
contemplating the most, and I came to realize how right you were. I couldn’t agree more. 
It’s true that I know nothing of your life from before you came into my employ, and that 
has always worked for me in the past, but it seems you may possess some sills, either 
through schooling or work, that make you a fit man for business. You have good sense, it 
what I am saying. I could use a man like that as much as I could use a strong sword arm. 
The deals you laid out for me brought me tens of hundreds of millions of dollars. Skills 
like those can only help me, my estate and my earnings grow.” 

“So you want to offer me a job?”  
“A job and so much more!” He stood up, clapping his hands together. I tried to 

think about anything I had to drink recently that could have had some kind of 
hallucinogenic in it. 

“More?”  
“Yes, you see…this house, the Beckett name, they have been a part of the Circle 

for centuries. We are, I believe, one of the oldest Houses, and that needs to continue on. I, 
however, have never married, and never had a son to raise to take over for me.” He 
walked around the desk as he spoke, and perched on the front edge of it, right in front of 
me. “You, dear boy, have shown me a considerable amount of business knowledge, of 
leadership and sharp judgment. I believe you are just the kind of person who could carry 
my name and legacy well into the future.” He looked at me for a heartbeat, and then went 
on. “It’s true that we probably won’t always see eye-to-eye on a great many things. We 
come from very different backgrounds, different worlds, and may well have different 
ideas in regards to enterprises we find valuable and marketable. Ultimately, however, I 
think you are, without a doubt, the most fitting candidate for succeeding me to the head 
of this House. I want you…I need you to run things after I am someday gone.” 

“And that’s what we’re here to do today?” Maybe it wasn’t me; maybe 
Sebastian was just really high. 

“Yes!” He leapt to his feet again, almost laughing joyfully. “Bertrand here has 
been drawing up all the appropriate documents. I have just signed on all the dotted lines, 
and initialed all the pages, so now all we need is you to do the same, and you will be my 
official heir! We’ll be practically family!”  

“I’m going to need to read those before I sign them.” Sebastian circled back 
around the desk.  

“I had no doubt you would. Don’t worry, Bertrand has been dealing with me for 
decades. He is very good at explaining complicated legal vernacular to the rest of us. 
Take as much time as you want.” With that Bertrand moved closer, and removed a thin 
stack of paper from a folio. I read every word on every page, had anything explained that 
I didn’t understand, and then read it again, but it wasn’t a trick. I wasn’t signing 
something that said I wanted to be used for live experimentation or horrible torture 
subject or indentured sex slave to a zoo of male gorillas. These documents really did 
make me his heir, inheriting everything he owned, including the companies, and his 
power and place in the society he so loved. So, fuck it. I signed. As soon as I set down the 
pen, he poured two glasses of scotch (I chose my own) and toasted our future (I watched 
him drink first). And then he pressed his buzzer, and the doors opened again, and I was 
let to walk out. The goons stayed behind. It was very weird.  
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On the walk back, I tried to figure it out. The documents were real, but that was 
probably only because he knew I would need to read them before singing them. And the 
lawyer had a real business card. I couldn’t call and verify the number, or go drive by the 
office, so that could be a fake address, but it was an odd extra touch if it wasn’t real. The 
weird part is, why would he bother? Why fake that whole show, only to either burn the 
documents as soon as I left, if the lawyer was fake, or have the man killed as soon as he 
tried to leave the compound if he was real? He was trying to manipulate me somehow. I 
must have scared him more than I thought, and now he was trying to buy himself some 
time to come up with a new plan. Or maybe he wanted me to want to be his friend now, 
so I would stop interfering with his plans in the first place. Weirder still, maybe he was 
just genuinely afraid of me, and trying to buy me off. I was still his soldier when he was 
alive…No. He wouldn’t want to see me get anything but a shallow unmarked grave. The 
only honest part of his whole show was when he said he was a confrontational 
personality. And I had challenged him, repeatedly and in public. He would only want me 
to suffer. Which meant this was still a joke. So…what the hell was he REALLY 
planning?  

 
The following evening, Beckett wanted to have a full dinner, with everyone 

around the big table again. This time, I was seated near to him. Protégé to an evil asshole. 
Once the main course started, he leaned closer to me, and spoke in frank, businesslike 
terms.  

“Now that you’re a part of the business, I wanted to let you know what I have 
cooking. Now, this will be the last of the arrangements I make without discussing with 
you previously, but it was already in the pipeline before that was decided and executed.” 

“Who do I have to go fight now?” He sipped his wine. 
“Actually, you’ll stay here. We were the challenged this time, not the 

challengers. A man you may not have met yet, Ignacio Carderas, a Spanish gentleman, 
has taken an eye on some of my holdings. Nothing I really want to lose, but I happen to 
have a better fighter than he does, and he happens to have a company I have always 
wanted.” 

“What kind of company?” He leaned in closer, as though it was a secret 
conspiracy we were engaging in.  

“The one that has the only privately owned and operated major airport in the 
entire country, as well as three in England somewhere. It’s in Cincinnati, I think. 
Somewhere around there.” 

“Wait…you want an airport?” 
“Think about it! One of the largest and steadiest flows of American money to be 

had! Most of them are all governmentally run, and some of them use their income to feed 
the ongoing efforts of the whole municipality, while the rest of the city works combined 
fall short.” 

“And what do we stand to lose?” 
“Nothing at all, because his man can’t beat you.” He grinned and winked and 

had more wine.  
“And just who IS his man?” 
“A very disturbed individual, who calls himself Torquemada, the Burner of 

Souls. Apparently a very big fan of the Spanish Inquisition.” 
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“He’s named after a religious torturer?” 
“Oh, yes. Carderas prefers his champions to all have a religious theme, you see. 

I remember one…the Terror Pope, who had a long scepter, only the curve was 
exaggerated, and had an extremely sharp crescent blade inside. He would decapitate 
people, and then read them their last rites, right in the ring.” 

“Sounds charming. So I have to fight this guy when?” 
“It’ll be two days from now. The match is a three-on-three. Two of his lesser, 

and two of ours, will fight alongside you.” 
“May I chose my own helpers?” 
“If you wish. You may want to train them a little over the next few days.” 
Two days until fighting a man who thought hurting people until they admitted to 

believing in your God and then killing them sounded like a good idea…yeah. I think 
we’ll take the training.  
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My lesser were two that Hiro had pointed out as being among the best. They 

were fairly new though, and the fear on their faces was visible as we waited for the gates 
to open. I had them given coats similar to mine, only a lighted color, but insisted they use 
weapons they were more comfortable with. Hiro did all of his initial training with katana, 
so a bat would have been more hindrance than help.  

“Try not to look so terrified. They can recognize that. They aren’t better than 
you. The people you’re going to fight, they weren’t bred for this any more than you were. 
They were pulled from the street, given weapons, and made to learn. They bleed and die 
just as easy as anyone else. Go show them that fact.” I can see they heard me, but am not 
entirely sure it means a damn thing to them. They’re still about to face some badass 
who’s name they can’t even pronounce. My speech didn’t have anything near the desired 
effect, and I couldn’t think of a better one. Instead, I decided to lead by example, and 
walked out as soon as the gate had opened wide enough for my body. Sand shuffled as 
they walked behind, more hesitant than myself, but not wanting to get separated. Our 
competition was walking towards us eagerly.  

Torquemada wore ornate holy-mans robes, bright red and gold and white. In one 
hand he held a short-handled club, narrow as a length of pipe, with rows of spikes on the 
end. He had a lot of pouches and things I couldn’t identify on his belt, and his sleeves 
hung down over his hands. He most definitely had something up his sleeves. His lackeys 
were wearing simpler robes than he, and each carried the same weapon; a three foot staff 
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with a heavy cross on one end and a very narrow two-foot blade on the other. They were 
stoic and appeared confident. Any help my pep-talk had would now be gone. I needed a 
new plan.  

“If you don’t work together and kill them – and I mean fast – they will kill you.” 
It did the trick, I guess, as they both instantly charged off, swords raised, screaming at the 
top of their lungs, to attack the monk on the right. Maybe together they would stand a 
chance. And it left two for me. Doable.  

There was five feet between my two targets. The simplest way to handle it 
would be to kill the lackey and then focus on the freak in the main stage. So I rushed the 
leader, swinging hard, but where I thought he would expect, by blows raining down on 
his club, and then kicked the legs out from under him, sending him on his back. While he 
was down, I charged the other one.  

The lesser monk was better prepared than my people. He was already lunging 
with his blade before I got there. I dodged, and swung my bat well over his head. He was 
quicker than his boss, and we traded blows and near misses, neither of us hurting the 
other enough to count for much. I was going to run out of time. And then, there came a 
shrill screech. We both looked, and watched the other monk stab his blade up through 
one of my lesser’s crotch hard enough that the blade came out again though his back. If it 
wasn’t piercing his spinal cord, it was right next to it. The other one was shocked, but 
already swinging. Good. I recovered faster than he could, and my bat hit his arm, hard. 
There was an impression and a circle of blood from the bone sticking out of his arm. I 
turned from him back to Torquemada just in time to get my first lesson in why he moved 
so damn slow. He was carrying lots of mean little tricks made of heavy metal. Mean 
sneaky trick number one hit my arm, and snapped shut before I could get a good look at 
it. But it hurt. God damn, did it hurt.  

“You like that? That’s my portable iron maiden, and once it locks like that, I 
don’t even have the keys to open it. It is what every sinner deserves!” He laughed, his 
breath rotten, his face yellow and jaundiced. I screamed and kicked him in the stomach, 
following with a bat to the head. The weird hat he had on was armored, but he was 
stunned, and it fell off and bounced away as he staggered. My attention turned to the 
thing on my arm.  

It looked like an armored gauntlet, with hinges on one side and a lock on the 
other. The lock was latched tight, and didn’t even have a keyhole. The inside, however, 
was nothing like a gauntlet. It was covered with spikes, which dug through the armor and 
padding into my arm, burying deep, burning and tearing flesh any time I moved. My hand 
felt numb already. This was not good.  

Beside me, monk-man was rushing me with his spear pointed out, hoping to 
skewer my heart. I turned and deflected it, but not well, as I deflected it right into my 
own leg. The guy leaned his weight on it. I slammed the butt of the bat to his nose, and 
while he was still shocked, pulled his blade free from my leg, and threw it as far as I 
could. Bad monk. No toys.  

The ringleader was back, swinging his club. I raised my free arm to block it, 
regretting it instantly as the club hit the gauntlet, and my arm got a little more torn up. 
While he wound up for another swing, I pulled a knife from my belt as quickly as I could 
with a weighted hand, and stuck it in his gut. He yelped and backed off to pull it out.  
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The monk was on my back instantly, trying to cut my throat with a knife he had 
in his sleeve. He tugged at my helmet, succeeding only in turning it sideways which 
made it hard to see and breath from my nose, but didn’t hurt. Leaning back, I drove an 
elbow into his face. He reeled, and I corrected my helmet. In front of me, I watched my 
one living lesser eviscerate the other monk, and then stab him through the chest. Shit. The 
rookie was doing better than I was. I turned and smacked the monk in the head with the 
bat, right beside his eye. His skull took on the shape of a dropped cantaloupe. Another 
one dropped him to his hands and knees, and a knife to the back of his head dropped him 
down. 

While that was happening, Torquemada had turned his evil yellow bloodshot 
eye to my sidekick. By the time I had turned, he already had both the kid’s thumbs in 
some kind of spiked handcuffs – like the portable maiden made into handcuffs linking his 
thumbs behind his back. I started moving to intercede, but he quickly tied a length of 
leather cord around his wrists, leaned back, pulled hard on the strap, and then kicked for 
the kid’s spine. His arms pulled out of their sockets, and his chest thrust forward 
unnaturally. A kick like that would have forced a rib through his heart. The crazed 
holyman looked at me, grinning.  

“That one’s my strappado.”  
One-on-one. I could barely lift my left arm, but he was gut-stabbed. It seemed 

about fair. And then he showed me sneaky evil trick number two. He lifted the sleeved 
off one arm. There was a big cumbersome cuff on his wrist, and when he hit a button, a 
metal spike shot out and lodged itself in my left thigh. Once it was through, the tip 
expanded on the other side, creating barbs threatening more damage if I took it out. So I 
didn’t. I limped, stumbled, towards him, and pulled my sword free. Blocking with the bat, 
because his club was heavy enough to damage my sword, and then swinging with the 
blade, I made a few cuts, shredded through some of his armored robe. But then I noticed 
the spike in my leg felt hot. Really, really hot. From the heavy rounded end sticking out, 
it was starting to turn lighter in color. Fuck. Torture-boy swung at me, and I swung back. 
He stumbled, and I grabbed his club. It had a strap around his wrist. I sliced down at the 
top of his wrist. I cut the strap and into the wrist. I threw the club, punched him in the 
face, and while he stumbled and ran after the club turned my attention to the spike. The 
bulb at the end was definitely hottest of all. There was a battery or something in there 
heating the metal. My leg was frozen with pain, and I wanted to scream. Instead, I started 
smacking it with the heel of my bat. With every hit, the spike tore more flesh, exposing 
more of me to hot metal. It smelled like something was cooking. Finally, the bulb cracked 
open, and the battery fell out. I pulled the back stuff off, making the end narrow like the 
rest, and pulled the spike out of my leg. Torquemada, still sifting sand for his staff, was 
not watching. I threw a knife, which struck his ass, which, by the look of it, wasn’t very 
armored. Good. Let him limp, too. He wheeled around, pulled my knife from his own ass, 
and pulled another from his sleeve. Blades then. I like blades.  

With his spiked club out of the picture, I pulled the sword from inside my bat. 
As he ran towards me, I threw the inner sword at him, slicing his face from his mouth to 
his ear, but not slowing him down much. He plowed right into me and we both went to 
the sand. The monk on top of me was heavy, and only one of my arms could move very 
fast. It took most of my efforts to keep his knifes from doing their damage, but he got in a 
lot of body shots, and I could feel all the ones that made it through armor, into my ribs, 
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into my shoulder, into my neck dangerously close to things I needed to live. One knife 
got stuck in the golden armor on my shoulder, and he abandoned it to lean with both 
hands on the one he had left. My own knife. It gave me my opportunity. I pulled, hard, on 
the tether, and reveled in the satisfying thwak as the pommel hit him in the back of the 
head, stunning him just long enough for my slow, numb hand to grab the sword, put it 
between us, and push. He died slowly on top of me. He was heavy, but he had lost. I 
rolled him over, and slowly stood up. Sand was already in my leg wound. It would get 
infected. I wanted to get it clean quickly. I was at the gate before the announcer had 
finished his speech, and Dougan was there to meet me and help take some weight off it. 
With two legs stabbed, walking was hard even with his help, but we made it to the ready 
room, and Rain was waiting for me.  

 
During the whole time she was working to fix me up, Sebastian never came 

down. I wondered how this fit into his whole “team” scheme he was working on. If he 
wanted to make me think he still loved me, he should be here, watching rain take forty 
minutes cleaning sand out of a very tender wound (which hurt nearly as much as the hot 
spike had). The hard part was the arm cuff. The lock truly had no way to open it. We 
finally had to get the pin out of the hinges on the back side, and then pry it apart. Inside, 
my arm looked like it had been lunch for a school of angry piranha. It was so gruesome 
that Ava, for the first time, got upset looking at it, and had to leave. Rain disinfected as 
much as she could (which was painful), then stitched up as many of the tears and holes as 
she could (more painful) and then packed the larger wounds with gauze (most painful of 
all). Three and a half hours later, the beautiful lady cleared me to leave her care, and I felt 
like a mummy under all the gauze and bandages.  

 
When we got upstairs, the after-fight party was already in full swing. Ignacio 

spotted me first in the crowd, and greeted me by spitting on my chest and then hurling 
Spanish obscenities at me. We split from them, and continued on. Outside the door to my 
rooms, someone was slumped against the wall. As we got nearer, we could see it was 
Ava, who turned at our approach, exposing a split lip, bloody nose, and bruises on her 
face. She was holding her left arm, and she was avoiding putting weight on her right leg. 
Rain rushed forward to help her stand. 

“What happened? Who did this?” Her eyes rolled in a big circle, indicating 
everything around her. “Was it Beckett?” She nodded.  

So much for the nice act. I guess he was pissed that I lived after all. I unlocked 
the door and ushered everyone in. Before the door shut, Soleil, Cherry, Grace and Shine 
all poured in. All of them except Cherry rushed to Ava’s side. She lingered about three 
feet away, trying not to look.  

“Why are you all here? Who’s with Ashe?” Rain’s tear-filled eyes flashed to 
each of the newcomers.  

“Kamala and Mist are with her. And July, of course.”  
“Nikki is there watching out for them, too.” Shine added. 
“You guys all stay here. Dougan, watch the door. I’ll fucking kill him.” Rain 

and Soleil shouted in protest at once. 
“No!” Cherry placed a hand on my chest to punctuate their point.  
“What? Why?” Soleil answered before the others. 
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“Are you nuts? It’s packed with people out there. There are more guards than 
usual, and half the people out their have guards of their own. If you kill Sebastian now, 
every one of them will be after you, and you’re so banged up right now you can’t even 
walk properly.”  

“He’s not going to get away with it.” 
“He’ll get away with a lot more if you go and get yourself killed tonight.” I 

stood frozen. Soleil took the opportunity to approach, and wrap her arms around me. “We 
need you alive a lot more than we want him dead. Stay here with us.” She was squeezing 
the bandages too hard, and I knew they were bleeding, but she was also shaking. I held 
her back, and finally limped over to the bed, with her still holding on. I agreed to stay in 
there with them until everyone had gone home, even if it would be a few days. But then I 
was going to kill the fucker. 
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The Beckett estate was finally quiet and dark at night. There were still guests 

lingering, the hard-core devotees of self-gratification for whom three days of partying 
weren’t enough, but even they were getting worn thin, and by the small hours had either 
passed out altogether, or were secured safely in their rooms, fornicating, daydreaming, or 
simply struggling to stay awake long enough for one more drink, and none of them had 
any idea what was going on outside. Beyond their closed doors, the hallways were 
abandoned, the only sound the one drunk who, giving up his search for a restroom, 
urinated into a potted plant, before returning to what he thought was his room, and 
passing out on the foot of someone else’s bed. This left the main arteries of the home 
open enough that four men, dressed all in dark clothes, their faces obscured behind 
masks, were able to sneak their way through the house with nobody any the wiser, 
carefully searching for the head of the house in order to kill him. It was a perfect plan 
aside for two things; the first being that I was not one of the four men, and the second 
being that I was still awake. 

Drost, Nikki and I had gone to the kitchen to get a late-night snack for the girls. 
It was almost impossible for us to keep normal sleeping hours with all the madness in the 
house, but these quiet hours were a good time for us to get what we needed without 
causing any trouble. There was a general concern among my friends that, were I allowed 
to interact with people, I might kill some of them. They probably weren’t wrong. So 
while four silent killers stalked the halls of our house, Nikki and I patiently waited for the 
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cooks in the kitchen to finish up our trays of sandwiches and assorted snacks, Drost 
having already started back to the girls’ rooms, where we had all been staying, with the 
tea, coffee, and soft drinks. And it was then, with a wedge of honeydew sticking out of 
my mouth, that we heard the scream. It was loud, shrill, a woman’s scream of absolute 
terror. Most of the women in the house who had reason to be in terror meant a great deal 
to me, so before she had stopped her scream for a breath or to pass out, I had a butcher 
knife in hand, and Nikki and I were racing down the hallways. While no more screams 
were heard, there was a crash, which led away from the girls’ rooms, and towards where 
Sebastian had been holing up. Halfway between where we were and the crash, Nikki and 
I plucked some of the display weapons from the wall. Thunderous footsteps behind me 
told me that Drost was back there somewhere as well.  

When we finally got to the room, a shadowy figure was just creeping out of it to 
scout their escape. Even behind the mask, we could see his eyes go wide at the sight of 
the big Russian and myself lumbering toward them with swords in hands. He leapt into 
the hallway, a ninja in full gear, drawing two swords of his own. Nikki hurled a glass 
vase at the man, knocking him back from the door. I charged in, and heard the clash of 
metal from Nikki and the man meeting.  

Inside, there was only a little light coming in from the windows. The room was 
thrashed; the massive bead a heap of pillows and blankets. I can see how the ninja might 
have thought their target was alone, as it was almost impossible to tell what could be a 
person and what was little more than down pillows and fabric. The source of the scream, 
a naked blond slumped on the ground with her back to an armoire, was not somebody I 
knew. Must have been brought in for the party. A trickle of blood ran down her chest, 
from a hole right in between her breasts. The fact that one was larger and perkier than the 
other told me the sword had nicked one of her implants. The bed itself was a mess – 
blood sprayed all over ivory silk sheets. But the figure in it was, without a doubt, 
Sebastian Beckett. I would have spat on his still-warm corpse, if one of the shadow 
behind the armoire hadn’t suddenly jumped out at me with a glint of metal in its hands. 
Full of adrenaline and pissed off, I fought back. Another one leapt out at me. Two against 
one, the fight was fairly quick. I took a cut to my shoulder, but I bled more from my 
existing wounds tearing open than from them. They were supposed to sneak in and out 
without being seen, so they were probably chosen for stealth more than swordsmanship. 
A thump in the hallway made me run to congratulate Nikki on his dead ninja. In the dim 
light from the door, I saw another shadow standing with blood on its sword, standing 
over my friend. The fourth one. As soon as he saw me he started running. He was fast, 
and I was still limping a little, so he would have gotten away, if Drost hadn’t been 
rushing him from the other side with an axe. One that didn’t stop swinging even when the 
man stopped running, and tore the ninja’s leg off with one swing. He shrieked and 
dropped to the floor. Now, this man wasn’t a top-secret spy or military operative, and we 
weren’t in a movie, so when I jammed my butcher knife into the stump where his leg 
used to be, twisted it around a little and demanded to know why he was there, he almost 
immediately, in a voice somewhere between a whisper and a shriek gave up: 

“deee caahmpeeee.” The next sound he made was a small hiss, as his last breath 
escaped the top of his throat, where Drost had just removed his head.  

We immediately returned to Nikki’s side, but he was dead. The ninja had 
stabbed him cleanly, and left his body atop the first ninja he had already killed. Drost 
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dropped to the floor beside him, a snorting, wheezing sound filling the air from a man 
with no vocal chords sobbing over his dead brother. From both ends of the hall, people 
approached, having started poking their heads out when the commotion first rumbled past 
their doors. The first ones, who were close enough to hear the final ninja’s dying 
confession, were already peering into the room, to see Sebastian’s corpse. That didn’t 
matter now. Drost and I picked up our friend, and carried him away.  

 
In the morning, the remaining heads of the circle were all gathered in the main 

hall, and a few more, who were still close enough to turn around had returned to the 
house to join them in the discussion. Nobody in the rooms had slept all night, wondering 
what would happen now that the man who supposedly owned us was dead. Would the 
Beckett estate get absorbed into the rest of the Circle? If so, where would we go? Would 
we be set free, now that we were not owned? Or would we all be killed, to keep us from 
talking about the sadistic old bastard and his dark secret society. I volunteered to go out 
and investigate.  

As I neared, I heard a vaguely familiar voice. Standing on the top of the small 
circle of stairs leading from the great hall to the central dining room was Bertrand, 
reading from his folio. As I curiously walked closer, he stopped, pointed, and shouted.  

“Here he is!” Faces turned to me. I saw flashes of myself being hanged, burned 
alive, tortured for days as the murderer of one of their own. Lord knows someone could 
have heard me threatening to do it.  

“This is he? I don’t recognize him. Have we met?” Voices whispered out of the 
crowd. Bertrand stepped towards me, his hand still outstretched, until he stood right 
before me.  

“This is the heir, named in the final testament of Sebastian Beckett. The new 
head of House Beckett, owner of all current properties, Mr. Spencer Beckett himself!”  

Shit.  
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He hadn’t burned the papers or killed the lawyer, who turned out to be quite 

authentic and well-known among the circle. So his plan, then, must have been to have me 
killed. This explains his rage at my surviving the Torquemada fight. I’m sure, given the 
time, he would have either had me cancelled out of the documents, or set up some other 
attempt to kill me. Hell – he probably would have succeeded eventually. But instead, his 
rival had him killed in his sleep. Documents standing, I was the new Lord of the Land. 
And I had no idea what to do. Had he thought about it, it may have been a good 
punishment.  

Because a true statesman never looks the hired help in the face, none of the few 
people lingering about recognized me. I was declared the new leader, congratulated, and 
then quickly left alone, as it seemed clear I ‘needed space to make arrangements’ for my 
dead predecessor. My arrangements were quickly made. Drost and I chopped him up and 
fed him to the animals. What we handed over to be buried in the plot he had purchased 
for himself however many years ago was actually an urn of pigshit. As true a likeness as 
any artist could have created.  

Before I can get the a point where thinking of my self as the head of the Beckett 
house, before the name “Beckett” gets beyond making me instantly angry, I get a call 
from someone whose name I wasn’t listening to who tells me that I have to go to a 
meeting, for my succession to be legitimized. This is the most rare of Circle gatherings; a 
time when nobody is slated to die. I am given very specific instructions on where to go 
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(Germain Portello, currently the wealthiest of all of us, gets the honor of hosting), and 
what to do (pace around like an asshole waiting for them to vote on if I’m okay). Since 
none of them have ever met me as Spencer Beckett before the night I became the new 
boss, and the few that have met me since don’t think I was anything else, I don’t know 
what criteria they could possibly use to judge that. I have no birth certificate with that 
name, but then half of these people don’t have that.  

Regardless, when they tell me, I am on a plane out there. It takes me longer to 
figure out the appropriate way to make arrangements to fly than it does go fly to the 
pacific northwest. Once there, I am taken by limo the a vast estate that looks like a big 
ugly hotel placed next to a big, equally ugly, almost identical office block. I am led first 
to the hotel, where I am greeted by a butler and let to my room, and then led around the 
placeswhere  I may entertain myself while I wait. I had wanted everyone to stay behind, 
so that nobody was in any danger if it was decided that I should be killed on the spot, but 
neither Rain nor Soleil like me going anywhere without them. After much debate, Rain 
taught Soleil how to clean my bandages, and then volunteered to stay back to take care of 
Ashe, Ava, and July. If I didn’t call them that night, they were to use a letter I gave them 
to get past the guards (now very bitter than I was the new boss), and escape before 
anyone came to claim the entire estate, and anyone who may be inside. Dougan, also, 
came along. Now that I was in charge, it was decided I should always have a bodyguard, 
and I didn’t trust Hiro, nor did I want to pull Shine and Drost from their mutual support, 
and mourning over Nikki. After the tour, the three of us retired to the private video arcade 
while my fate was being discussed and voted on, and when that got bored, we left 
Dougan to play Dance Dance Revolution while Soleil and I went back to the room for 
sex. Nothing passes time quite like really good sex with a gorgeous girl you really care 
about.  

Four and a half orgasms later, a polite butler, far too accustomed to interrupting 
coitus in the line of his work, informed me that the council of Houses was ready for me. I 
dressed and followed the man to a room that must have been used for board meetings, 
with coliseum seating around a small platform with a podium. At the lowest level, 
directly facing the podium, Germain sat in a reclining office chair, looking like he wished 
he had anywhere else to be.  

“Spencer Beckett.” God, what a weird thing to hear out loud. 
“Yes?” 
“We have decided that your claim to the Beckett House is legitimate. 

Welcome.” 
“Um…thanks.”  
“Furthermore, we have decided that, while there is significant evidence that 

Werner Di Campi was in some way responsible for the death of Sebastian Beckett, we are 
not going to intercede. Should you appeal, we may chose to impose restrictions on your 
dealings with one another, but for now, any ultimate satisfaction between you will be 
personal. We will not be involved in any way.” Which means I can kill him as revenge 
and not get my wrists slapped. 

“Great.” 
“Do you have any questions.” 
“Um…no?” 
“Sweet. Then we’re done here. See you at the bar, everyone.”  
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He was only partially joking. He had, literally, what appeared to be a half-dozen 

hotel bars scattered throughout the first two levels of his home. These were places that 
had bouncers, bartenders, servers, and jukeboxes. They weren’t the average in-home bar, 
which spilled into the next rooms. These were genuine outsider-bars. Like he had leased 
out parts of his house to McMenamins. I chose the one that was themed like the wild 
west, and in the back, sitting quietly talking and drinking high-quality tequila, was Lupe 
Mantilla and Inez. I wormed my way through the clutch of people, gathering around the 
bar and shouting at the bartender like fratboys on dollar-beer night, and approached his 
table.  

“Hey, mind if I sit?”  
“Of course not, Spencer. Please sit.” 
“How have you been? How goes business in your part of the world?” Lupe 

smiled an easy, carefree smile. 
“Things are good, my friend. My business only grows, and my investments pay 

off.” 
“All of your mobile telecom stuff is paying off? I know that was a risky bid, 

early on.” 
“At first, people told me I was a fool. Even Inez, here, thought it was a waste. 

Said we would be the last country still relying on payphones. But technology is like a 
drug. People see it, and then they need it. Now even the poorest parts of town are on 
wireless phone systems.”  

“That’s good. You’re one of the most decent people I have ever met through this 
whole weird world, I’m glad things are going well for you.” 

“And you, Spence, are the most surprising. Heir to everything, and still you 
were fighting as champion?”  

“That was…complicated. Back when I was fighting your guys, I had no idea this 
would ever come about. And now…well, I didn’t really know I was going to inherit 
anything until the lawyer announced it to everyone. I’m still trying to figure out if it’s a 
good thing or not.” 

“Try to think of the position you have. Forget these parties, the show of it all, 
and focus on this – you get to help decide the future of your world. You have a chance to 
make a lot of money, and you have the choice, the ability to shape, how that money gets 
made. Maybe you are like the Frenchman who makes clothes, and you decide to make it 
by locking children in big rooms and making them work for two meals a day. But maybe, 
just maybe, you are like Lupe, and you chose to make money by giving more jobs to 
people who need jobs, by making the place you come from stronger, greater. And, once 
you have all that money, nobody can tell you what to do with it. Just last month, I had a 
school built.” Lupe lifted his head higher, grinning. “It’s yours. You do what you want.”  

“And in the meantime, I am surrounded by people who want to kill me in the 
middle of the night just because I won some stupid contest, and I have to send people to 
their deaths on a regular basis for their enjoyment.”  

“Bah! Forget them. You do what you think is right. They don’t have to like you. 
They can’t take everything away from you because they think you are an asshole. Only if 
you don’t play the game. So you find someone who wants to die, or who lives to fight. 
Look at your country. All those soldiers you have, coming back from this war, and they 
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come back damaged. They kill their wives and kids because they can’t tell who to fight 
and who not to. Those guys, they will end up arrested, locked up, and they will die 
confused with blood on their hands. Maybe one of those guys you go to, and you tell him 
you can show him the enemies, keep him out of jail, and in return, he fights for you. You 
aren’t hurting his life – his life is over anyway. All he can do is kill. At least for you, he is 
killing people who are expecting it, who can fight back, instead of people who are just 
standing in line for groceries when his head goes off.” 

“I guess. Is that what you do?”  
“Yes and no. Not soldiers very often, but there is more than one kind of guy who 

winds up thinking that way.”  
“So that’s the secret…stage a few fights, and then ignore everyone else?”  
“For the most part. Not all are bad. This guy…” Lupe patted the table to indicate 

the owner of the bar “Portello, he is a good one. I like to see him. He is new to it, like 
you. Made all his own money, and then was very rich. So the council says he should be 
one of us. At first, he thinks it is like a club for rich people, drinking expensive whiskey 
and telling stories. Then he found out about the fighting, the gambling, the history of the 
whole thing dating back thousands of years, and he didn’t want to do it. But it was too 
late. So you know what he does?” 

“What?” 
“He uses his brain. He makes armor, swords, weapons, everything. He makes 

the best stuff, high-tech stuff, that helps his champions fight better. Then he finds people 
who don’t fit in, who want violence in their lives anyway, and he trains them with this 
stuff. It’s new, all of it, so nobody knows how to fight it. Then he uses these new guys, 
and the fights just enough to make people scared. They think his guy is unbeatable. And 
now he only fights as much as he has to.”  

“My ears are burning. Someone here must be talking about me.” Germain 
Portello walked up to our table wearing jeans and an untucked button up, carrying a glass 
of beer. Lupe nods to him, and he sits beside me.  

“I was telling Spence about how you joined in, and thought of a way to avoid 
bloodshed.” Germain drinks and nods, setting down his beer. 

“Parnell and Low, they were asked to join at the same time. I had met them 
before all this, on the outside, when we were both growing our businesses. Same 
industry, and all that. And I didn’t understand how these guys, who I used to think of as 
being a lot like me, could get so into this crap. It’s like as soon as they joined up they 
wanted to recreate Caligula, and then they rolled out their champion. Abbadon? That’s 
the kind of thing you should work out in therapy, not set loose on the world. Then I 
started thinking about it, and remembered this one time when we were at a computer 
technologies summit somewhere, and there is a lot of whispering about them, the kinds of 
things they got up to. Secret trips to Thailand to get up to trouble, and sneaking around 
the kinds of clubs most people don’t even like walking past. So I guess it made sense.” 

“Just not to you.” 
“Are you nuts? No. All I wanted to do was make new things. I grew up reading 

science fiction stories, and watching computers that were as big as my house calculate 
basic mathematics, and I was inspired. I wanted to make them smaller, better, faster. I 
wanted to bring the future out in my own life. I wasn’t doing it all just to find the secret 
door to a world where I can get away with acting out my worst desires.” 
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“Did it help you? Has this been good at all, or do you regret joining?” 
“Honestly, I think they would have killed me if I didn’t join. I mean, this place 

here was already being built when they asked. I was already, well, on my way to being 
the richest man in the world. I don’t think this group would have accepted that the richest 
dude anywhere wasn’t a part of their club. And most of the fun I have comes from the 
freedom that money brings.” 

Lupe and Inez giggled into their glasses, and Germain shook his head like they 
were putting on over on him. 

“No, I mean it. It sounds greedy and all Scrooge McDuck and everything, but 
look where we are. Do you know where we are? This was the bar I used to spend my 
summers in, coming up with the ideas that got me where I was. Any time I could escape, 
spring breaks and vacations, I would come here. Everyone else was out getting laid and 
partying, but I was in here drinking margaritas and dreaming up my own future. I used to 
have to fly for five hours to get to this place, and now it’s in my own house, just like I 
remember it.” He looked around the bar like he really couldn’t believe he was there. 

“So it’s a living photo album.” 
“Right! Totally! The others, too. I have a copy of the first bar I ever drank in, a 

seedy, awful place, and the bar I used to hang out in during college with all my friends. 
Upstairs, I have the bar of the restaurant where I proposed to my wife. I even extended it 
out to where we were sitting. The table is always cordoned off, but any time we want we 
can just go there, sit exactly where we were sitting, and have a drink. How cool is that?” 

“I admit, that is cool.” 
“So, you see, its all relative. I mean, hey, I don’t pay taxes now. That’s cool. 

And there are things I wouldn’t have been able to buy from a smart businessman, that my 
ninja got for me through one of these fights. So, as long as you don’t get too deep in it, 
get all wrapped up in the evil supervillian crap, sometimes its okay.” As hard as it was to 
admit to anything good about the gatherings, I was enjoying Germain. He was genuine 
and energetic, like a really excited kid on Christmas morning. He had managed to stay 
himself, even through membership in the Circle. Maybe I could make it work. 

“Thanks, Germain. I’ll keep that in mind.” 
“Hey, it does bring something up I wanted to talk to you about.” 
“Go ahead.” 
“What was it, two years ago, around that, your, well, old man I guess, won some 

software stuff, right? Online bill paying and banking and that?” 
“Yeah.” 
“What are you doing with that right now?” 
“Honestly, I don’t think we’re doing anything.” 
“Want to do a deal with me on it? I didn’t really want it at the time, but I’ve 

been working on something new, and I could use a really good payment system.” 
“Sure. Do you want to talk price, or do a trade or something?” He shook his 

head. 
“No, man, like set up a fight for it.” 
“Really? But I don’t even want it, and it would make more sense…” 
“You’re going to have to start in on this sooner or later. It doesn’t have to be one 

of these extreme things that everyone wants. Just…what would it take to get your Pollock 
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in the ring with my ninja?” Lupe’s smile faded away, and he looked at me seriously. I 
knew what he was thinking.  

“Who do you use when you aren’t using the pale ninja? Do you have a second 
runner up?” 

“Yeah! The Praetorian.” 
“Okay. How about your Praetorian against the Man in the Iron Mask.” 
“The mean little guy with one eye?” 
“That’s the one.” Germain shrugged.  
“Yeah, okay. What stakes?” 
“If you win, I’ll sell you the software you’re talking about, in exchange for 

upgrades and service to my businesses with your latest technology and program bundles. 
Plus I’ll give you, say, ten grand.” Germain was grinning.  

“And if you win?” 
“Then I’ll sell you the software you’re talking about, in exchange for upgrades 

and service to my businesses with your latest tech and programs. Plus you can give me 
ten grand.” He laughed and extended his hand.  

“That’s the spirit! You got a deal!” 
And with that, I was one of the circle. I was setting up death matches. I was even 

giving old Rico his chance in the spotlight. After he stopped chuckling, Germain finished 
his beer, and Inez leaned forward. 

“Excuse for asking…you have still, upstairs, the…ship?” Lupe grinned, and 
Germain slammed down his empty glass, excited all over again.  

“Yeah! Spence, you wanna see something cool?” Lupe nodded. 
“It is great. Inez loves it.” 
“Um…sure. Could I go back to my room first, just to let Soleil know that you all 

decided to let me live, and then call home with the good news.” 
“Yeah, of course. You go phone home and grab your betty, and then I’ll have 

someone guide you both upstairs. It’s great.” 
 
Soleil was pacing across the room when I opened the door, worry etched into 

her face. She froze in place when the door opened, and a moment after she saw me, when 
it registered that I was alive, and being led back to the room by Dougan, with a white 
toothy smile gleaming through his beard instead of scowling guards en route to my 
execution, she sprinted to me and wrapped her arms tightly around me.  

“You know, my wounds are never going to heal if you guys keep squeezing me 
like that.” 

“Shut up. You’re not dead. I get to squeeze.” She sniffled and wiped the 
beginnings of a tear on my shirt.  

“Did you really think they’d kill me? Just because they’re greedy murderous 
devils in fancy designer clothes?” 

“It’s a good a reason as any. Did anyone recognize you?” 
“Only four of them would recognize me as Jackson. Fahkir, Claudia, and Howe 

casted their votes over the phone, or sent stand-ins. Lupe was here though. He knows, but 
he doesn’t care. I don’t know if he realizes exactly what happened. I think he may think I 
was always the heir, but I was fighting as a way to rebel. Either way, he’s still a good 
guy.” 
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“Is that where you were? With him?” 
“Yeah. I had a drink with him and Portello. They want us to come meet them, 

actually.” She pulled back enough to regard me with a suspicious look. 
“Us? Why?” 
“Don’t worry. I don’t think it’s anything bad. Germain is pretty excited about it. 

Of course, he’s kindof excited about everything. He’s a nice guy.”  
“It’s not going to be porn, is it?” 
“I don’t think so. I don’t think Inez would have asked if it was. She called it a 

ship.” 
“We’re going sailing?” Her eyebrows perked. I’d have to remember to take her 

sailing sometime, now that I was in charge.  
“Don’t know. Let’s go find out.” 
In the hall, a man wearing a black suit over what looked like a free promo t-shirt 

led us through the maze of hallways and elevators until we finally came to a small alcove 
with benches on either side of large double-doors. Germain was sitting on one bench, 
with Lupe and Inez opposite. When they saw us approach, Germain stood.  

“I have to ask – why does every hallway and door look alike?” 
“The same reason the place looks so bland from the outside. Partially because 

the more dull it looks, the less people snoop around and cause trouble. And partially 
because, you know, the wrapping doesn’t matter. It’s what’s inside the doors that 
counts.” He grinned and opened the door.  

Inside was an antechamber of polished metal and shining plastic. To my left and 
right, the walls were set with two doors, and a series of cabinets. In front of us, a large 
opening was sealed with two pieces of brushed metal, sealed diagonally. It looked 
vaguely like a futuristic military base.  

“What is this?” 
“You’ve seen Star Wars, right?” 
“Yeah…”  
“Do you like it?” 
“Of course. Who didn’t want a lightsaber as a kid?” 
“Who says it stops at being a kid? Do you know how many millions I’ve 

invested into trying to find a way to make one?” I couldn’t tell if he was joking or not, so 
I didn’t say anything. “This is my pride and joy. One of those things I get to do because 
I’m, well, extremely wealthy.” He pressed a glowing yellow button on the wall, and the 
doors at the end slid open. Through the doorway, I was looking at the inside of a giant 
space station. It was like a movie set, only there were no cameras anywhere. And in the 
middle was a massive spaceship, an identical replica of the Millennium Falcon. Inez 
grinned and skipped forward in excitement.  

“Soo…welcome.” He led us around the outside of the ship. “This thing took 
years to make, even with the money. The thing is, everyone has designs, right? You can 
buy these books that have schematics. But they aren’t really practical guides. If you 
analyze the movies, the rooms inside are bigger than they should be considering the size 
outside, so this is bigger compared to us than the external model they used for the actors. 
Aside from that, we did as much actual replication was we could. Come on in.”  

Leading us like a tour group, Germain led us up the ramp into the ship itself. He 
stopped in the main walkway, and stomped the floor at one of the grates. 
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“These are the smuggling cargo holds. They look good, and they’re sound-
muffled, so they don’t sound like drums when you walk on them, but anyone who was 
serious about checking for this kind of thing could see on sonar that they’re hollow. 
There are a lot of things like that. I mean, theoretically this should be like a giant space 
camper, right? But in the ‘technical design’ books, that are supposed to show what 
everything is, and what is kept behind where, there is more fresh water storage than fuel, 
and no grey water storage at all. So not only is there probably not enough fuel to get this 
thing from here to, say, Canada, let alone outer space, but if you use the toilet or the 
shower at any point, your wastewater is just getting flushed right into space. God forbid 
you have a lot of ships travelling together, you’re going to have frozen space-turds 
bouncing off the ships in the back.” We walked through a large storage area to the 
bathroom. “Just to make it sanitary, we did put a waste-water return in here. Like a 
motorhome. It’s all functional, but you need to empty it out periodically.” 

“What about the fuel tanks? Do you keep rocket fuel in there, just in case?” he 
laughed.  

“No. Not rocket fuel. They do have gas in them though. There are some 
generators set up, so I can have power without the building. Believe it or not, in a power 
outage, this is the best place to be. It has it’s own food, kitchen, water supply, and power. 
It’d be like camping in space!”  

“How much work did you put into the details?” 
“Too much…like, the gun turrets? Did you ever notice that the ladders that go to 

each of them are connected, so if you look behind you from the upper turret you can see 
the back of the guy at the lower turret? But at the same time, they’re just sitting on chairs 
facing outwards. So, we recreated it, but since they were apparently using some kind of 
gravity fields that pulled contrary to the rest of the ship…which I’m pretty sure isn’t 
actually possible even if you COULD generate gravity…it’s hard to get into those places. 
The upper turret you can climb to, and if you work at it you can get into the chair, but 
you’re basically laying on your back looking up. The bottom one, you can climb down to, 
but you end up standing on what is supposed to be the turret view outside. You would 
have to crawl on your hands and knees to get yourself into the chair, and then strap in or 
something, in order to actually sit there.” He led us to the cockpit, where all the big 
scenes take place in the movies. Inez immediately sat down in the copilot’s chair. Gerard 
took the pilot seat. 

“Watch this…” he hit some buttons, and the windows went dark for a second, 
and then there was a scattering of stars all around us. “It’s like a big video game. Simple, 
really. If you move the stick, the scenery moves around you.” Inez grabbed the controls 
and turned to the right. The stars started sweeping away from us. The entire ship tilted to 
one side. Lupe sat down in the chair behind his girl. Soleil and I stumbled, and then sat 
together in the remaining seat.  

“Seatbelts!” Inez giggled and turned back, moving the ship the other way. 
“Eh? Eh? At first I just wanted the landing gear on hydraulics so they could 

theoretically retract, but then I thought, what if I could make them more complex, so they 
could make the whole thing move? And it worked!” On my lap, Soleil turned her head 
back and whispered in my ear. 

“This is awesome.” 
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“Do you want to see the best part? Inez, prepare for hyperspace.” Inez steadied 
her grip on the steering. Germain flipped a series of switches, and the stars all started 
stretching into long white lines, and then the entire ship bucked like a horse, and we were 
thrown back into our seats as the windows all turned blue. Germain turned back to us, 
grinning.  

“So, what do you think?” 
“We’ve talked it over, and decided we want one.” He laughed, wiped a tear from 

his eye, and then pointed back towards the world outside.  
“You know, back in the room we came though, we have a lot of costumes. If 

you want.” 
So there I was, playing with life-sized action figures with the two richest men in 

the world.  
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Rico Dauger was not thrilled to see me again, and was even less so to hear that I 

was the man in charge now. To his credit, he didn’t try to kill me, but then, I had crippled 
him the first time he tried, and now I had Hiro, his mentor, at my side to protect me as 
well. Ever since I entered the barracks facility, Hiro had been beside me, always just a 
little behind, like a dog trained to heel. All of the hostility was gone from his face. I don’t 
know if it was just that I had risen to power, or if killing the lackeys of his former boss 
made a difference, but whatever I did, apparently we were friends now. And he was the 
undisputed leader among the lesser who lived most of their lives in the barracks, training 
and fighting.  

“I should kill you.” Rico hissed, but was smart enough to keep his distance.  
“You couldn’t kill me when we were in the ring, what makes you think you 

would succeed now that I’ve had a lot of practice and bodyguards, and you only have one 
eye?” 

“Smug asshole. I should BE you.” 
“You can’t be me. I’m being me right now. You’re stuck being you. I know it 

must suck, being a loser, but I’m giving you a chance to prove that you’re slightly more 
useful than everyone thinks.” 

“Why would I do anything for you?” 
“Ask not what you should do for your Beckett, but what you can do to keep 

yourself breathing.” He cocked his head to the side like a confused, retarded puppy. With 
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one eye. “If you don’t do this, I’ll simply have you killed. It’s not like I have a lot 
invested here. I don’t like you very much.” 

“So now you’re threatening to kill me?” 
“Oh, god no. I wouldn’t do it personally. The girls just helped me pick out this 

suit, and I wouldn’t want to get it all messed up. I would have someone else do it. I don’t 
think it would be very hard. Show of hands, who wants to kill Rico?” Drost and Hiro’s 
hands shot up, followed by a collection of other lesser throughout the practice room.  

“Hey, fuck you guys.” 
“See? You’re an asshole. If you don’t agree to fight this Praetorian guy, I’ll have 

people bidding over who gets to kill you.” 
“Who’s the Praetorian?” 
“I don’t know. From the sound of it, he’s probably styled like a roman soldier. 

Only he’s one of Portello’s, so he probably glows in the dark and is covered in flashing 
lights.” 

“If I win, what do I get?” 
“Two slices of cake with dinner.” 
“What do I really get?” 
“I’m not giving you three slices, if that’s what you’re after. You’ll get fat. 

Nobody likes a fat gladiator.” 
“I want something better.” 
“What do you want?” 
“I want a night with one of the harem girls.” 
“No. But I’ll give you some lotion and a skin magazine and a few minutes alone 

in a restroom.” 
“No deal. I want to get laid.” I let out a heavy sigh. 
“Rico, you’re an ugly, hateful man. I won’t subject any girl to your presence. 

And I’m bored with talking to you, so here’s the final deal: you have until I leave this 
building to tell me that you want to fight this battle, and be the big hero for one night. If 
you fail to tell me that by the time I leave, then I’m going to have you put in a holding 
cell. You won’t get to spend the next week preparing for this fight. But on fight night 
you’ll be dressed up, have a sword superglued to your hand, and thrown in to fight this 
guy anyway. Now, you’re the big bad warrior who actually wanted to do this kind of 
thing, so I’d think you’d be excited. If not…tough. I made the commitment already.” At 
that I nodded and turned to leave. My third step hovered in the air when he stopped me. 

“Wait. I want to do it.” 
“Good. Hiro? Kick his ass a bit and teach him some new tricks, yeah?” Hiro 

grinned, nodded, and marched towards Rico. My new best friend.  
 
Since I had been challenged, the usual rules dictated that the fight take place in 

my arena. However, I decided to plead ignorance, and not go out of my way to invite 
anyone. Of course, news spread through the circle, as will happen, but I did point out 
that, out of respect for the newly deceased, none of the wet bars would be open, and no 
girls would be hired. Which means, basically, that I don’t want company. The house staff 
was informed to lock down most of the rooms anyway. I was going to need to talk to 
someone about building a house right beside the arena that people could stay in so they 
were well away from my own home.  
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Despite my deplorable lack of hospitality, there was a big turnout. I think they 
wanted to witness the first fight of the new guy. This was the real confirmation of my 
place in their society. Getting together and voting my legitimacy was only for show. The 
first fight was where I showed them that I played by their rules. Lupe came for support, 
and both he and Germain (entourages included) joined me in my seating box. Shine, 
Soleil, Rain and Cherry were all there, too, dressed in brand new gowns. For us, this was 
an odd change. Looking down on the sand, I felt a little ill. A few months ago, I had been 
there myself, fighting deranged holymen. My blood was still probably mixed into that 
sand. Now I was in the big chair, sending some other sucker in. Soleil squeezed my hand. 
Rain rubbed my shoulder. This was much better. I smiled up at Rain. This was also the 
first fight she could watch without knowing she was going to have to try and repair any 
stab or cut. Some other sucker was hired to take care of Rico. She was done patching 
together anonymous fighters.  

There was only one opening fight. This was impromptu and nobody really knew 
what to expect. The preliminary was ten of de Luca’s hoplites against ten of Lambert’s 
redcoats. I wasn’t paying attention to what the stakes were or why they were fighting. 
Part of me was a little disgusted that I was just expected to let other people fight here: 
how dare their children fight in my living room. But mostly, I was pouring more drinks 
from some of the tequila we originally won from Lupe, who sipped it before letting his 
eyes roll back in his head. This was an old recipe. It was his mother’s milk. We paid little 
attention to the fight itself, until the announcer declared the redcoats the victors, and my 
staff came out to sweep the sand before the next fight.  

Once the fighters were announced, they came into the ring. Rico was already 
waving his rapier around, trying to build up cheers, and I half wondered if it had been 
glued to his hand after all. Praetorian was similar, stylistically, to the Pale Ninja. His 
armor was patterned roughly on the basic roman armor, but it was smoother, made of 
some kind of pale grey, almost white material, and was smooth in all the places normal 
armor wasn’t. All the edges, and some patterns in the armor itself, were glowing green 
and blue. Across his chest, red and yellow and green lights blinked on and off. He had a 
sash in place of a cape, which was a glimmering purple and silver color. At the touch of 
one of the many glowing buttons on his suit, his left gauntlet extended slightly to form a 
small shield, which instantly lit up with new patterns. He drew his sword, which had 
similar glowing yellow bands down the fuller, and colored rings all down the hand guard 
and pommel. He was a space-roman.  

“You know, if we sold some pot and dimmed the lights, the show would 
probably be even better.” Germain grinned widely. I think he was a little drunk already. 
Lupe’s tequila was strong stuff.  

To his credit, Rico fought better than I had ever seen him. His moves were fluid 
and graceful, and his strikes were powerful. But he wasn’t fighting smart. He struck at the 
lights on the armor, not the seams. Rather than watching and examining the armor, he 
repeatedly went for places that he thought SHOULD be vulnerable for roman armor, but 
obviously weren’t. After a while, probably when he started to get tired, he was fighting 
angrily, wildly, hitting what he could instead of planning. He did succeed in stabbing his 
companion dagger into the Praetorian’s back at one point, and must have stabbed the 
power supply to half of the costume, because the lights all went out, but the dagger also 
got stuck, and he had to give it up. At that point he had no more real defense. Futuristic 
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though it may have been, the short sword, the glowdius Portello called it, was a heavier 
weapon that Rico’s rapier, and hammered through most of his attempt to block or parry. 
Finally, he knocked the sword well clear of Rico’s body, and stabbed him through the 
heart. When he removed his sword, the yellow fuller lights were red with blood. Rico fell 
dead to the sand.  

It was my first time sending someone else to die as the head of one of the 
Houses. I wanted to be outraged and disgusted and indignant. But the business deal 
behind it was completely sound, and I really, really hated Rico Dauger.  

I drank with my new friends, and then we retired back to the house, away from 
the noise of the few guests we had, now confined to the parts of the house they could do 
the least damage in, watched carefully by my security guards. With one of the biggest 
hurdles behind me now, it was time to think about the future.  
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“I want you all to think about what you want to do with yourselves. I don’t 

know if you have been already. It’s been a weird time since Sebastian’s death, and we 
haven’t really spoken about it a lot since then, but, basically, everything has just changed. 
You all got some shitty deals handed to you, but now I can do something about it, and I 
want to. Some of you,” I looked at Mist and Grace “have families to go back to. You’ve 
been here for months, and the search parties are probably still out. Others have been here 
long enough that there isn’t anything to go back to. So, again, tell me what you want from 
your life, and let me know how I can help. And keep in mind, whatever else you want to 
do, you will always have a place here, and you’ll always have a job anywhere in this mix 
of companies if you want one.” There was silence, eyes shifting from one face to another. 
Finally, Mist spoke. 

“I know I’d like to go see my family. But, um…I’d like to be able to come back. 
I’d like to work for you. And live here.” 

“Of course, but are you sure you wouldn’t rather live back with your family? 
With your boyfriend?” Her cheeks colored. 

“They wouldn’t...understand. Everything that happened, is not something they 
would deal with. How do I tell them everything that happened here? How do they come 
close to knowing what it means for me? Especially him. He…was a good man, but was 
jealous. Just for him to know that you were more important to me than he was, he would 
be angry, would want to fight you, would yell a lot. I want to see them. Want to talk to 
him. But here is where I am comfortable now.” 
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“Well, the west wing is going to get remade into a series of apartments, so you’ll 
have a place in the house as long as you want. Is there something specific you want to do, 
for a job, or should we just talk after all this and see what there is that needs to be run?” 

“We can see what there is. I am not picky.” 
“Okay, no problem. Maybe you can help me out with some translations, every 

now and then, too. My Spanish is for shit.” She smiled. 
“Of course. I know Russian, too. I can learn more.” 
“Excellent. That can be arranged. Who’s next? Grace, I know you’ll want to go 

back.” 
“Yeah. I do.” 
“Have you thought about what you’ll do when you get back?” 
“Continue my education, mostly.” 
“Excellent. Don’t worry about missing the scholarship, either. I’ll take care of 

tuition, housing, books, whatever, for as long as you want to go to school. If you ever 
want to go all mad-scientist and set up a lab somewhere, let me know.” She giggled and 
nodded. “Anyone else? Rain?” 

“Yes?” 
“We had a conversation once about med school. We can arrange that, too, you 

know. If you want.” Rain, her beautiful thin lips so used to smiling against the struggles 
of her life, and the sight of blood, seemed almost nervous to do so now, for something 
happy. Her voice was soft, almost a whisper. 

“Yeah. I want. But…I can stay here, too, right?” 
“Rain, there isn’t anyone else in the world I trust more to stitch me back together 

when I get the shit beaten out of me. You are welcome anywhere I go.” Her smile 
widened.  

I worked my way around the table, asking questions, making offers. Most of the 
girls had nowhere to go back to. I had thought, for all the pain that this place had brought 
them, that they would want to leave just to be out of it, but most of them were staying, or 
at least staying with me, even if that meant living somewhere else to run one or two of 
these businesses. Kamala, who lived in the house longer than anyone, was going to stay 
on and make sure the place was well taken care of. When needed, she said she’d go help 
hire and train house staff elsewhere, but she was the one who would make sure the place 
was always clean and in order when I left. Ashe, who was almost completely recovered 
after 10 months, volunteered as a bodyguard. I accepted, on the condition that she also 
take over running the security around here. She added, with a wink, that she wanted to 
fight in the ring once in a while, too, when she was in the mood to hit someone. The 
conversations were more one-sided, but through some questions and gestures, I got that 
Drost and Dougan wanted to stay on as guards as well. Hiro, I had no doubt, would 
remain training the rookies. Cherry, as cold and sharp as she was, was born to run 
businesses. She didn’t care what, exactly, but I had some ideas already. Ava didn’t really 
want to do anything. She wanted to go with Rain when she went to school. After all the 
years of support, I think Rain going anywhere without Ava was out of the question. I 
assured her that I would never dream of separating them, and would set up an account 
with some spending money, so she could focus on keeping their new place well-
decorated. Shine was a little trickier. She was hesitant to volunteer for anything. She 
wouldn’t mind running something, she said, as long as it wasn’t too hard. She didn’t want 
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to screw up anything big, and she wasn’t really a business person. She was good with 
people though. If nothing else, I would always need someone to help me keep tabs on 
everyone, to deliver messages and courier things around the country. I wasn’t sure what it 
would entail, exactly, but some of the girls would probably need some kind of 
explanation of where they had been for the past few years. July…well, she would 
probably always need some help. I would find the best doctors in the world to talk to her, 
set up bank accounts for her, in case she ever wanted for anything. Otherwise, she would 
be right here with me. It would mean Kamala helping pick out her clothes for a while 
longer, but it would also means she was safe, and well looked after. That left Soleil. 
During the whole process, she had sat there grinning wolfishly at me.  

“And you, miss sunshine, you look like you have a plan. Where do you want to 
go?” 

“After all this time, you know you can’t go anywhere without me. You have 
more businesses now than you know what to do with. I’ll help you keep your wits and 
your memory.” 

“So you’re my, what? Personal assistant? Sidekick?” 
“You can call me whatever you want, but you’re going to pay me very well to 

remember the things you forget.” 
“Uhm…okay. I have no problem with that. 
My family, my new family anyway, had a plan. Phase two was a plan for the 

businesses.  
 
Some of Sebastian’s deals had been poorly planned and didn’t fit with the rest of 

it. There were some things I wanted to keep. The construction companies, for example. If 
I was going to follow Lupe’s lead, or even help him out, construction companies mean 
building things for people, and lots of jobs. Those would stay, but would get consolidated 
under one company. Cherry would do a good job of overseeing that group. The ore mines 
and refineries, too, could be consolidated. With a little work, we could re-tool the 
refineries to making building supplies, I-beams and the like, for construction projects. So 
that would tie in with Cherry as well. Mining and construction were generally a men’s 
world, and her disdain from men would keep her edge about her, keep her focused and in 
charge. Most of those guys had never met a girl like her before. She’d knock 'em on their 
asses before they knew what hit them. The news media, the televisions and magazines 
and radio stations, those would require a softer touch. They could be brought under one 
umbrella, and maybe connected with some of the record industry things. Mist was more 
the girl for that job. Schmoozing egos, finding talent in other countries, spreading the 
music to the youth of today.  

There were other things that were a little questionable. I liked the restaurants and 
hotels, but didn’t know if they were really important. Still, if I could combine them, I 
might be able to hire good people to run them, and improve the image a little. It would be 
a shame to lose those steak houses. The car manufacturing…that was in the air, too. I 
didn’t need it, and I didn’t know the industry, but, who knows? Maybe we could make 
some kind of breakthrough and design something new for a change. Grace’s eyes lit up at 
that, and her mind was probably already working. Lupe’s old Bourbon distillery, of 
course, I would keep.  
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Ultimately, it was the scraps that nobody knew what to do with. The clothing 
manufacturing, the retail, the random telephone and computer companies. If I ever had to 
pick fights to keep my reputation in the Circle, those would be the things on the block. 
Things I could do without. In the meantime, I would do some research, maybe put 
together some joint ventures, or give another thing to Cherry in case she gets bored and 
needs someone else to act like a badass to. Another JV, if I could work it out, would be 
the movies. I was done with the porn world, and didn’t want it in my house, but Claudia 
handled it well, respectably. If I give control to her, in exchange for a chunk of the 
money, maybe that could keep going. If not, it was in the sell pile, too.  

 
Friends and futures settled, as much as we could, there was only one more thing 

to do, which was honor the dead. Not the poncy pile of pigshit in some fancy cemetery 
somewhere. Nikki was a strong, proud man, and I could count on him. More than once, 
he carried me when I was too beaten to walk. His brother and Shine, they deserved to see 
the right thing done. He had been buried already, on the estate grounds. I was going to 
have a statue made. And then we had a visit to pay to di Campi.  

 
One of the odder feelings is getting an invitation to a fight in some other country 

knowing that nobody expects me to put on the battered armor and beat someone to death 
with a baseball bat. But it was the best place to be. I had asked Lupe what he thought 
about it, and he agreed that ‘refusing to get involved’ was code for taking the law into my 
own hands. We all knew that, at our level, justice was not a police or judicial matter. 
Nobody arrests us. No jails hold us. When Blaise Parnell can throw the mutilated corpse 
of a child by the stream that runs past his house, and regardless of evidence the crime gets 
blamed on some schoolteacher, it’s obvious that we’re above those things now. The only 
worries we have would be the Circle taking offense. And, yes, he has more friends than I 
do. But I have something he doesn’t. I have a brain. And a very compact crossbow. And a 
very angry Russian who misses his brother very much. 

In Munich, after sitting impatiently through a fight I couldn’t have cared more 
about, we tracked Werner down. He was striding through the crowd, resplendent in his 
Chinese silk covered with Japanese lettering, and beautiful pale woman in black, carrying 
her naginata with a large, custom blade openly in public. She actually looked tougher 
than the midnight samurai ever did, and I was liking my plan more already.  

As they got into their limo, we followed. Leaving the party together was not 
suspicious. When we were passing through the city and another car suddenly pulled out 
in front of theirs, it probably should have been, but Werner considered himself 
untouchable. Forget that a bunch on ninjas killed a man in plain view, forget that one of 
them fingered him in it. He couldn’t possibly have been brought to task for it. He 
imagined himself as always being surrounded by friends. Apparently he never noticed 
how far he always has to drive on public streets in between his friends and his private jet. 
I noticed. So I followed and told Shine where we were going. She was driving the other 
car. Once we were stopped, I got out of our car, followed by Drost, in our very finest 
suits. I walked up and knocked on the mirrored glass of his car. He recognized me 
enough to roll down the window. 

“Looks like some kind of car trouble. We could be here a minute.” He looked at 
me like I was a turd in his bed.  
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“Are you here to make some kind of complaint about your predecessor? Because 
I really don’t have time.” 

“Here for Sebastian? No. I hated him as much as you did, at least. I just noticed 
you were stuck here, and I wanted to ask your bodyguard a question. I noticed her 
walking around with a weapon I didn’t recognize earlier.” The woman peered at my face 
through the window. “Since we’re not going anywhere, maybe she could step out here 
and show it to me?” Werner looked furious, but must have thought he was getting off 
light for the killing of his enemy. So he didn’t object when she opened the door and 
stepped out. She kept one hand on the knife at her waist, regardless. She was a good 
bodyguard.  

“You sure you no here to cause trouble?” 
“I promise. Look, I am unarmed.” I lifted my jacket to show where guns would 

be hidden, if I had them. Satisfied, she lifted her hand from the knife. “I was just curious 
about the other weapon you carry. That, there. What is that?” 

“This is a Urumi. It is Indian sword, very flexible.” She tugged the sword hilt at 
her waist, and a series of thing metal bands that I took to be her belt came free, 
unwrapping from the protective leather she wore as a belt to keep it from cutting her. The 
sword was a cross between a whip and a saber, and as she swung it around in a menacing 
dance, I could see how it could tear the flesh of anyone who got too close.    

“Really? Here, stand over in the clear, show me how it works.” The weapon 
really was impressive, and I couldn’t believe he would have ever used that sad old 
armored freak when he had a girl like this on his payroll. I would rather face five samurai 
than this girl. Good thing I was about to make sure I’d never have to. Her display 
stopped, and the sword dropped to her side. 

“That was impressive. Listen, I have a proposition for you. How would you like 
to work for me?” She looked confused. 

“I am with di Campi-san. I protect him.” 
“I can offer you more money. Do you even get paid now? If you come over to 

my House, I will pay you a salary. You won’t be a slave, and I can promise you that 
you’ll never have to sleep with any man you don’t want to.” She understood the value of 
my offer, but was hesitant. 

“He would never let me go. He would kill both us first.” 
“If he wasn’t in the way? If I could get him to agree, or if, god forbid, he were 

dead, would you work for me?” She bit her lip. 
“Mmm…” 
“Do you like working for him?” 
“No.” 
“Do you like him as a person?” 
“No.” 
“Would you be sad if her were killed?” The lithe little killer smiled from the 

corner of her mouth. 
“No.” 
“If he was dead, you’d work for me.” She nodded. “Drost?” Drost pulled a 

crossbow from his jacket and shot a bolt made of solid ice, a sharpened icicle, into 
Werner’s chest. The ice started melting at the contact with warm blood, beating straight 
from his heart. The driver leapt from the front of his car, reaching into his jacket. Behind 
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him, he heard a whistle, and turned to see Shine, armed with her own crossbow, which 
she fired into his eye. Werner gasped, shocked.  

“We didn’t care about Sebastian at all. But your lackey killed a good friend of 
mine. Killed his brother, and her lover. And for that, you motherfucker, we killed you.” I 
heard footsteps, and hoped I wasn’t about to be decapitated by a very flexible sword. I 
turned, slowly. The woman, half-smile still on her face, reached in through the window, 
and took her naginata from the seat of the limo, and stepped away from her dying ex-
boss.  

“I am Izanami. I fight for you now.” 
We got back in out limo, and followed Shine in her car back to the airport. Fuck 

poncy rich old men and their stupid goddamn rivalries.  
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“For five years you’ve been locked up in this place, yelling about how you 

wanted out, how you were going to fight or think or sneak your way out so you could go 
back to where you were before you were kidnapped, and now that we’re all finally free, 
you’re going to puss out on me?” Soleil had been singing this same song for the entire 
three months she had been my assistant.  

“I just think that, now that we have a say in it, maybe I should make sure the 
business are running well and everything is in order before I run off to rediscover my 
roots.” 

“You know what? That’s bullshit, Spencer. It was bullshit the first time you said 
it a few months ago, so why would it be any less bullshit now? Those companies had 
people running them before they ever joined the Beckett portfolio. To those people, 
business has never changed, even when the big keys to the castle changed hands after a 
fight. They are running fine, and now they even have Cherry or Mist or Shine looking 
over them to report to you if they are ever NOT fine. You’re all out of excuses, babe. 
Start packing.”  

“Just because the businesses themselves are operating normally doesn’t mean 
we have the right plan for their growth. On top of which, it’s been a few months since we 
had a fight, and we may need to set up a match to keep appearances, which means more 
planning, and probably more training and a match.” 
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“One, you already have your plans laid out. Two, you don’t need to fight anyone 
ever again if you don’t want to. You have your new girl, and you have Ashe, and you 
have a whole warehouse full of guys Hiro is training. Jackson Pollock can retire his bad 
ass.”  

“I did that for a long time, fighting or no, I should help train.” Soleil threw her 
arms up in frustration. 

“If you really are God’s gift to gladiatorial combat, bring whoever you think 
needs your wisdom with you, but you are going home. If you aren’t in your closet 
packing by tonight, I’m doing it for you. I promise you, I will pack the dumbest stuff you 
have, too. How would you like to go meet your old friends with nothing but cutoff jeans 
and novelty t-shirts with stupid slogans on them?” 

“You wouldn’t dare…” 
“I’m picking out shirts and cutting off pant legs in my mind as we speak.” As 

my trusty sidekick, she wore jeans a lot more than she used to, but she still had a 
preference for skirts, sundresses, and halter tops. With her hair back, her hands on her 
hips, and a little color to her cheeks at the frustration she apparently got from dealing 
with me, she was gorgeous. My weakness has always been gorgeous women.  

“If I do start packing of my own free will, are you going to help me pick out 
clothes that don’t look stupid?” She sighed and dropped her hands to her sides.  

“Of course.” 
“Okay. Let’s do it.” 
The truth was, I had no idea what I’d say to them. I know I had been coming up 

with fake stories for a while. My name, or my new fake name anyway, was starting to 
show up in places, and Forbes and Money magazines had already called around for 
interviews. Since “the old man was killed by ninjas, and so his clever trick to keep me 
from killing him backfired and I inherited everything” doesn’t sound real good. 
Something had to be created. Officially, I am his nephew, adopted when my reclusive 
mother passed away from congenital heart failure, and have been trained since a young 
age to take care of everything. Due to his promise to keep me protected, I was kept 
indoors a lot, homeschooled, and not exposed to the public eye, which is why there are 
very few records of me before recently. I already had some guys making me some fake 
diplomas and degrees to legitimize my existence. But all those clever lies don’t cut it for 
people who know my real name. Who knew Spencer Neilan before he mysteriously 
vanished from the streets years ago without a trace. What do I tell them? Surely I can’t 
tell them the truth. Aside from the fact that it sounds completely made-up, I don’t think 
the Circle really wants that kind of stuff told to everyone I meet. And pissing them off too 
much means I managed to survive the ring only to be killed by someone else while I 
sleep at night. No, I would need another explanation until they could get used to the idea 
and I could make sure they could trust me. And then, hell, I had plenty of businesses, and 
nobody was going to bust me for nepotism in giving out high-paying executive jobs to 
my old friends. Free money for everyone! But in the meantime, is there ever a really good 
excuse for disappearing for five years?  

“Do I look like I could have been in the army for the past five years?” Soleil 
didn’t look up from folding clothes. 
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“Maybe. You certainly swear like a soldier. They normally sign up younger 
guys, though. You’ve been in the working world a while. And it wouldn’t explain why 
you never called or wrote.” 

“I swore like this before I graduated highschool. My mom blamed the rap 
music.” 

“Are you going to see her, too?” 
“No. It had been a year since I saw her even before I went away.” She set down 

the shirt he had in her hands and looked me in the eyes.  
“That’s sad. Why?” 
“When my stepdad died, we had a fight. He was such an asshole. Treated her 

like shit. I went to the funeral, and she was there. I tried to comfort her, you know, tell 
her that it was all going to be better than before. Tried to point out what a dick he was the 
whole time they were married, and she just got mat at me. Told me that he raised me 
more than my father did. I got mad, too, and pointed out that just because my real dad 
split, it didn’t make her husband any less of a motherfucker, you know? Anyway, the 
fight got worse. I ended up storming out of there. I guess she never forgave me, because 
we never spoke again.” 

“Did you try, or did you just give up on her?” 
“No, I tried a few times. She wouldn’t answer, so I’d leave messages. And then 

one day her number was disconnected.” 
“That sucks.” 
“Life’s a bitch. What can you do?” 
“You can quite moping and fold clothes, because you DO have friends to visit.” 
“How about if I was in black ops. Like, super-secret navy seal stuff. Then I 

wouldn’t have been able to call, right?” 
“I think you could have written. Censors would have blacked out the parts where 

you told them about who you were assassinating, and the villages you were burning down 
and pillaging and raping innocent women in, but they would leave in the ‘sorry I left 
without saying goodbye’ and ‘I’m sending you some cookies’ parts.” 

“Oh. How about a Tibetan monastery, far away from phone lines or postal 
routes?” A folded shirt hit me in the face. 

“Shut up.” 
  
Before I could convincingly hide the fact that I was all wealthy by suspicious 

means, I had to get a place to live. I didn’t feel like filling out apartment applications and 
explaining my lack of rental history, so I bought an apartment building in the nicer part of 
town, and gave myself an apartment. I gave myself three apartments, actually, so Soleil 
could be on one side, and my bodyguards on the other. You’d be surprised how much fun 
it is furnishing en entire place. Despite living in the lap of luxury, going a few years 
without being able to, just once, go up to a cash register and exchange money for goods 
makes buying even simple things like a microwave enjoyable. Even Drost was grinning 
while he pushed his card through Bed Bath and Beyond, filling it with everything a 
bodyguard needs to cozy up a new place.  

After the apartments were sorted, we went out to find something for me to drive. 
My license had expired a while ago, but it would be a bit odd for me to show up 
magically in shiny cars driven by people whose whole job is to drive me places in shiny 
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new cars. So, after much deliberation, I was the proud owner of a dark blue used Volvo. 
Soleil got with Shine to see about getting one made. A couple of them actually. Spencer 
Beckett may someday find himself without a driver.  

 
And then the day came. I would have rather fought Abbadon again than go 

through with it. Soleil had to ride with me all the way there to keep me from turning 
around. She had someone dig up their new address, and I had no idea how to explain my 
just walking up to a house I shouldn’t have known they lived in on a Saturday afternoon 
either. I would have to add it to the list of lies I needed. Sometime in the past five years, 
Dean and Vivian had been married. I missed that part of their lives. We pulled up and 
parked on the street outside. The house was nice. It was  single story, but it was a good 
first house, especially for a newly married couple. It looked like the cover of the Life 
board game to me. They had two cars parked in front of the garage. One of them was 
nicer than mine, a fairly new BMW, so one of my friends was doing pretty well at least.  

“Go on!” Soleil was hiding behind the neighbors hedge, peeking over the top 
like a spy.  

Nervous, a little excited, and feeling like I could throw up all over myself any 
second, I rang the doorbell. Soleil giggled and ducked. I could hear footsteps inside, and 
then the front door opened. For the first time since that night in the bar, I was looking one 
of my closest friends in the face, and for a second, I didn’t recognize her. Vivian’s hair 
was shorter, her face filled out a little, and she was very obviously pregnant. I opened my 
mouth, but nothing came out. I thought very seriously about running away. There was a 
long awkward silence, and the running option seemed better. Maybe she wouldn’t 
recognize me, and I could offer her a copy of the Watchtower and then leave as soon as 
she slammed the door in my face. God, please let her think I’m a Jehovah’s Witness… 

“Spencer?” Fuck. 
 
The inside of their home was not what I would have pictured for them. The 

couch was comfortable, but a little old, and obviously a gift from someone. Dean, who 
had been compulsively clean since I knew him, had apparently either gotten over it or 
gotten on some new anxiety drug, because the place was a little cluttered. Every surface 
seemed to have something piled up on it, and there were toys left in no particular pattern 
all over the floor. From down the hall I heard the noise of a cartoon I had never even 
heard of before. Dean had let himself go, just a little, apparently too busy for his jogging 
or weekly bike rides now that he had a kid and a half hanging around. I wondered 
whether Izanami would come cut my head off with her fancy ribbon sword now, if I 
called and said please.  

“You’re house is nice.” Vivian’s eyes scanned the living room, catching on all 
the things she thought didn’t belong, or made it less than perfect. She made a face. Dean 
spoke for them both. 

“Thanks. It’s not big but, you know, it’s a good start.” 
“Yeah.” There was another long silence that couldn’t have been any more 

awkward if I were naked. “I thought you always said you’d never live this far from 
downtown?” It was Viv’s turn to answer. 

“The price was right, and it seemed like a nice neighborhood.” 
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“Plus, Dylan will be starting school soon, and this is a good district. There’s a 
nice preschool just down the street.” 

“Dylan is our son.” Oh my god…this couldn’t have gone any worse if it had 
been planned as torture. Nothing could have made it more uncomfortable. I listened to the 
television in the background, and prayed for something interesting to say. I turned to my 
old friend, looking ten years older in his house-slacks and sweater.  

“You know Dean, I fucked Viv once.” His mouth froze open, his face turning 
red, his head slowly turning to face his wife. She was frozen in place like a deer in 
headlights, her eyes open wide enough that you could actually watch her search her own 
memories, quickly, panicked, trying to come across any hint about if that was true or not. 
Had we ever been really, really drunk together? Had she ever woken up on my couch, 
short a useful amount of underwear? Did her kid look at all like me? I hid my smile 
behind my hands as best I could, until I burst out laughing. Dean’s eyes narrowed, 
looking back and forth between me and his wife.  

“Wait, you…” 
“I’m sorry. It’s just so fucking…weird here! I had to.” 
“So that…was a joke?” Vivian heaved a sigh, proud of herself for being virtuous 

after all. Dean wasn’t sure if he should be relieved or angry. 
“I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t think of anything else to say.” Vivian’s face took 

on a shape that only a mothers’ can. 
“You couldn’t start with ‘hey, sorry I ran out and left you with my bar tab and 

then didn’t talk to you for over five goddamn years, but let me explain?’ That wouldn’t 
have worked?” 

“Maybe, but this was a lot funnier.” 
“Funny for whom?! Dean and I were worried sick about you! We didn’t know if 

you were dead, or crazy, or what!” 
“Sorry mom. It won’t happen again. I’ll call next time, I swear.” This time Dean 

started laughing, too, which made Viv even madder, until her face finally broke, and she 
smiled for the first time since opening the door. She even blushed a little. 

“Sorry. Mom habits. I’m getting used to them.” 
“It’s okay. How much was my bar tab that night, anyway?” 
“It was, like, thirty-five bucks?” 
“Wow. No wonder I went down so easy…” 
“Yeah…no, you won that fight.” 
“No, outside.” 
“You got in another fight outside?” 
“I got…listen. I can’t really explain everything that happened to me. I’m still 

just trying to deal with most of it myself. But I can promise I didn’t just run away and not 
call. Some really bad shit happened, and I couldn’t get back here. It was fucked.” The 
scolding look flashed back in Viv’s eyes. 

“There are children present.” 
“Sorry. It was…forked.” She rolled her eyes. 
“Now, tell us. Was it like a breakdown thing? After, you know, after Brenda?” 
“Who?” 
“Brenda? The girl you had been with? Left you a broken wreck? You went on a 

drinking binge? Vanished forever? Brenda?” 
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“Oh! Shit…zu. No. Jesus. Brenda…I had forgotten. Funny. No, it had nothing to 
do with her. No breakdown. I didn’t run off to join a monastery or anything.” There went 
my best excuse… 

“Well, what happened? I mean…” Dean leaned forward on the couch. 
“Was it like amnesia?” It was ridiculous. 
“Amnesia? No! I didn’t fall down and hit my head or anything. I went outside, 

and some old bastard hit me with a tazer.” 
“No way…” Dean shook his head and left his wife to finish his thought. 
“Did he…like…you know…I mean, were you…did he put anything in your 

butt?” 
I laughed so hard I almost pissed myself. 
“No, no. He was a piece of work. And, like I said some bad…shirt…happened 

over the years. But the thing is, I’m back now. I finally got the chance to come see you, 
so I wanted to come and…well…see you.” 

“So whatever happened you were finally released or whatever, and you rushed 
right here?” 

“Almost. It actually took a few months for me to get the nerve. If you would 
have taken any longer answering the door, I would have run away.” 

“Why?” 
“Well…what if you had asked your adorable little question and I told you that, 

yes, the bad old man put something in my butt? Would you have known what to do, or 
say, or how to look at me?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe not. But we’d, you know, work through it.” 
“Well, the truth is a lot worse than that. I got…forked…a whole different way.” 

Viv pushed her lips together. 
“You certainly developed a fixation with silverware while you were away.” 
“Hey, I’m fuckin’ trying here, okay? It’s hard not to swear.” 
“Obviously. So, whatever happened, are you okay now?” 
“I’m better. A lot better. Thanks.” 
“Are you going to be around a while?” 
“Yeah.” 
“Are you living in town now?” 
“Yeah, I just got an apartment downtown.” 
“A job?” 
“Uhm…nothing I’ve really pinned down or anything.” Dean and Viv both shook 

their heads as though they were a little disappointed. I almost pulled out my moneyclip to 
show them the three grand I carried as folding money. 

“Have you been seeing anyone?” The closest people in my life are a dozen 
harem girls, who think spending an entire day in bed is a really good way to show you 
care. Or say thanks. Or express how glad you are to see someone isn’t dead yet. Or, you 
know, kill time. Not to mention the self-proclaimed queen of porn.  

“Nothing really…serious.” Viv narrowed her eyes, leaned towards me, and 
nodded. 

“Are you absolutely sure this whole disappearing act wasn’t a reaction to the 
whole Brenda thing?” 
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“Vivian, if there is one thing that I can promise you, it’s that nothing about my 
disappearance was a reaction to Brenda. I had honestly forgotten everything about her 
until you brought it up, and now that you did, I still can’t even picture her face.” 

“Fine. Keep your secrets. You know, you’ve been alive again for almost twenty 
minutes, and you haven’t asked to see our kid yet. That’s very rude.” She was smiling her 
same old smile now, and I was glad that we were at least past the awkward silence phase. 
I stood up, and followed them down the hall towards the noises to see what their 
copulation had yielded. With any luck, he would take more after his mom.  

 
As much as I was happy to have seen my friends, I almost rejoiced at the fresh 

air, and the sound of the front door closing behind me. They asked me to stay for dinner, 
and I almost accepted, until I happened to look out the window and saw Soleil peeking 
over a hedge. I made up a lame reason to leave, and said my goodbyes. Not that I didn’t 
want to eat with them, but the whole thing was so weird. So…normal. So Mayberry.   

As soon as I rounded the corner of the house, heading toward my car, something 
landed on me from above.  

“Ha! Ninja girl attacks!” Tanned toned arms wrapped around mu shoulders and 
neck, and one graceful long leg wrapped around my arm and torso, hooked on the crook 
of my arm. The other leg kneed me in the butt. 

“Have you been out here this whole time practicing how to jump me?” 
“No, I’ve been in the car daydreaming about jumping you. And diddling 

myself.” I twisted my head until I could see her face. 
“Really?” Her eyebrows raised and she pulled her lips tight. 
“Hmmm. You’ll never know.” 
“Oh? Maybe there’s evidence in the car.” I started walking to the car with her 

still clinging to my back. 
“Nope. I’m too good.” 
“Ah. I see.” 
“Know what else I was doing?” 
“Nope. What else were you doing?” 
“Answering your phone. Know why?” 
“Why?” 
“Because I am a VERY GOOD assistant. And I deserve a raise.” 
“If you were a very good assistant, you’d be wearing something that showed 

more cleavage, and hiding under my desk.” 
“You don’t have a desk. You have a Volvo.” 
“Fine. In my Volvo then.” I stopped by the passenger door, and she slid off my 

back. I opened the car door, and she peeled off her tanktop, leaving only a lacy bra she 
must have bought since we were allowed out now.  

“Okay, but only if you promise to drive carefully and not get all distracted and 
crash and kill us both.” She winked and got in the car. I walked around and got in the 
driver’s seat. She was already leaning over, and buckled the seatbelt for me. She batted 
her eyelashes and ran her fingertips along my thigh. 

“Gee, boss, you look tense. Maybe I can help you relax, and then afterwards, 
when we get to your apartment, I can make you a drink.” I started the car, and she 
unzipped my pants.  
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“Now THAT’S a good assistant.” She lifted her head suddenly. 
“Oh, that reminds me! The phone call! It was Germain Portello.” 
“What did he want?” 
“He has a sneaky plan that I think you’re going to like.” 
“How much am I going to like it?” 
“Well, not quite as much as you’re going to like this.” She kissed me, and then 

showed me how well she knew what I liked. I thought, for a moment, that if that Brenda 
girl had been a little more like Soleil, she probably wouldn’t have been so forgettable. 
Then I almost drove into a tree, and had to pull over.  
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“I want you to get me Sable Systems.” 
“Huh?” 
“Sable systems, man! It’s this…well, it’s kindof my competitor. They have 

some office software that does some pretty cool stuff, but the thing they did, and they did 
well, was link systems together. I mean, this thing is HR software, people managing stuff, 
that also links to an inter-network note/messaging system, to e-mail, to calendars, and to 
more. You can link someone’s paycheck to their file, their e-mail, and their bank. With 
this one system you can review an employee’s performance, give them a bonus, send a 
congratulations note, wire the money to their bank, less taxes and 401k and whatever 
else, and that person, if they have it set up, and automatically re-route their money to any 
number of personal accounts or bill pay systems, all without any human interaction.” 

“Okay. So, what, you want to downsize your HR.” 
“No, I want to biggie-size their idea! I want to be able to turn off my stereo and 

flush my toilet over my phone at the same time as it’s showing me my bank accounts 
reflecting the dividend payoffs of my investments and telling me my phone bill was due 
and paid in the same second, all while jumping out of an airplane over an open field two 
continents away from home!” 

“You were on Ritalin as a kid, weren’t you Germain?” 
“Dude. Yes. It sucked. But do you see what I’m talking about? Do you see the 

potential?” 
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“Yeah, I see why you would want it. Where do I come in?” 
“The guy who owns the technology, Basil Cooper, he hates me, man. I mean, 

serious, white-hot hatred here, and he would NEVER let me get my hands on this stuff. 
He knows I would do things with it he can’t even dream about.” 

“Then why would he let me have it?” 
“Because he’s an arrogant, competitive, egotistical jerk, and he doesn’t know 

you. Since he doesn’t know you, he’ll need to show you he’s tough, show you he’s smart. 
Dropped out of high school, this guy, so he has a lot to prove. So you have someone fight 
a few of his pirates, you win this stuff, and then turn it over to me.” 

“Not to be a prick, but what would I get out of it?” 
“I personally guarantee you that you will never want for another high-tech 

gadget or super-fast computer system for as long as you, your children, or your 
grandchildren live. You’ll have the best and shiniest of everything. I will totally owe you 
one. On top of which, I will personally guarantee reimbursement of whatever you put up 
against his system, so if your fighter loses, you won’t be out any cash.” Germain’s voice 
had gone up two octaves, and he was barely breathing. He was in the midst of a full-on 
geekgasm. 

“That’s a generous offer.” 
“You don’t know that this is worth to me. If you don’t like my offer, give me a 

counter. Just tell me you’ll send someone in to beat some pirate butt!” 
“Alright, alright. We’ll work out this whole favor thing later, okay, but I can’t 

promise it won’t be big.” 
“Dude! It can be huge. It can be two huge favors. I care not. I must have the 

Sable.” 
“Alright, let me talk to my girl.” 
“Spencer, you’re my hero! I’m naming my first kid after you! I’m going to write 

your name on the moon! I’m going to have my wife bake you the biggest damn cake 
you’ve ever seen!”  

 
Izanami was hard to read. She almost never smiled, never changed her 

expression, and she didn’t waste words. When she did speak, her voice was so thick with 
her Japanese accent that it was hard to infer any emotion or hidden subtext. I was asking 
her about a fight, and she made no more or less movement than I would expect if I was 
asking if I could stand beside her. I had been sparring with her every day since she 
became my employee, and I could openly admit that I was grateful we never faced off 
with real weapons. It was closer than any fight I ever got in, time after time. And when 
she was practicing on her own, using that urumi of hers, it freaked me out. The sound 
alone, like special effects from a horror movie, was enough to make my spine tingle. I 
was asking her if she wanted to fight some pirates, and all she did was nod and tell me 
she would fight as many pirates as I put in front of her. It was easy to see how she got her 
name. Without any ado, I went and made plans for the battle, my Japanese warrior 
woman against Plunder and three buccaneers.  

 
Like some of the other Houses, Cooper liked things simple and impersonal. So 

Plunder wasn’t really a name, an identity, it was a title. He had rooms and rooms of pirate 
clothing, and all his men, when they fought, were buccaneers. If the current Plunder died 
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in battle, then there would be contests among the buccaneers, and the winner would be 
the new plunder. He would get to go to the best closet, and put together some pirate 
costume out of the armor and clothing there. When he was done, he’d be presented with 
his one unique costume component: a scarf stitched with a roman numeral. The number 
indicated which Plunder he was, and he would incorporate this, as a belt or sash or had 
band or arm band, into his suit. Izanami was fighting Plunder XXIII. And I hoped they 
had someone working on a scarf for XXIV, because she looked pissed, and the opening 
act hadn’t even finished yet.  

 
Every one of my muscles tensed as the fight began. Having sparred with her 

quite a bit, I knew for a fact that Izanami was tough, probably as tough as I was, if not 
more so. But I was also throwing her into a battle with people I didn’t know very well. 
Basil Cooper, from what I could glean, was one of those rich men who burned through 
his fighters like gasoline jelly, and any time you’re having to replace the stock that often, 
it’s probably a training issue. Not only were the previous fighters (the dead ones) lacking 
some skill set that was apparently useful, but the new ones, (the not-yet dead ones) 
probably hadn’t been given ample training time between introduction into the weird new 
world, and a full match. I couldn’t remember ever having seen a Plunder fight before. I 
had witnessed some buccaneers in warm-up fights before, and they were hit and miss. 
Some of them were absolutely batshit, which makes them stronger and meaner than 
should be allowed, and wildly unpredictable in battle. But some of them had been like a 
school bully, relying on balled fists and trash talk to do the work for him. Part of me very 
much regretted sending her in instead of doing it myself. I watched with picture-in-
picture vision, not only seeing Izanami, but seeing myself, and how I would react. The 
living death, however, did not need any assistance from me.  

Like black lightning, as soon as the foursome of land-locked pirates were near 
enough, she leapt forward, her body actually moving beyond the furthest-right buccaneer, 
bringing the metal-capped butt of her staff to his forehead, knocking his hat off and his 
head back, and then immediately she pivoted at her hip, brining the blade down, severing 
through his neck back to the spinal cord in one motion, all before the other three could 
even turn to face her. Plunder reacted quickly, but she sidestepped his every attack, 
refusing even to strike out at him. He was the leader. She was saving him for last. Finally, 
when he attacked left, she dove under his arm, rolling on the sand, coming back into a 
crouch, and swung her Naginata at the legs of another lackey, cutting the backs out of his 
knees. He tumbled like a falling empire and landed on his back. When the other two 
reacted, she turned, and pole-vaulted like an Olympic athlete, driving the blade of her 
staff through the fallen buccaneers heart while propelling herself forward in a kick that 
would have made Bruce Lee blush and get hard all at once, kicking the last buccaneer in 
the face. She landed beside him, spun him around, grabbed his head between her hands 
and forearms, and snapped his neck.  

His henchmen gone, now she was ready for Plunder. With a tug and a twist of 
her wrist, the Urumi unraveled and fell to her side. The two warriors appraised one 
another. She had already proven herself faster and deadlier than he was ever likely to be. 
Especially since it wasn’t looking likely that he would live beyond the day. While she 
was making short work of his helpers, he was claiming one of their swords. He had a 
look in his eyes that I was well familiar with, marking him as one of the crazier ones, and 
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not to be counted out just yet. Both fighters made several false starts, jolting forward only 
to return to their ground, hoping to make the other one act. Plunder was the first to lose 
patience. His sword was hurled at her head, and while she ducked it easily, he took the 
distraction to rush in, slicing her leg, and circling around to slash at her back. The blood 
was visible on his sword, so he made contact, but she showed no signs of pain, 
discomfort, or distraction. She just turned and lashed at him, letting him hear the terrible 
shrieking whistle of the thin blades. Like a lawnmower to tall grass, there was a strip 
slashing across his chest where the clothing had been completely shredded, along with 
the skin beneath. Plunder’s face was full of shock. And then anger followed, and he 
pulled a knife to replace the thrown sword, and attached again. Fighting against a flexible 
sword was new to him, though. He couldn’t block the same way. He dodged once or 
twice, and successful deflected a close-call to the head, but when she swung again, and he 
raised his saber to block, Izanami’s sword wrapped around his like a whip, and pulled it 
from his hands. Stunned, he let a moment’s indecision cost him the fight. My champion 
sliced down, painting a strip of blood, torn flesh, and exposed bone across his face. When 
half a second passed and he was still standing, she followed up with three more swings of 
her weapon, one across his stomach, letting his insides just start to fall out, another across 
his chest, tearing off most of the rest of the front of Plunder’s costume, coating his chest 
in a layer of blood, and finally across his neck, slicing the arteries several times. Finally, 
he fell back, the puddle of blood growing immediately. The victor neatly rolled the blade 
of her sword, tying it with a ribbon from her costume, and then strode confidently off the 
sand, reclaiming her pole weapon from her enemy’s ribcage on the way by. She was a 
crowd pleaser, and I could hear Germain Portello screaming in excitement over the roar 
of the crowd.  

 
Back in the main part of Cooper Manor, which stood out as large and opulent 

even for LA, Basil laughed bitterly and easily; the laugh of someone who loses an awful 
goddamn lot, and may be comfortable with it, but it starting to get pretty damn tired of it. 
Especially since it had been made clear to him almost immediately after the fight was 
over that the fight was really a set-up, and he had done of the things he had been most 
avoiding, namely giving some of his best software properties, in their entirety, over to his 
chief rival in the computer industry. He was secretly livid, but doing his level best to hide 
it behind a jovial smile and a series of bad jokes. Germain’s excitement, however, was 
genuine and bordering on psychopathic, and for at least two hours I thought I was in 
danger of him offering to divorce his wife just to marry me, he was so pleased with me. 
Already he had made several variations of the same promise, outlining every 
convenience, technological aid and wonder of computer science that he was going to set 
up as a part of my payment for the favor. Towards the end, I was tempted to let him out 
of his obligation, if I thought it would have calmed him down a little. At least he was 
happy.  

Izanami was relatively unharmed from the fight. She had some stitches on the 
two main cuts, and bandages on her face where the top of the thrown sword had briefly 
made contact. The house-surgeon was capable of doing the job, but if it had been at all 
serious, I would have been worried. I made a mental note to find a replacement for Rain, 
now that I was out of the ring, and she was building her future. I’d do a search, or pay 
someone to help me do a search, or ask Soleil to pay someone to help us do a search. We 
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would find a very talented surgeon who happened to fuck up enough to lose his license. 
Then we would offer him large sums of money and the promise of luxury, excitement, 
medicine without the threat of malpractice suits, and a place at the very fringe of a secret 
society so that he would willingly leave the real world for good. I would bring him 
around to fix up my soldiers and rub shoulders with people I hated. And I would call him 
Sawbones.  

Just when my patience for the whole after-party thing was bordering on 
translucent, and I was about to make a run for the car waiting for me outside to escape, I 
was stopped by the sound of an ignorant Midwestern hick pulling out his dick for a 
pissing contest. 

“Beckett!” Where?! I thought we buried that old ponce! If he was faking it I’m 
going to…oh, wait. I’m Beckett. Turn around, try not to look murderously angry. 

“Yes?” Edmund Howe was rushing towards me. Even though he was only in his 
mid fifties or early 60s, when he tried to move fast he hobbled like a ninety year old in a 
retirement home, and I think it actually made him go slower.  

“I have a proposition for you.” Beside him walked a kid in his mid twenties with 
heavy-lidded eyes and a decidedly inbred facial features whose lazy gait more than 
matches the pace of Howe’s half-run. 

“I’m not interested in buying your boy-creature, if that’s what you want.” A rage 
flashed in the old man’s eyes. I pictured them glaring out from hastily-cut eyeholes in a 
white hood, and wondered how many other people had seen the same thing right before 
being lynched. 

“This young man is a star. I am sure you’ve heard, but he has been championing 
for me as the Minuteman, and is quite the phenomenon.” I regarded the youth. He was 
wearing a suit that was too big for him, but beneath it, he could have had some muscle.  

“Star, huh? You get the minuteman name from Claudia Linden’s actresses?” 
The joke was lost on the pair of them, and they pretended not to have heard it.  

“I want to challenge that fighter of yours.” 
“Izanami? Are you really that anxious to get beat up by a girl?” 
“No, no, not the Japanese whore. The other one, the Pollock fellow.” 
“Do you really think you have anything I want badly enough to put him in the 

ring?” 
“How much money have my steakhouses brought your House?” 
“Surprisingly, a bit.”  
“Right. Well, I want them back. And the hotels.” 
“I’ll bet. But that doesn’t tell me what you have to offer me to wager against.” 
“I have twice again as many restaurants as the previous Beckett got from me.” 
“I don’t know that it’s worth—” 
“I also have three of the finest ranches in the country, raising only the best beef, 

buffalo, and venison for the exclusive use in those restaurants. I’ll put all of it; the 
restaurants and the supply, against my old properties being returned.” 

“It’s not a bad wager. But I don’t know about using Jackson. I do have other 
fighters…” 

“It’s GOT to be HIM!” The outburst from the young man surprised even Howe. 
The elder man cleared his throat. 
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“The boy here, winning is in his blood, you see. The Patriot was his old man.” 
My face pulled tight at the effort of suppressing a grin. 

“I remember that fight. Are you sure it’s ‘winning’ in his blood?” 
“That son of a goddamned whore cheated, and he put my dad in a chair. He’s 

paralyzed for life, and he has to have a nurse come around to help him even go to the 
bathroom. He has to poop in a bag!” I was already giggling at the thought of the mighty 
Patriot squatting over a doggy-doo bag before I realized me he meant a colostomy bag. 
Thinking I was laughing at his father’s suffering, the kid’s hands were balled into fists.  

“Sure. Okay. Jackson Pollock against the Minuteman. The fate of hundreds of 
cows in the balance. Call it two months from today, and you have a deal.” Old Howe 
grinned wide and extended his hand to shake on it. 

“Son, you’re going to regret that.” 
“One way or another, I’m sure.”  
 

  



327 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
While I was off avenging giant mute russians and hiring deadly female 

assassins, one of my oldest friends was giving birth to a baby girl. While my new lady-
assassin was murdering schizophrenic bums dressed up as gay pirates for fun and profit, 
their newest offspring was being washed of gross birth-related goo and named Everest 
and being taken home for the first time. Once I had returned to my obscenely large estate 
inherited through the blood of dead assholes, and my closest friends settled into their 
cozy family abode and dug the crib back out of the garage, I got a call. 

“You have to come to the party!” Vivian was loud and excited. 
“Like a baby shower? I’m being invited to a baby shower?” 
“No, we did that while you were still dead. You’d have liked it though. All the 

guests were women, and there were penis-shaped ice cubes.” I had to ask. 
“Have you ever noticed that when they’re together amongst themselves, women 

will come up with any excuse to put a fake dick in their mouth, be it ice cubes or 
chocolate or lipstick, but once a real one is around, they’ll come up with any excuse not 
to?” 

“It should be obvious that ice wangs never smell like unwashed donkey balls 
and shoot the equivalent of thick, overly salty miso soup down our throats.” 

“My genitals have never smelled like donkey balls of any kind.” 
“If you’re not lying, I will pay you to give Dean a crash-course in regular ball-

hygiene.” 
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“Nope. All matters regarding Dean’s balls became your sole providence once 
you got married.” 

“Fuck.” 
“Hey, there are children present.” 
“Fork. Oh well. I forgive you enough that you still have to come over. We’re 

having a party for everyone to celebrate Everest, and the fact that I can drink again.” 
“Not that my interest in breasts has ever gone beyond aesthetics, but aren’t you 

supposed to remain dry during the feeding phase?” Viv took on the tone of an angry 
mama bear with cubs in peril. 

“I. Can. Drink. Again.”  
“Yes ma’am. Sorry Ma’am. Just trying to help ma’am.” 
“So you’ll come to the party?” 
“Yes ma’am.” 
“Good. There will be a lot of people there who want to meet you.” Me? Who 

there even knows me? 
“Why?” 
“We used to tell people about our friend Spencer who went crazy and 

disappeared to a monastery or died or something. Now you’re alive again. They want to 
know what it’s like to be a crazy dead monk firsthand.” 

“Should I, like, shave my head and carry a dead chicken around my neck?” 
“It would be nice. That IS the way I drew you on all the invitations.”  
Weird grudge match against Patriot Jr. notwithstanding, I had to go to this party. 

If only to see if there were really invitations with my picture in that state on them. I 
packed up my wasters and my bodyguards and trainers and assassins and my personal 
assistant, and prepared for the trip back to my civilian apartment. Before we left, Soleil 
was frantically making plans for the exercise room she wanted made out of the three 
apartments across the hall from us, and the mats and training equipment to be installed on 
the roof. She was good at her job, even if I didn’t always know what her job was. 

 
After that first visit,when, as Vivian says, I returned from the dead, I had gone 

back to see them a few times, and each time was a little less nerve-wracking, less 
terrifying. Walking up the house on the day of the party, hearing the noise and laughter 
bleeding through the doors, it was like the first time all over again. I wanted to drop my 
bottles of wine on the ground and run. I didn’t, but I wanted to.  

Inside, the house was full of nice, normal folks. Vivian eagerly took the bottles 
of wine from me and handed them to Dean to put in the kitchen, and then led me by the 
elbow into the thick of the crowd for introductions. I met the neighbors, Bill and Jean, 
and Dennis the Dentist (I thought of a man in chain mail under a blood-stained white 
dentist coat, using a cordless power drill on people, and stored it away in case I ever 
needed a truly terrifying new champion), and Marcy, who watched Dylan while his 
parents earned a living. At that point, there was a finger-sandwich emergency that needed 
her immediate attention, and I was left to fend for myself. After standing for a while 
exactly where I had been left, hoping maybe the right direction would make itself known, 
and realizing that this was a false expectation, I drifted casually over to one side, where I 
acquired a mismatched tumbler with ice and some whiskey. From there, I sat and 
watched the party go on around me. Old friends got together and caught up on the goings 
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on of mutual acquaintances, people just met for the first time explained what they did and 
told funny stories about the office, and then compared how horrible their bosses were or 
what kind of dogs they liked the best. In all the conversations, I heard nothing I could 
relate to, and no point where I could jump in. Sebastian did leave me with some pretty 
unforgettable moments, but none that would fit into a ‘well MY boss…’ story that didn’t 
make people immediately leave the room. It was very palatably awkward. You know 
those dreams where you’re in school or on a plane or at your great-grandmother’s 
funeral, only you’re completely naked? It was just like that. I felt singled out and 
exposed. 

In some ways, a part of me felt almost like it was one of the elite parties I 
usually found myself at. Only, here, all the faces were new. At least among the disgusting 
and the depraved of the Circle there were familiar faces. Faces I badly wanted to punch, 
sure, faces I would even prefer looking up at me with waxy stillness from inside a coffin, 
but at least I recognized them, knew their names, what they did, had some point of 
reference. In this place, I had nothing to go off. Everyone I saw was a stranger, and I 
didn’t have files or computers to look them up. I had no edge whatsoever. It occurred to 
me that I really wanted my armor. I would have been so much more comfortable in my 
armor. And a weapon. Not a big one, just a little sword or something. It’s not like I 
wanted to use it, I certainly didn’t want these people to get hurt, or leave the house 
thinking there was a psycho loose. I just wanted it on me, for comfort, and protection. 
Okay, maybe TWO little weapons, but I wouldn’t need anything more than that. Maybe 
three.  

I should have asked if I could bring someone. Soleil would have made me 
comfortable. At least as comfortable as one of my little swords. She could bring me back 
down to two. She may end up making out with me in front of a couple dozen strangers, 
but what price comfort? Maybe it would help break the ice with these people. ‘I couldn’t 
help but notice you making out with this gorgeous girl. We were just discussing her 
tattoos, and where you could have met her, and by the way, my name is Mark and I’m a 
loan officer.’ Or maybe even Izanami. I bet Nami is a lot of fun at a party. I can just see 
her, drunk and mingling at a party; almost half a smile plastered on her face, telling 
stories in broken English about the special feeling you get when you impale someone 
through the heart on your spear. She’d be a hit.  

In the lulls between bursts of laughter and enthusiastic talking going on around 
me, it hit me that I didn’t know the music playing. Not that it was some genre of music 
that I never bothered with. My friends had the same tastes as me. But it was almost all 
stuff that had come out while I was away from the world. New music by bands I knew, 
and newer groups I had never even heard of. One son gin twenty were familiar to me, and 
the rest were completely foreign. When I got to thinking about it, I also realized that I 
didn’t get a lot of the references in all these other conversations. Not just the ones about 
someone’s uncle who just had surgery to get his hemorrhoids removed, but the ones 
about movies. I didn’t know the names, or the movies, or even some of the actors. 
Television, too. Like a man who fell asleep for a hundred years, I was suddenly 
completely out of the mainstream, out of touch with today’s world, and I had only been a 
prisoner for five damn years. Hell, even real prisoners were able to listen to the radio and 
keep up on things. Here I was, supposedly running a record label and several radio 
stations and publications and even some actual music or pop culture magazines, and I had 



330 
 

to ask men ten years older than me the name of the band on the radio. I was going to have 
to make fixing this problem a priority… 

“Is this your first party?” I studiously examined the potted plant directly to my 
right before I realized that the latest voice was directed at me, not someone nearby. I 
turned, and there was a young woman standing in front of me with a bottled beer in her 
hands and a smile on her face. She had very light freckles. She was pretty. 

“No. I don’t think so. Why?” 
“No, don’t be offended, I just don’t think I have ever seen anyone look more 

confused and unhappy at something like this. Did you come with someone else?” 
“Nope. Just me.” 
“Do you know Dean and Viv well?” 
“I’ve known them for seventeen years.” 
“Oh? Oh! You’re the guy!” 
“The guy?” 
“The disappeared guy!” She was pointing and getting excited, like I was a 

celebrity.  
“That’s me, I guess. I didn’t really disappear though. I could see me the entire 

time.” She cocked her head and looked at me strangely, which is usually a good sign that 
a joke isn’t funny. “Hey, did you get an invitation to this with a picture of a bald-headed 
monk wearing a chicken around his neck?” She chuckled at that. 

“No. I think it had flowers. And a bird.” 
“A Bird?” 
“Yeah. It was holding a banner that said welcome or something. In its beak. 

Didn’t you get that one?” 
“I got a phone call. I don’t really know…you know, I don’t think I have a 

mailbox.” It occurred to me that I didn’t. If my assistant was really any good, she’d have 
sussed this out already. I’d have to give her shit about it later. 

“So you do you know them? The um…people. Here.” 
“Dean and Vivian?” 
“Yeah.” 
“I’m a friend of Viv’s from work.” 
“Really?” 
“Yeah. She used to talk about you all the time, actually, and then one day she 

was saying ‘guess who just showed up’ and she was really excited. They were worried, 
you know. She says she still doesn’t know where you went.” 

“I was abducted.” 
“By aliens? You’re funny.”  
“Okay.” 
“Hey, do you need another drink? I was just going to get one from the kitchen.” 
“Sure, that would be great. Thanks…” 
“August.” 
“August? Really?” I definitely should have asked if I could bring a guest. 

August, this is July. July, this is August. You may know each other, you know, from 
being neighbors… 

“Yeah. August Woods. Is that a problem?” She put a hand on her hip and 
flipped her hair back. She was flirting with me. 
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“Not at all. I like August. Especially when the leaves start turning orange and 
red.” She giggled. 

“You’re funny. I’ll be back with a refill.” She disappeared into the crowd. I 
liked her. She was cute, and sweet, and friendly. She looked fun. She smiled easily, and 
something about her just seemed so bright. She was like nobody I had met since my 
whole life changed. She was the opposite of the Circle, of everyone I had met since 
hearing the name Beckett. She was beautiful…I wanted to see more of her. 

August was honest, too, and returned shortly with another whiskey. We sat on a 
bench by the window and talked and the whiskey made me feel a little more comfortable. 
After a while, Vivian and Dean came back into the party, carrying the new baby with 
them. Vivian walked over towards me, and August took the cup from my hands. I got my 
face in a questioning expression, but before the actual question could follow, the baby 
was placed in my arms.  

“Um…okay. This is new.” It was small and wrinkly and very pink, and it 
smelled a little funny. It, she…the baby, was so tiny and fragile. She felt like glass, or 
porcelain made by expert craftsmen, into this tiny little pseudo-person. I was afraid to 
move, or even breathe too hard. It wasn’t right, somehow. She was brand new. She hadn’t 
even had time to think a coherent thought, let alone a bad one. She was as pure as a 
human being will ever be, and there she was, her head resting right in my cupped hand. A 
hand that had been washed so many times of blood, that had held weapons, used them, 
that had choked the life out of people, dragged their bodies, beaten people to death. I got 
lightheaded, and my hands started to shake. 

“Take her.” The words came out so hard even I didn’t hear them. My chest and 
neck felt like they were shaking, too. I could see my hands moving now.  

“Did you say something Spence?”  
“Take her. Please. The baby, Everest. Take her. I’m going to drop her.” Vivian 

looked concerned, but carefully took the baby from my arms. My hands were shaking 
violently now, clearly visible.  

“Is everything alright?” August cautiously handed back the whiskey. I finished it 
in one swallow.  

“Yeah, I don’t know what’s causing the shakes. They’re on their way out.” I 
clenched my whole body to control them. August scooted closer.  

“I’m sorry, I hope we didn’t upset you, I just wanted her to meet you.” The 
shaking diminished slightly, but spread to the rest of my body. 

“No, don’t be sorry. It was good. She was good. She’s a nice baby.” 
“I thought maybe you should see her, to help you make your decision.” My 

whole body felt cold, shivery, and I wondered if it showed in my voice. 
“Decision?”  
“You know, her christening is going to be next week.” Well, that was 

unexpected. 
“You’re catholic? Holy shit…” The mom look came back to Viv’s face. An 

elbow hit my shaking ribs. 
“Poop.” It’s like everyone was trying to screw with my head. I turned to August 

for clarification. 
“Huh?” 
“Holy poop.” Oh. Language. Right. Apologetic look to Viv. 
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“Sorry. So does that mean her name isn’t really Everest yet?” 
“That’s not really what it means.” 
“Oh.” 
“Spencer, Dean and I were talking last night, and we’d really like it if you’d be 

Everest’s godfather.” 
“What?!” I nearly pooped.  
“But, I’m not catholic. I don’t think God even likes me very much.” I had been 

struggling with this for a few minutes.  
“God loves everyone.” 
“See?! A good godfather would believe that…” 
“You’ll be a great godfather. You’re our oldest and best friend, and we want you 

to be a part of our kid’s lives, too.” 
“I don’t know anything about godfatherhood. What if I am unable to perform 

my godfatherly duties?” 
“You don’t really have to do anything. Look, I don’t want to force you if you 

really don’t want to. But it would mean a lot to both of us if you said yes.” Her 
expression told me that she did kind of want to force me. I could think of so many 
reasons why it was a horrible idea. But, then again, the kid would need someone to teach 
her to fight, sooner or later. Especially when she started to blossom or develop or 
whatever, and the boys started talking about ‘climbing mount Everest.’ 

“Okay. Yeah.” Viv and Dean’s faces lit up. I guess it was a big deal. Even 
August was looking at me like she was thinking about kissing me. Godfatherhood has a 
weird effect on normal people.  

 
The party wound down, and August was still talking to me. I thought maybe she 

was sent as a spy to repeatedly ask me where I had been for the past few years, but she 
looked at me like she was genuinely interested. Right after she said it was time to go and 
went to find her purse, but before she left, she came back to where I had rooted to the 
window bench.  

“It’s been nice meeting you, Spencer.” 
“You, too, August.” 
“I wanted to say…well, my parents are on vacation, and I’ve been stopping by 

their house every once in a while to take care of it. Anyway, it has a big back yard and a 
really nice pool, and next week is supposed to get really hot, so I’ve been planning a pool 
party/cookout kind of thing. Like a ten year anniversary of the last party I had there when 
I was sixteen and they went on a cruise. I was wondering if…you know, Vivian and Dean 
are going to come, and I thought maybe you’d like to come too?” Her cheeks blushed a 
little beneath the freckles. I thought of the Minuteman fight, and that ‘you’re-going-to-
die-because-you-were-flirting-with-pretty-frecklefaced-twentysix-year-old-girls-and-
splashing-around-in-a-pool-instead-of-training-harder-for-this-fight’ look that Drost gets 
sometimes when he’s disappointed. He has a lot of faces. Amazing range, that guy. But 
this sounded nice. Calm. Happy. This sounded normal, and that was what I had wanted 
by coming back, the goal of the civilian apartment. This was my chance to get back into 
the swing of being the old Spencer. A prime opportunity to be Spencer Neilan: guy who 
goes to pool parties. It sounded much better than Spencer Beckett: guy who sets up 
violent death matches as a means to gamble for business investments, or Jackson Pollock, 
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guy who beats you to death with a baseball bat chained to his wrist. Better even than Just 
Plain Spence, guy who sits in his room, waiting to be told what to do or get beat, just 
because. It sounded better than a lot of things.  

“I’d love to be there.” August smiled, started to turn towards the door, and then 
quickly turned back and kissed me on the cheek before leaving. Dean noticed this from 
across the room, and gave me a wink. We were bonding. Big day for Spencer Neilan.  
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Spencer Neilan almost got his ass kicked explaining to Izanami, for whom 

training and sparring is a religion, that we would be taking a half day off the following 
weekend. I’d still work out in the morning, and do some matches before I left, but there 
were other things going on. For a moment, I doubted my earlier assessment of her crucial 
role at parties. But Soleil jumped to my rescue, and argued that it was important for me to 
get back into the swing of normal life after having been restrained for so long, and she 
thought that everyone should be supportive. For more than a minute, I took back my 
questions on her assisting duties. It also turned out that I did have several mailboxes in 
the building, and that I had received the same invitation with a bird that August had. We 
called Mist, who filled us in on the business matters, and promised to load me up an iPod 
filled with all the latest music and mail it out to me with some movies and a stack of 
magazines, so I could catch up on the world. Cherry did not have a special care package 
planned for me to help me keep up in the world of mining and construction, but she did 
offer to throw a brick at my head, which is probably the masonry equivalent to an iPod. 
Her news of actual business matters was good, though. She was having fun bossing 
around the boys, and getting along well with the heads of the mining refineries. By 
supplying our own beams and rebar, we were saving 40% on building supply costs. Grace 
didn’t have any specific news, but had a list of questions relating to my levels of 
seriousness about giving her free reign, and wanting to maybe design cars. Rain had some 
of the best news, as she was apparently born for the field of medicine, and was excelling 
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in school. At home, Ava had become quite the little housewife, and was teacher herself to 
cook. She had just perfected a lemon meringue pie, and was going to bake me one the 
next time they were coming out. Kamala and Shine were taking good care of the estate 
and July, who was much the same, but they promised to tell her that I had found her 
missing companion August. Then it was time for me to go up to the roof for more 
practice, so I had to stop calling my girls. It hadn’t been long since I was in a match, but 
there was a general concern that somehow the fights were more dangerous now that we 
were free. Or maybe we just had more to lose. I had Soleil make a note that I needed to 
call that Bertrand guy to put a will together before the fight. And that I needed to buy 
swim trunks. I found myself looking forward to the following weekend.  

 
The Woods parents lived in a nice place on top of a hill overlooking town. It had 

a little bit of a 70’s art deco design, but with a lot of growth and modernization. It was 
nice. Smells of grilling meat were already wafting around when I got there, and the side 
of the road barely had enough space between cars for me to park my Volvo. Someone 
must have seen me coming, though, because as soon as I approached the house, August 
came bounding out to greet me. She was wearing a thin wrap over her swimsuit, which 
had the effect of a sundress. There was that slight glow about her, indicating she had been 
in the sun most of the day, and bringing out the smell of flowers, or maybe some kind of 
fruit. I wanted to kiss her, but settled for a hug.  

“You have surprisingly good taste in wine.” Before I knew it, I was looking in 
my hands. I hadn’t brought any wine. 

“I have been here for exactly two minutes, and you have already confused me.” 
She laughed and nudged me off the flagstone walk. 

“The wine you brought to the party? It never got opened, so Vivian brought it 
for today.” 

“Oh. Well, it was just, you know, in the cellar.” 
“Right. That stuff isn’t cheap. That’s special occasion wine.” 
“Hey, I got to meet you and my new little goddaughter-baby in the same day. 

That seems pretty special.” She smiled, and let me into the house, and through to the back 
patio. A few of the people were the same as the ones at the other party, but there were 
new ones, too. The smell of grilled steaks and hamburgers was getting strong.  

“We weren’t going to eat until later, but we were hungry early. Have you 
eaten?” 

“Only a smoothie this morning.” 
“A health-nut, huh? Well, I hope you like steaks and burgers with your 

expensive wine, because that’s about as healthy as we have today.” I did.  
 
I was reclining on a wooden chaise lounger, enjoying the sun, the music (that I 

could now recognize, but couldn’t remember the name of), and listening to the strange 
melody of friendly conversations that didn’t have anywhere near the weight of what went 
on at the Circle parties. I was halfway to falling asleep, actually, with a stomach full of 
good steak when someone grabbed my foot and shook violently.  

“Hey, mister. Did you bring your swimming trunks?” With the bright sky behind 
her, making the outline of her body stand out through the thin wrap blowing in the slight 
breeze, August looked somehow ethereal.  
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“Wearing it under my clothes.” 
“Well, I don’t get a swimming pool like this every day of the year, so I’m going 

in. You should come with me.”  
“I just ate like half a cow. Aren’t I supposed to wait for a half hour or risk 

horrible crampy death?” The Drost in my mind scowled at me again. The ‘now-you’re-
dead-because-you-just-had-to-go-swimming-with-the-strawberry-blonde-in-a-bikini-and-
didn’t-wait-and-cramped-up-and-drowned’ scowl.  

“C’mon, live a little.” It wasn’t the strongest argument, but luckily it doesn’t 
take much to shut Drost up. I stood up and watched August untie her wrap, which flapped 
in a burst of air, and slid down her arms like wings, and then off her body altogether. 
Drost or no Drost, she looked fantastic in her blue bikini, and I would even risk 
swimming and eating AT THE SAME TIME had she asked me to. She dove in the pool, 
then turned and splashed me with a handful of water.  

“Don’t be shy, Spencer. Take of those clothes and jump in!” She swam 
backwards gracefully, watching me, egging me on. I pulled the shirt over my head, and 
slid my pants down, leaving just the new trunks. I heard a sputtering, and saw August 
splashing, easy grace now a thing long gone, recovering from something that happened 
while my shirt was over my head, and staring at me. I turned to Vivian and Dean, 
relaxing in the chaise lounges opposite mine, for an explanation, and saw the exact same 
face. In fact, a few people were staring. I figured they were screwing with me, so I dived 
in. When I surfaced next to August, the stares were still there.  

“What? What the fuck? Is something on me?” Nobody answered. The stares 
continued, joined by some from people I didn’t even know. Someone cleared their throat. 
Slowly, August reached out an unsteady hand, and pulled the lightning bolt around my 
neck closer to her for examination. The wet gold glittered, casting a yellow hue on the 
drops that came off it. She released it, and it fell back against my chest, clattering softly 
against the other two necklaces I wore. They had been on my for so many years, I had 
forgotten. Her finger idled on the ornate cross set with jewels I had been given by 
Claudia, the casting detail on the back worn smooth by years of rubbing against my skin, 
and then graced over the three platinum-dipped teeth, pulled from the sand after being 
beaten from the mouth of my first real opponent, Crazy Sammy. Probably the last three 
teeth he had, pitted and pocked with wear and cavities. Her mouth opened and closed 
silently before she spoke.  

“These are interesting. They look very expensive, too. Where’d you get them?” I 
had gotten so used to wearing them, I had forgotten the oddity of them. Little reminders 
of my past, forget from precious metal and rare stones. Whatever they looked like, they 
meant something, little lessons I needed to remember. I’d never thought about having to 
explain them. 

“Oh, you know. People I’ve met along the road. Just the sort of think you pick 
up, I guess.” Things you pick up off the bloody broken bodies of people you just killed, 
things you get from the porn queen who your body was given to as a gift by the man who 
owned you, from the strangers you face down in the somewhat intimate contest to steal 
each others’ lives.  

August nodded, but didn’t speak, and didn’t move. Nobody else seemed to have 
changed. I looked around at the eyes again. It was freaking me out. I knew my necklaces 
didn’t look that unusual. Dean noticed I was noticing him staring. He coughed. 
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“So, had anyone seen the new—” 
“What happened to you?” August spoke without even realizing she was cutting 

Dean off, her voice quiet, but somehow demanding silence. Her hand reached out to my 
chest again, this time ignoring my jewelry, landing on the deep scar that crossed the skin 
of my chest beneath them, extending over my heart. It crossed to another series of scars, 
overlaid, on my shoulder. Now the stares made sense. When you get hurt a lot, you don’t 
notice the scars. You get hurt, and the wound makes itself known while it’s there, 
because you have bandages to change and gauze to cram in there and if you forget and 
stretch too far or exercise too hard, you tear the stitches open and need to get them 
redone. But then the wound is closed and it doesn’t mater. There are more important 
things to worry about. For all those years, I almost always had an open wound of some 
kind. Getting hit in the head by a wooden waster in sparring, splitting the skin. Getting in 
fights with guards. Getting beat by Hiro. Getting stabbed in the ring. To me, they had 
come in small groups. They were just there. To people who hadn’t seen me in years, or 
had never seen them before, I was completely covered with scars. August’s hand was 
laying flat on my chest, shaking a little, her eyes begging for some kind of explanation, 
anything, of how I could have been wounded so many times. I wanted to have an answer 
for her, but I couldn’t think of a good enough lie. I felt naked and exposed all over again, 
and wanted the eyes to go away. I walked to the edge of the pool and pulled myself out to 
go put my clothes on. I could hear August behind me.  

“Spencer, please, wait. Stop! Please!” Vivian and Dean were coming towards 
me as well now. Vivian had the same look in her eyes as August. I couldn’t look in her 
eyes.  

“Spencer, all those scars…” Dean stepped closer, patting my shoulder and 
slapping my arm, wet skin cracking like a shot with the impact. 

“Forget the scars, man, what has happened to your body? We used to work out 
together sometimes, I know you were in OK shape, but you are so lean and so completely 
ripped, you make every guy in every kung-fu movie we ever watched look fat, lazy, and 
worthless.” I remembered for a second the first time I saw myself in the mirror after all 
those months of nonstop training. August had caught up to me, and tightly held my arm.  

“There are so many.” She grabbed my other wrist and examined the skin on my 
forearm, still pink having only healed recently, a swirled mass of scars from the iron 
maiden gauntlet – my last scar from fighting for Sebastian, which melted into a 
crosshatch of various cuts sustained over the years, end ending in a half-missing pinky 
finger. Her fingertips lightly touched various scars; my chest again, my neck, my eye, my 
arm. Gingerly, she lifted the leg of my wet swim trunks to better see the still somewhat 
deteriorated place in my leg where the acid had eaten away my flesh. The muscle mass 
would never completely fill out there again. “How could all of this have happened…how 
could…how could you have survived?” Augusts eyes welled with tears, and she wrapped 
her arms around my wet body, pressing her face into my scarred chest. To my side, 
Vivian did the same, resting her head on my shoulder. I felt her lips move against my 
skin. 

“What happened while you were away, Spencer? Where did you go, that did this 
much damage to you? Why did you stay gone so long?” She knew already that her 
questions would go unanswered. I stood, stone still, confused and exposed and too frozen 
in my indecision of what to do next.   
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My friends meant a great deal to me, and it was clear that August was becoming 

a part of my life, but ever since the party, when they saw me in a way they hadn’t before, 
they had been calling around a lot more. Several trainings had been interrupted, and we 
muddled through the cumbersome, uncomfortable introduction of Soleil being someone I 
worked with, and Izanami being my personal trainer. Balancing the two worlds was a 
challenge, and it was almost a relief when it came time for me to return to the house to 
make final preparations for the fight at Howe’s place.  

Shine had worked on an idea of mine, sewing a new pocket inside my coat. 
Armor was checked and re-checked. Bertrand had put together the requested papers, 
leaving all the businesses to my girls, and a very large sum of money and promising 
future, source obscured, to Everest. I wrote letters to Vivian, Dean, and August. 
Somehow, all the preparations made it somehow more somber to be going into the same 
situation I had been in however many times. Rain came back, unwilling to leave me in 
Sawbones’ care when I was fighting myself. She and Soleil did their best to distract me 
and keep my mood light during the last night before going to Texas to get the grudge 
match underway. Ava brought pie.  

It felt like a farce, walking into Howe’s rodeo ring of an arena, wearing my best, 
most expensive suit. My bodyguards had already rushed Jackson Pollock, in heavy duffle 
bags, to the ready room to wait for me. Meanwhile I mingled among people I couldn’t 
stand in semi-familiar surroundings, the smell of cow shit from the last livestock show or 
whatever not entirely covered up by flowers, disinfectants, heavy cigar smoke and 
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strange mix of colognes in the air. A woman wearing only a cowboy hat and tasseled 
chaps approached me, offering me a cocktail or a blowjob, whichever I preferred, but 
settled for pointing me in the direction I could find Howe. I wanted to get on with the day 
and get changed. Given the right bearing, I simply followed the trail of pandering 
assholes until I found him.  

“Edmund. This is an interesting venue for a fight. I hope you didn’t have to 
cancel a meeting of the local 4-H club to accommodate us.” A round of chuckles 
emanated from the crowd.  

“Beckett. Glad to see you’re in good spirits. I’d been worried that you might be 
a little out of sorts today.” 

“Well, I certainly didn’t loose any sleep last night over the thought of your boy. 
Where is he, by the way?” 

“Downstairs, preparing. I assume Pollock has found the ready room?” 
“Yes, he was familiar with it from the last time. When he crippled the Patriot.” 

Jaws clenched. 
“Quite. Well, I had better see to the young star. I believe this is your first time 

here, if I’m not mistaken. I’ll have someone escort you through the back to your ready 
rooms, so you can get anything off your chest that you may have wanted to tell Pollock 
before he leaves us all.” 

“When you’re seeing to the boy, don’t forget to cup the balls.” I turned to follow 
the nude cowgirl who was apparently my guide.  

“Oh, Beckett? I trust you’ll find me again afterwards, so we can settle up. It’s 
not that I don’t trust you, it’s just that I don’t want to miss that losing look in your eye.” I 
called over my shoulder. 

“I’ll be here.” Either way, he wasn’t seeing any kind of look in my eyes. I 
followed the swaying hips and toned, shaking ass to the place where Jackson’s identity 
was being kept safe by my friends and support. Time to dress for the big show. 

 
Once it was strapped on, the body armor was heavy, and tight against my chest 

and shoulders. My reinforced jeans fit snuggly, and offered just the right amount of 
resistance. Boots lashed tightly to my feet, heavy to lift, but hitting the ground with a 
satisfying sound, giving me a sturdy, anchored feeling. The overcoat was solid in the 
places where armor was hidden or attached, sagged at the shoulder where the pauldron 
and spaulder were fitted, until it was on all the way, and a strap fastened, but it flowed at 
all the right places; down my back, hanging at my sides, and when I moved it played a 
song of clicks and jangles from all the trophies it carried. When I slid my helmet over my 
head, the lights dimmed, from daytime to twilight, and every sound became a little more 
distant, separated from me by the slight echo of my own breathing. In the mirror, Jackson 
Pollock was looking back at me through the eyeholes, slipping on metal-reinforced 
gloves. I don’t know that comfortable was the right word, at least not quite, but it was 
certainly familiar. Dougan helped secure the ring bracer, and handed me my bat. Between 
them, a tether that was once just steel cable now jangled, two or three times its thickness 
and giving off the appearance of a charm bracelet from all the necklaces and ribbons 
wrapped around it. I noticed that Torquemada’s rosaries had been added to the bunch. It 
felt good, running my fingers along it. Memories in braille. My friends and I walked in 
silence to the wooden gate leading into the sand and dirt ring, and finally, before the gate 
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opened, I twisted off the top of my bat, unsheathing the sword inside, and slipped the 
outer bat portion into a pocket inside my coat that Shine had added. This fight wasn’t 
going to be quick and merciless, and was not suited for anything but swords. Through the 
wood I heard the announcer introduce Minuteman, followed by cheers, and then the door 
creaked open to the light, and the dust, and the son of the last man I fought here.  

Minuteman was a pastiche of ideas and imagery. He was not dressed like a new 
American colonist, and much to my dismay he was not wearing a three-corner hat. His 
hair was pulled back into a little Paul Revere ponytail, though, and his primary weapon 
seemed to be based on the Redcoat rifle-staff, with a longer bayonet. He wore combat 
boot’s just like his daddy’s, but his pants were a grey and white camo print, combined 
with a matching grey tank top. Over the tank he had an open grey jacket with blue cuffs, 
reminiscent of a Confederate States marine jacket, which would explain the brown 
leather handled officer’s saber he wore at his hip Like his old man before him, he had a 
belt full of knives, and almost no sense of fashion or history. I drew my second short 
sword, and started jogging towards. I let everything that had been bothering me slip 
away, with one final thought: I have a slight, deadly Japanese girl in danger of making 
me look bad.  

As I neared, Patriot Jr. pointed his fake gun at me like an actual British redcoat 
on the march, and I began sprinting in earnest. A bayonet thrust forward, stabbing only 
air, as I had already ducked down, sliding forward like a baseball player sliding to a base, 
and brought both swords down on his thigh. He rained three successive blows down on 
me with his staff, each one meeting one of my swords to block while the other cut his 
side, his leg, and his forearms. Disgusted and enraged, he threw the gun-staff to the side 
and drew his saber.  

“Colonial minutemen had to be prepared at a moment’s notice to fight off the 
oppression of British rule and finally live free. Confederate rebels were so disgusted at 
the thought of letting other people live free of their oppression that they tried to make 
their own country of rednecks and dirt farmers, and got their asses kicked. You should 
probably have consulted someone with more intelligence while trying to find your 
identity.” The boy responded with a furious flurry of slashes, not aimed and planned so 
much as directed with force and feeling and youthful pride. I could have let him tire and 
stab him while he tried not to pass out from exhaustion, but that wouldn’t teach him a 
lesson. Instead, I tossed my tether cord up, letting his next swing hit it and get tangled up, 
and then I pulled hard, separating his two-handed grip, and holding his sword hand out 
and open to being stabbed in the inside of his elbow with my other sword. The cut was 
deep and hard, and the sword fell to the sand. Quick to recover, he pulled a knife from his 
belt and drove it into my arm. Having learned more than he, the arms of my coats were 
thick, and the blade only passed through an inch of flesh. Still, it hurt, and I was going for 
something more flawless. I was suddenly furious, and I couldn’t have said why. I pulled 
the knife free and threw it into his stomach, even as he was pulling another from his belt. 
The grey of his tank started to turn deep red, and his face blanched. In the moment he 
paused, I drove both arms forward, getting a blade in each of his shoulders and then 
pulling them out to the side, severing muscle and tendons, leaving his arms slack. He 
watched me, lost for words. Circling behind him, I severed the tendons at the back of his 
legs, dropping him to his knees. I stepped back to face him, and held my sword high 
enough that the tether hung before his eyes. 
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“You see that sparkle? Those metal plates? Those are dog tags. They used to 
belong to your father. After I kill you, I’m going to take your sword. I’ll take it home, and 
hang it on the wall, and hang the tags beneath it, to commemorate the son who loved his 
father so much he followed him into hell. The idiot who was stupid enough to trust the 
same man who got his old man’s life taken away for nothing.” Still, the boy said nothing. 
I reached inside my coat, pulling free the top of my bat, and snapped it back on over the 
blade. With one swing, I cracked the Minuteman’s skull, leaving a large crater, and he 
fell to the dirt, dead. I turned to the arena, scanning the crowd for Howe. Finally, I 
spotted him. Keeping my eyes on him, I stooped to wipe my bat clean on the back of the 
kid’s jacket, took his sword and scabbard, and then turned to leave the ring.  

 
“You don’t need many stitches this time at least.” Rain turned my arm back and 

forth, examining the wound.  
“See, you probably didn’t even have to go through all the trouble of skipping 

class and coming out here. It’s simple enough that Sawbones could be trusted with it.” 
Rain clicked her tongue. 

“You know I’m the only one who can keep putting you back together. You’re 
my best patient. I’ll always be here, even if all you need is a band-aid and a kiss.” She 
smiled at me and cleaned the wound.  

“It’s good to see you, you know. I let him stab me just so I could spend some 
more time with you.”  

“You did not. He stabbed you because you got cocky.” 
“Okay, that’s true. But it is good to feel your touch again.” She smiled and 

kissed me, and then nodded to Dougan to keep my arm steady while she used her 
fishhook-looking needle to stitch the cut up again. It hurt, but felt like family.  

 
Washed off, composed, dressed in fancible clothes again, and a little high on 

painkillers, I walked back through the corridors to meet back up with Howe and get the 
papers signed and the deal done. I had been assured repeatedly that I looked just as I had 
when I arrived, but I was paranoid. Howe had seen me before, back when I didn’t even 
wear a helmet. Spending this much time around felt dangerous. Lord only knows what 
happens if he realizes finally that I’m not actually a Beckett at all, but a slave to someone 
just like him. No doubt he’d get the chance for revenge on his father-son duo then. And I 
didn’t want that. 

“Howe. Quickly, take a look at my eyes. What kind of look do you see there?” 
Howe turned to me with an expression of pure hate. 

“Your boy got lucky is all.” He spit the words like bullets.  
“Lucky my ass. Your kid fought like a fish flapping on a pier. Jackson got 

through it all with just a scratch on his arm, and when your guy left the field his head was 
caved in.” Dry, aged lips pulled away from clenched teeth. 

“That boy was an incredible young man, whose future was robbed from him.” 
“That boy was a foolish, arrogant youth who, with your help, picked a fight he 

couldn’t win, and is dead as a result. Now, as to the matter of the restaurants and the 
cows and buffalo and deer and such…” 

“Elk, not deer, you moron.” 
“Whatever. Gimme.” 
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Edmund’s hatred was evident, but he followed through, signing over the deeds 
and contracts of ownership, and have me all the contact info I needed to assume control. 
At the end of the dealing, I informed him that he had nothing else I wanted, so whatever 
personal grudge he may feel towards me, his business with House Beckett was done for 
good. He shook, but said nothing.  

I almost made it to the door, too, before I heard something that drove my fears 
home.  

“Spence! Oh my god it IS you!” I had been found out.  
 
Claudia hurried towards me as fast as she could in a skin tight, glittering dress 

that would fall off if she moved too fast at all. I forced a smile. I like Claudia, but not 
when she was getting me killed. And even as she got to me, hugging my arm and kissing 
my cheek, killing me was just what she may have been doing. With a hand at the small of 
her back, I urged her to continue walking with me.  

“Claudia. It’s been a while. How are you?” My calm tones had no effect, she 
was still excited.  

“I was just asking about the new Beckett guy, and they pointed me to you. But it 
IS you, right? You’re in charge now? How the hell did that happen?” 

“It was complicated. And messy.” 
“Oh, you didn’t, did you?” Her tone reflected that she wouldn’t have been 

disappointed if I had. 
“No, someone else did. I didn’t even have to ask.” 
“That’s great, but if you’re you, the new Lord Beckett, then who…” She looked 

at me with searching eyes. I tried to ignore the implication.  
“Who what?”   
“Was that you? I mean, out there, fighting the grey kid, that was you, right?” 

The walls were coming in. 
“I thought it would be a good cover if I had someone else in the armor, to ease 

suspicion of who I really am.” Her eyes narrowed but her smile didn’t. 
“You’re lying. That was you. You can tell me. It looked like the way you always 

moved.” Oh god, the air was getting thin. 
“I know. The new kid is good. Studied some tapes.” She slapped my arm. 
“Spence, you can tell me. It’s ME. You can’t fool me that easy anyway, you 

know I know your body, and that out there? That was your body.” I guess this was it. My 
final demise; having slept with the ultimate pornstar. 

“Shhh! Okay, fine. Yeah. It was me.” Here it comes. By the power vested in me 
by the coalition of evil billionaires in charge of world domination and bloodsports, I 
hereby place you under— 

“That is so cool.” 
“Huh?” 
“You fighting out there and then coming back here to rub elbows with everyone 

else. That’s awesome. It takes balls, Spence.” 
“But, isn’t it…against the rules or something? I’m not really a Beckett.” She 

thought for a moment. 
“I don’t think so. I don’t know all the rules or anything, but why not? You’re in 

there fighting your own battles. The serious guys here all talk about hands-on 
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involvement in their business, but they do it all from their private jets. You’re in there 
winning the day for yourself, because you can. You’re the poster-boy for the ‘if you want 
something done right, do it yourself’ crowd.” 

“So it’s not automatic dismissal and death for being a slave sitting in the 
emperor’s throne?” 

“They couldn’t. You were named heir and confirmed. They missed their 
chance.” 

“Well, still, I would prefer you didn’t advertise it. I’d rather it not get out that all 
you have to do to assassinate me is challenge my champion and just happen to be better.” 
She drew her finger across her lips.  

“My lips are sealed.” 
“Are you sure? Are we cool, now? You’re not weirded out that I’m the new 

Beckett?” 
“Spencer, I don’t care what name you’re using, you’re still my friend. I’m not 

going to sell you down the river. Your secret fighting thing is cool. It’s sexy.” The walls 
returned to their normal place, the air became breathable again, and I stopped waiting for 
the click of handcuffs or a drawn hammer. So I asked her to come over to the house for 
dinner sometime soon, and climbed into the waiting car. Soleil had a phone sitting on the 
seat beside her.  

“Is everything cool?” I took a deep breath. 
“Yeah, I think so. I was nervous for a bit, I thought I may have been about to get 

turned in, but it’s alright now. Claudia is good people. Plus, now we own a farm.” She 
smiled and sat where the phone had been between us. She looked at it, and then snapped 
her fingers and handed it to me. 

“Your girlfriend called twice to see where you had been for the past few days. I 
think you should call her, and maybe go back to the apartment for a while to be a 
civilian.” 

“My girlfriend?” She nodded. 
“Mmhmm. August. She’s a sweet girl. I’d like to meet her sometime for real.” 
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“Who is the girl who answers your phone half the time when I call?” August 

Woods, who I had just found out two days earlier from Soleil was my girlfriend, was 
pacing back and forth in front of my couch, and was on the verge of yelling. 

“That’s Soleil.” I was pointedly calm and casual. I was alone there. 
“And who the hell is Soleil?” Grey area. 
“We work together.” That was true. 
“And vanish for an entire week together, apparently.” 
“It wasn’t anything sordid. My business takes me all over the place, and most of 

the time, it takes her all over the place with me. We were in Austin. For business.” Look 
at me, telling the truth! 

“Oh, okay, and when it takes you places you just happen to leave your phone 
with some other girl.”  

“If I have some presentation I’m working on or I’m talking to some important 
business associate, yeah. I can’t have my phone going off in the middle of things like 
that. I really like when you call, but I can’t tell some billion-dollar steer restauranteur to 
shut up a second while I talk to my girlfriend.” She was going to wave her finger at me, 
but stopped. 

“Your girlfriend?” Her tone was calmer and curious. Dammit, Soleil. I thought 
women were supposed to have universal guidelines for this kind of thing.  
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“Yeah, I mean…that’s how I think of you…is that bad?” She sat down beside 
me on the couch with her hands calmly on her lap. 

“Do you really think that?” She was looking at me now without anger in her 
eyes. 

“Yeah, of course. Should I…not?”  
“No. It’s just so hard to read you, Spencer. You’re confusing. At first we met, 

and I knew right away you were someone, I don’t know, different. And I like you, I really 
do. When we’re together I start to think that this might be something really big, you 
know, but really good. Like we could have something together. And then you disappear 
without saying anything and when I call some girl answers your phone. You can see how 
that’s confusing, right?” Her hands slid dot my lap, and rested on my legs.  

“Yeah, I can.” She took my hands in hers. 
“Do you really think of me as your girlfriend?” 
“I do.” She threw her arms around my neck and kissed me.  
“That’s such good news.” She sat down on my lap and looked seriously into my 

eyes again. “But I want to meet this girl you work with, okay? If you’re just up front with 
this stuff, I won’t have any reason to be jealous, right?” It SOUNDED right, but then so 
had Soleil. My universal code theory was shaken. 

“Uh…right!” 
“Good. Maybe later this week we could make dinner and invite her over. Do you 

know when she’s free, what her schedule is like, so we can make a plan?” 
“I think she’s just hanging out now that we’re back in town. She’ll be able to fit 

in it, I’m sure. She said she wanted to meet you, too.” 
“She did?” 
“Yup, her exact words were that you seemed really sweet and she wanted to 

meet you.” 
“Cool. I’m looking forward to it. When do you want to do it?” 
“It’s really up to you. Like I say, she’s pretty open. We could call her right now, 

if I had groceries in this place.” August stood and walked to the counter that separated the 
kitchen from the living room. “What are you looking for?” 

“You phone. You should call and invite her, and then we’ll go pick up some 
food.” When I called Soleil’s phone, I hoped we wouldn’t be able to hear her end ringing 
through the wall.  

 
It turns out that August is quite the cook, and made us a fine Italian meal, with 

some kind of stuffed pasta and a layered vegetable dish I couldn’t pronounce if you paid 
me to. It was delicious. Soleil did a good job of acting like she was coming from further 
away than the place right next to mine, and seemed to be enjoying the opportunity to 
role-play.  

“Soleil, maybe you can help clear something up for me. You work with Spencer, 
right?” 

“Sure do.” 
“Well, ever since I met him, he has refused to say what he does. Can you 

enlighten me?” Soleil cast a quick glance at me and then back to August. 
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“Sorry. We have a pact not to talk about business unless we’re actually engaged 
in it somewhere. It helps create a better separation between work and personal lives, and 
reduces workplace stress.” 

“Really. I had never heard that.” 
“Yeah, I read it somewhere. It’s a really good idea.” 
“I always thought that it was a good thing to discuss work away from the office 

with people you know.” August was fishing.  
“Well, see, the theory goes that, while it can be good sometimes, it can be 

harmful as well. If you have a bad day, for example, or you disagree with your boss, and 
then you go for drinks with your coworkers later, and start complaining about it, then 
they’ll join in. Before long, you have a snowball of discontent. You may feel closer to 
your coworkers, but you’re all less satisfied with your job, and have begun forming an 
us-against-you attitude with your bosses. If you can make a decision not to do that, to 
discuss work outside of work, then you get two results. One is that any problem you have 
at work stays at work. If you want to complain, it has to be a complaint voiced at the 
office, which means it will be expressed in a more positive way, because you can’t just 
walk into the lunchroom and call the boss an asshole, so you end up not only avoiding 
some negativity, but working more on solutions than complaints. The other is that, when 
you go out with your coworkers after the day is done, you have to talk about other things 
besides work, so you get to know each other better as people, become closer, and have 
more positive interactions because you’re talking about books you’ve read or your kids or 
vacation or whatever, and it makes work better.” I had never heard of this theory in my 
life, but it made sense. Did Soleil make it up on the spot, I wondered, or had she really 
heard it somewhere? And either way, could she help me think of a plan to somehow 
introduce that theory into our own businesses? August was nodding and listening. In the 
time I’d known her, I had begun to recognize some of her expressions, and I knew that 
she was currently wearing her ‘I’m-not-giving-up-on-the-topic-but-I’ll-stop-talking-
about-it-for-now’ face. In many ways, she was just as diverse, facially speaking, as Drost 
was. But she looked considerably better in a bikini. 

“Interesting. Alright, work is out. Can you fill any of my gaps? He’s a quiet guy, 
he’s a mystery. If you spend a lot of time travelling with him, especially if your rule is 
that you have to talk about other things, you must know something about him.” Soleil 
sipped her wine thoughtfully. I watched, completely absorbed in the show.  

“Truthfully, I do know him very well. He and I have been working together for 
years now, though, and at the beginning he was very reserved about sharing anything. 
The thing is, he’s very complex, and I think one of the reason’s he’s so careful about 
information is because he’s afraid of getting too close to someone who wouldn’t 
understand. I know it feels like he’s keeping things back, but what he’s really doing is 
getting to know you, testing the waters so to speak, and the more secure he gets, the more 
info will leak out. Knowing him as I do, I think it would be wrong of me to start spilling 
secrets here. I mean, if you really, really want to know, all you have to do is stick by him, 
trust him, and pay attention to him. If you watch closely, I’m almost positive that you’ll 
find out just the kind of guy he is, which is great, and before you know it you’ll be in 
love, and you’ll know a lot about him that you never even thought to ask.” 

“It sounds like maybe you have some personal experience with dating Spencer. 
Is there something I should know? Am I getting in the middle of something you two 
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already started, or something you guys were working through? Some kind of past? Or is 
that a government secret, too?” August was hiding insecurity behind a cute face and a 
joking tone of voice. Soleil just sipped her wine and smiled. 

“No, no secret. Spencer and I have never had that kind of relationship, but we’re 
good friends, and I know a catch when I see it, even if it isn’t my catch. Trust me, the 
only thing I think you really need to know as a girl interested in Spencer is that he’s one 
of the best guys I have ever known in my entire life, if not THE best, and that when I see 
you two together, I really get the feeling that something is just…right somehow. If that 
makes sense.” August was happy with that. 

“Thank you for being honest. I think…I was worried, from how he talks about 
you, but I’m glad he has a friend like you. It sounds like you’ve gotten to know him over 
the past few years, and that makes me feel better. For the rest of us, even his old friends, 
that time is this big black hole, and we have no idea what went on there, except that it 
couldn’t have been good. Meeting you, at least I know that he had someone with him, 
that it wasn’t all completely horrible.” Two women smiled at each other in a warm way, 
almost sisterly, sharing something unspoken. If my universal code theory hadn’t been 
shattered already, I would have been convinced that she smile was some kind of secret 
code or message that I wasn’t supposed to hear. When the not-a-message smile faded, 
August excused herself to the restroom. I started clearing the table, and spoke quietly to 
Soleil. 

“I have to ask. Why did you say what you said? About her and I?” 
“It’s the truth.” 
“You can see the future? Her future?” 
“No, I just see her. She’s sweet in a lot of ways, and very pretty, but only a little 

aware of it. She’s kind. Mostly, she’s just like the kind of girl I used to imagine you with, 
when I was wondering what kind of life you’d have had before Beckett found you. She’s 
the growing-up and marrying kind. When I look at her, I can see her packing bag lunches 
for the kids and then making breakfast of waffles and eggs, and then sending them off 
with a kiss, and sending you off to work with a hummer. Not…you know, I don’t mean 
sleazy, just devoted. Maybe she doesn’t stay home, and you guys all just grab pop-tarts 
on your way out, whatever, but she does look like the kind of wife who would make a 
great home-cooked meal for the family, and then do the dishes with you, go upstairs and 
read the kids their bedtime stories, and then rock your socks off the rest of the night, and 
keep a great figure even after the third Spencer Jr. comes along. She’s like an ideal wife. 
She’s the kind of woman you deserve.” I didn’t know what to say, and nothing came out 
when I just opened my mouth, so I changed the subject instead. 

“You know, you’re not just some girl I met in a bad place, not just a girl I work 
with. You’ll always be a part of my life, and a big part of who I am. We’re sticking, you 
and I.” She reached and placed her hand on mine, which was holding a plate of bread. 

“I never doubted it. I can’t imagine life without you now. You’ll always be the 
ideal man, too, you know. You will always, always be the most important man in my life. 
I’ve never loved anyone more than I do you.” I would have stood frozen by emotion for 
ten years if I hadn’t heard the water turn off and the door lock snap open around the 
corner. Soleil’s hand returned to the wine glass in front of her, and I returned with the 
bread to the kitchen.” 
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“I can help you with that.” August returned to the table and reached for a plate 
to clear. I took it from her, and scooted the wine bottle closer to her hand in place of the 
plate. 

“You made dinner. Now it’s my turn to clean, and you can sit and enjoy your 
wine.” 

 
Another bottle of wine came and went, and after all the laughing and talking, the 

night had wound down. Soleil announced that it was time for her to go home, and she and 
August hugged and said nice things about meeting one another, and then Soleil left and 
snuck back over to her own apartment. August yawned and said she should get home so 
she could get to work in the morning, but she was tipsy from the wine. Being a dedicated, 
but somewhat rusty, boyfriend, I offered to give her a ride home. She giggled and 
murmured something about Volvos, being the safest cars on the road, are ideal for drunk 
driving. I helped with her coat and steadied her walking, and tried to remember if I had 
ever been drunk since the night I was kidnapped, and if it was the fact that alcohol had 
gotten me where I was, or that in my situation losing any of my focus was a threat, that 
made me so cautious.  

At her own place, August became very affectionate. She was removing clothing 
all the way to her bedroom, beckoning me to follow. I did, and we had the kind of sex 
normal people have. There were no cameras, no guards outside, no impending threat. We 
were a couple, we liked each other and we were…coupling. It was really nice. 
Afterwards, laying in bed, she became fixated with my scars again, tracing fingernails 
along them, returning again and again to the new wound on my arm that she couldn’t 
remember asking about or not. 

“You really do have so many scars.” She whispered softly. 
“Everybody has scars. Scars are part of what forge us in life. They mark where 

we’ve gone and what we’ve been through.” 
“You’ve been through so much. Done so much. Gone through something. Even 

if you could explain each one, I don’t think I’d ever understand them all, understand your 
journey. I don’t know that this many scars is something that I’ll ever see without 
noticing. It’s just not the kind of thing you simply get over. Not to me.” Her slender 
fingers lost count, and gave up, sliding across my chest to embrace me, and she nuzzled 
into my shoulder. She lifted her head to kiss me, the taste of wine still on her lips, and 
then fell fast asleep. I couldn’t do the same. Her words ran through and through my head. 
I know she meant them as something kind, something bonding, and that maybe she just 
had too much wine, but the words lingered. My scars were something she couldn’t get 
used to, get over. If she couldn’t cope with the marks themselves, how could she ever 
cope with their source? How could she ever cope with what I had become, with anything 
that had happened to me since the night I disappeared? Would I have to leave those years 
forever dark to her, would I always have to pretend to be someone else? My mind ran 
through it again and again, until the sliver of sky between the curtains started to turn from 
black to dark blue, and August rolled over. Careful not to wake her, I slipped from bed, 
tucked the covers up around her, left a note on the nightstand saying I had to go get ready 
for work, and snuck out.  

“Fucking me from the grave, aren’t you, you mean-spirited evil old fuck! Dead 
and rotting in a pig’s bowels, it wasn’t enough to fuck with me, to take my life away, you 
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have to go and steal my entire goddamn future, too! Is that it? FUCK YOU FUCKING 
BECKETT!” I screamed until my voice was hoarse and my temple throbbed, sitting in 
the parking lot beside my building until I could coax myself to loosen my grip on the 
steering wheel. The rest of the city was just starting to wake up, and I was slinking out of 
the house of a girl who really cared about me, wanted a future with me, but could only 
deal with that future if she never, ever learned about my past, learned what I really was. 
Thank god I survived long enough to experience that. Really worth all the struggle. I 
stomped up the stairs instead of taking the elevator, and probably closed my door too 
hard. As soon as my coat was off, there was a soft knock, and Soleil stuck her head in.  

“Hey, is everything okay?” 
“Fine.” I kicked my shoes off and collapsed on the couch. She came in, wearing 

her pajama bottoms and a halter top, and sat beside me. 
“You have a nice night?” 
“Great.”  
“Did you guys—” 
“She can’t deal with my scars.” Soleil looked confused at first, but then nodded, 

and scooted closer until she was touching me. 
“She will. Give her time.” 
“Yeah.”  
“You got some calls last night. Do you want me to make some breakfast and 

then—” 
“I’m not really hungry. What kind of calls?” 
“You got two, from Alfred Lambert.” 
“The guy with the caveman?” 
“Yeah. He says he has this new guy who is tough and quick, and would be a 

perfect match for Pollock. I thought—”  
“Book it.” She was stunned. 
“But I think we could probably tell him to go with ‘Nami.” 
“Nah. I’ll fight his new guy myself. Book it, but make it as soon as possible.” 
“You’re sure?” 
“Positive.”  
“Okay, I’ll take care of it this morning.” Soleil moved closer, until I could feel 

her lips against my cheek. “It was just one night, Spence, and she was half drunk. Don’t 
be in a hurry to leave us just yet. Even if she never comes around, there are some of us 
who still need you.” When I turned to look at her, she kissed me. While I slept 
afterwards, still on the couch where she left me, she set up the fight with the Canadian. 
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“What are we getting from this?”  
“Two breweries, a museum, and the premier online ticket booking company for 

Canadian hockey games.” 
“Ticket booking?” 
“They sell tickets for people who want to see a game…match…thing.”  
“And what does he get?” 
“Well, I know you were game for it, but since Jackson doesn’t fight anymore I 

played hard to get. He wanted the match so much, he’s bidding against a million.” 
“Dollars?” Soleil grinned over her clipboard.  
“Canadian ones.”  
“You, my dear, are a VERY good assistant.”  
We were standing in the new game-house outside the arena. From the outside, it 

looked like a hotel, but it was right across the street from the arena itself, and had a wide 
passageway running between them underground, with a bar halfway there, for anyone 
who was in danger of getting tired or sober on the way. It was the best way to keep 
degenerates out of my house when the games were in town. I laughed at how many more 
times I was here compared to before. I must be getting popular, with all these 
challenges… 
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“This place is spectacular! Perfect for entertaining guests and throwing parties. 
And I LOVE the décor. You have much better taste than the previous Beckett.” Lambert 
had been the first to show up, and was half drunk on beer. 

“I had you in mind when I designed it.” While it wasn’t true, I had to admit that 
the Ski-Lodge feel of it very much seemed like the place he would be the most 
comfortable. 

“I’m very excited by this fight today, young master Beckett. Very excited. I was 
so inspired the last time, when Pollock fought Crow. My man was the one dressed as a 
caveman, but Pollock was so PRIMAL and VISCERAL, I just loved it. I knew 
immediately what I was looking for, and already had ideas in mind for a new champion. 
Tell me, have you seen the Trapper fight yet?” Al Lambert was one of the few men who 
genuinely loved the fights for the fights themselves. For him, they were a sporting event 
to watch, to study, and all of the men who fought were prized athletes to be admired. In a 
lot of ways he was refreshing. He wasn’t interested in the power of making people due 
for him. He wanted the challenge of training someone good, and the entertainment of 
watching two men at the top of their game challenge themselves. It was like the best part 
of hockey for him, the fights, singled out and put in thematic clothing. If I had ever had a 
Canadian uncle, he would have been very similar to this man. 

“I haven’t had that pleasure, no.” 
“Oh, it’s something to see. The man is positively huge, but moves pretty quick. 

And he was born for the fight. When I told him about my idea, the theme of one of those 
rugged old Hudson Bay Company trappers, he jumped at it. Knew all the history, 
couldn’t wait to get started.”  

Lambert was my best friend the entire time guests arrived and milled about, 
getting drink, high, and laid on all of the new furniture. He only left for more beer, and 
then was right back at my side. I was worried that it would take some clever manipulation 
to get him away from me for long enough to go change and fight his man, but once we all 
moved from the lodge to the ring, he patted me on the back one last time, and went in 
search of his booth. Leaving Drost, Shine and Soleil to act as my stand-ins at our booth, I 
went downstairs to get my work clothes on. The whole way down I reminded myself of 
the future I wanted, the future Soleil had painted for me that night, and how it was now 
on such an uncertain edge, because of all this shit. If this was all I could be now, having 
been forced into it once, then this is what I would be, but I would be better at it than 
anyone ever had been, and god help the sorry son of a bitch who has to face me. Even if 
he was sent in by drunken uncle Lambert. 
 

The trapper was dressed all in buckskin and furs and a coon-skin cap, and 
looked like the big kid who used to pick on Lewis and Clark in Pioneering school. His 
costume was simple, but his face was scarred and twisted into the mask of rage. For a 
moment, I forgot about the theatrics of the fight, and wondered where they actually found 
a real-life trapper. A rattle of chain brought my attention back. The giant bear trap he was 
carrying in was being pulled in front of him. He tightly gripped the end of the chain it 
was attached to. I noticed that the trap was already open, and set. He pulled a pin free, 
like you’d see in a grenade, and started spinning the trap like a hammer-toss, and then 
released it.  
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He chucked a gigantic spring-loaded bear trap right fucking at me. My legs froze 
solid, but my arms reacted enough to try and knock it from the air with my bat. With a 
deafening crack, the jaws closed down on the bat, bending in the hollowed top part and 
sending a shard of it into my cheek. The mass of trap and bent bat was too heavy to lift, 
about three feet behind me, and tethered to my arm like an anchor, and the Trapper had 
already pulled free his knives and started charging. Quickly, I worked the slip that 
fastened the tether to my gauntlet, freeing myself of the old ball and chain, and reached 
for my other sword before it hit me how close the Trapper really was. I turned to him, 
gave up on the sword, braced for the pain of what was about to happen, and swung my 
fist.  

The pain was a blinding white light, striking me from two points. The worst pain 
was coming from the direction of a very large bowie knife handle that was sticking out of 
my belly. I tried to comfort myself that it was sticking out so stable like that because of 
the armor, but it hurt to move, or breathe, or just exist, so I knew it was largely a lie. The 
second source was my left hand, which had recently collided with a very thick skull. The 
force of him running at me full-tilt may have shattered my wrist. With some effort, I 
could move my hand, but I didn’t want to. Fortunately, the fist/face collision had knocked 
my opponent down, too. His eyes were open, but were slow to take in the world, and his 
nose had been completely crushed, flush with the rest of his face, an explosion of snot 
and blood. I knew that we were both in the same stunned, slow-motion world, having just 
been hurt badly. But I was standing. I had a chance. Gritting my teeth for the kind of 
stupid, painful thing most people don’t get to do in their lives, I yanked the bowie from 
my stomach, and as soon as my knees sturdied a little, I turned to the Trapper, and dove 
forward, jamming the blade through his heart. He’d seen it coming, but couldn’t move. I 
knew how he felt. Less than five minutes after it started, the fight was over, and I was 
completely spent. Kneeling there over his body, it took a lot of effort to convince myself 
that I needed to get up and inside as quick as I could. With pain making my entire body 
tingle, I stood, grabbed the end of the chain for the trap that had my bat captive, and 
slowly dragged it to the open doorway, hoping that Rain could sew my guts up quickly 
before my own shit got into my blood and killed me. The trapper was a badass, to be 
sure, and he managed in the very, very short time we knew each other to assure me I 
would never accept another fight in anger again.  

 
Dougan and Izanami carried me to the operating room, where Rain, Ava, and 

Sawbones were working furiously to get ready for me. It had all happened so fast, from 
watching the fight to seeing the damage done, that the panic hadn’t set in, and the 
seriousness of the task hadn’t become evident. Part of that set in when they saw me being 
set down on the table like a rag doll. My coat was stripped away and tossed aside. The 
straps were undone on my body armor, and as soon as it was lifted off of me, a reservoir 
of blood that had collected there ran out, spilling over the edge of the table.  

“Fuck! Ava?” Ava responded to Rain immediately, gently cutting my shirt off 
and mopping the blood away from my stomach as much as she could. 

“Doctor, put him to sleep.” Sawbones injected me with something. And the 
world faded. The last thing I saw was Rain shouting orders, obviously in charge, and a 
room full of people obeying her like she was Jesus. I was so proud of her. 
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While I was out cold, Rain and Sawbones worked as a perfect team. He was the 
one who had been wrist deep inside another person before, had the knowhow and the 
roadmaps, but Rain was quick, sharp, and responsive. If something started bleeding, she 
would have it blotted or pinched immediately. Normally, if this had happened on a city 
street and I was stabbed by gangbangers, the hospital would do a CT on me before 
anything else, to see what, if anything, was damaged inside, or if I just lucked out and the 
blade moved freely among the intestines. Then, depending on how that looked, they may 
stick a little camera in my belly and take a peek around, to assess the damage. We didn’t 
have cameras and scanners, and all the places that did, the hospitals, may find it odd that I 
had been stabbed with a huge knife in my own private arena that looks like industrial 
buildings. They went on the side of the blood and the strange color of the liquid mixed in 
with the blood, and skipped straight to the bowel surgery. Using Sawbones as a living 
how-to guide, Rain performed an immediate laparotomy to take a peek at my insides, see 
what was up, and do her best to save my foolish life.  

As it turns out, I was incredibly lucky. Between the inherent sliminess of my 
guts, and the armor slowing the blade enough for my innards to respond to the increasing 
pressure on the abdomen wall right before it was split and pierced, the knife mostly just 
moved things around a bit. Of all the intestines in there (and from what Rain said later as 
she excitedly told me how fun it was to be wrist-deep inside them all, there was a lot) my 
small intestine was only perforated twice. One was a clean cut along the blade, severing 
the intestines almost completely in two. The other was a lesion that had snagged on the 
tip of the blade, and pulled lengthwise, creating a long, rough tear. That was the one that 
worried them. The first cut was cleaned and the two halves reattached completely, but for 
the other, they had to make new, straight cuts of their own, removing the five inches of 
damaged organ and sewing together the two ends. Her biggest concern at that point was 
cleaning out the cavity where I keep all my insides, so that the bile and waste and half-
digested food that had been in the bowels at the time they split didn’t fester and infect 
and make me die. I was swabbed and disinfected and suctioned, and finally deemed to be 
‘good enough’ to be sewn back together.  

Even though I KNOW I witnessed Sawbones injecting me with something, Rain 
says I was kept under by gas. The gas, she said, would better control my sleep and allow 
me to take after the operation. Well, I did wake up in time to see my stomach being 
wrapped in gauze, but I felt like a giant bag of ass, incoherent and hazy and unaware of 
anything except snippits of excited conversation.  

“…looking for him for ove…” 
“…can’t see what he…” 
“…going to be hell to pay no ma…” 
“…ave to fake it for now. Start mov…” 
“…rost and Hiro go ahead and guard the suite so…” 
“…give them a push in the right direction, and pray fo…” 
Then I was watching the ceiling move very fast in front of me. I panicked, 

thinking I was falling headfirst down some kind of very well-built hole, but a large hand 
with hairy knuckles clamped down on my face before I could scream. I wondered why 
there would be a chimp falling down my hole with me, and why he would care that I was 
screaming in the first place. I thought chimps liked loud noises. I had only ever seen zoo 
chimps be quiet when they were sitting picking snacks out of one another’s fur. Maybe 
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that was it, maybe this was grooming time. We were falling down a very deep hole to our 
death, and my chimp companion wanted us to look our best for when we met God. I 
hoped God wasn’t going to be mad about all the butt-sex. I started getting ready an 
explanation about how I always used lube and only did it at all when the girl was into it. I 
should have read the bible more. Does consent keep you out of Hell, or just prison? I 
thought about asking the chimp, but I figured he wouldn’t know that much about it, 
either. Simply standing still with your butt off the ground was considered consent among 
his kind, and anyway, Jesus said he didn’t have a soul anyway, so it didn’t matter what he 
did. Gay monkeys are punished no worse than straight ones. It’s just people who get in 
trouble for that kind of thing. It was getting hard to breathe through my chimp-hand 
mask, so I tried to ask him to please move his hand. He either didn’t heard me or didn’t 
speak English, because the hand stayed, and I resorted to biting. Or trying to bite. It’s 
hard to bite a flat palm pressed to your face. Mostly I just succeeded in rubbing my lips 
against it and licking it a lot. It didn’t taste like bananas, and I was disappointed. I heard a 
startled, disapproving grunt, and expected to have to spend the last freefalling second of 
my life having an awkward disagreement with my hairy companion, and looked over to 
try and explain with my eyes that we shouldn’t fight, not at a time like this. Only when I 
DID, I saw a face that I knew to belong to a person. 

“Hhoughanhh! Awouu phawwin doo?” Dougan’s brows knit, and he looked 
from me to my feet and back.  

“Jesus, did he need that much morphine?” With Dougan-chimp’s paw on my 
face, I couldn’t turn my head to look, but I was pretty sure one of my feet had just spoken 
with a girl’s voice. Then the other one joined in. 

“I wanted him calm. If he moves too fast he could tear the stitches. He needs to 
be still for a few days.” BOTH of my feet were girls. And they sounded hot… 

“Heeeyhh, chinnph, ckhahnh you shee by pheet? Aawph dey hhothh?” 
“He doesn’t seem calm. He’s practically going down on Dougan’s hand there, 

and I think he may be talking to his feet.” 
“He IS going at it, isn’t he?” 
“Yeah. Is it turning you on?” 
“A little. You?” 
“Yeah, me too.” My feet totally wanted me. Finally, Dougan-chimp moved his 

hand from my mouth to my chest, and I could lift my head enough to look down. I was 
preparing to lay a line on my feet, see if I could get anything going, but when I finally 
saw them, I was in for a shock. 

“Hey, you aren’t my feet.” Soleil and Rain exchanged glances and shrugged. 
“He has a point, I guess. We aren’t.” 
“He sounds pissed though. Do you think he wants us to be feet?” 
“I thought you were my feet. I thought my feet were in love with me. I was 

totally going to score. With my feet.” I let my head drop again. 
“I used too much morphine.” 
“Yeah.” 
 
I woke up with a horrible jolt, like being doused with ice-cold urine and slapped 

in the face by cold dead fish. I wanted to sit up and scream, but someone was holding me 
down by my shoulders. When the fish sensation subsided a little, I saw I was in my suite 
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in the lodge, laying in a large bed with Soleil and Rain on either side of me. Rain had a 
broken vial of smelling salts in one hand.  

“What the hell is going on?” 
“Relax, Spencer. You’re hurt badly and high and things are about to get tricky.” 
“You’re not going to torture me, are you?”  
“Don’t be ridiculous.” 
“I take it you fixed me up?” Rain nodded, smiling thinly. 
“The doctor and I were able to fix most of the damage. It was serious, though, 

and you absolutely have to stay in bed for a week. No solid foods for a few days, either. It 
could split your bowels again, and then you could have an issue we wouldn’t even be 
able to see.” 

“Okay. No problem.” 
“Actually, it is a problem. See, you’re supposed to be Spencer Beckett right 

now, and Beckett didn’t just get stabbed in the stomach.” 
“Oh.” 
“Lambert has been asking for you since the end of the match. That was about 

three hours ago.”  
“Shit.” 
“Don’t worry. We have a plan.” The girls stood up and started undressing. 
“Um…girls?” As they stripped off an article of clothing, they threw it 

haphazardly around the room. A blouse dangled from a doorknob. Jeans draped over the 
post at the foot of the bed. Rain’s panties landed on the lamp beside the bed. Once naked, 
they reached up and wildly tousled their own hair. “Hey!” Soleil froze, peeking at me 
with one eye behind her disheveled hair.  

“Yeah? What?” 
“I’m supposed to be mellow and stationary. Why are you stripping and dancing 

around and throwing your hair all over?” The one eye I could see winked.  
“All a part of the plan.” Once their hair was suitably fucked up, Rain and Soleil 

stood closer. Rain leaned in to Soleil, and placed her lips on Rain’s shoulder. When she 
pulled away, a hickey remained. Soleil reached behind Rain and drew her fingernails 
slowly down soft skin, leaving little pink welts. Rain slapped Soleil on the ass, hard 
enough to leave a big red handprint, and Soleil bit Rain’s biceps, leaving the indentation 
of her teeth. It was like my birthday.  

“I have no idea how this helps, but this is the best plan ever. You are both fired 
from whatever you used to do. You are now in charge of planning.” They turned to look 
at me, and then separated to approach the bed from each side. Apparently it was my turn. 
If I was going to bleed to death from torn scars, it would be worth it. But neither girl 
would let me get up, They took turns, biting, clawing, kissing, playing with my hair. 
Then there was a commotion outside. Loud knocking on the door as the blankets were 
brought up to our necks. The door opened, and Lambert walked in.  

“Beckett, what the hell?” He looked betrayed and a little angry. 
“What the hell what?” 
“I thought you would have been there to share some beers with me after the 

fight.” 
“Sorry, I was distracted. Celebrating.” I nodded once to each girl. I readjusted 

myself in the bed, letting the covers slip down to reveal some of the new marks. To their 
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credit, I think I really did look like I had been having sex for the past four hours instead 
of going through surgery. 

“How do you even know what to celebrate, I didn’t see you there the whole 
match.” I pointed to the large television on one wall. 

“I could see the whole thing here. I was multitasking.” More people were 
gradually filling the room. The heads of many houses glared at me as though I had 
broken some rule.  

“Oh, you can carry on with them any day. It’s not in the spirit of things and you 
know it.” I shrugged. 

“Sorry.”  
“Especially not if you’re hosting. You should be here mingling. C’mon, get out 

of bed and come have a drink with me.”  
“Al, really, I’m exhausted. Can we do it tomorrow?” 
“Nonsense, the sun is still up, and you’re too young a man to go to bed early. Do 

some speed if you need, but don’t turn your back on me.” 
“I’m not, I just…I’d like to stay in bed a while longer.” 
“Spencer, if you’re going to act like my son, I’ll treat you like him. Now get up, 

son, it’s time for school!” Alfred grabbed the blankets in one hand and yanked them off 
me. Rain gripped tight to the escaping sheet, keeping enough of it to cover herself, and 
Soleil hid her body behind a large pillow. I didn’t have to worry about covering up. My 
torso was heavily wrapped in white gauze, and I was still dressed from the waist down in 
Jackson’s jeans, still dusty from the fight, and his heavy boots.  

 
“What in the hell are you trying to pull?” Lambert, already a little worse for the 

wear on his drink of choice, was bewildered. The rest of the crowd was starting to put it 
all together. Among them, I spotted Lupe, holding his face in his hands, and Claudia, who 
looked at me with pity and sympathy. I had seen Fahkir somewhere, and I was sure he 
was there now, as well, praying for me. Germain, who hadn’t known, had his eyebrows 
raised almost to his hairline. Faces changed throughout the sea of people. Lambert finally 
caught on as well. 

“Wait, YOU’RE Pollock?” I grinned sheepishly. “You?! You killed my 
fighter?” I raised two fingers in the air. 

“Two of them, actually.”  
“You can’t do that. Can you? Can he?” he looked around.  
“Sure and goddamned right he can’t!” Howe was among the crowd, too short to 

be seen. “I want that last fight rendered null! He can’t be his own champion! I want my 
steakhouses back, and I want you to pay penalties and damages!” There was a slight 
rumbling of agreement.  

“Hey, man, hold on. Why can’t he be his own champion? Aren’t we living in a 
world where we always tell people who complain to us about their lives that they should 
get up and do something about their future, fight their own battles, all of that? Well, 
Spencer is fighting his own battled literally. How can that be wrong?” Another round of 
mumbling. 

“He’s a champion first, then a member. He shouldn’t have been made Lord of 
his house to begin with!” I didn’t recognize the voice, but he had some more vocal 
friends.  
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“Seems like you should have thought of that before you confirmed his 
legitimacy, hmm?” Claudia. 

“We didn’t have all the facts. We should have certain standards among our 
own!” 

“Standards?” Fahkir was there, too. I could just see part of his face. “Each of 
you make your own rules for living, do as you please. There are those here who murder, 
outside the sport, for fun. There are those who keep underage children around to sate 
their sexual appetites. Every man here has personal taste and decisions, and they are 
taken as a part of his character. What makes one a part of the circle is his own wealth and 
influence, both of which Spencer possesses, and an agreement of his right to be among 
us, which he already got. You cannot take it away now, just because you are upset that he 
is the same man who cost you many fights.” 

“I agree with Al-Ghassan.” My old friend Lupe. “In many ways, he has more 
right to this world than anyone here. Who among us can say they ever risked that much, 
personally, on their holdings? We take financial risk by putting millions into new 
enterprise, knowing we have billions to fall back on. Beckett risks his own life and blood 
for his future. If he loses, he doesn’t just lose a factory in Brazil or a chain of clothing 
retailers in Spain. He loses everything. He has proven that he can play the game by our 
rules, and has done well for himself since becoming the Lord of Beckett House, but is 
anyone here willing to prove they are equal to playing the game his way? I have twenty-
five million dollars for the first person to agree to pick up a sword and fight this man. 
Twenty-five million.” 

“Fifty.” Claudia crossed her arms and smirked.  
“Seventy five.” Fahkir nodded at me.  
“Screw it. Two hundred.” Germain looked around the room. The richest man in 

the world, a nerd all his life, was staring down a roomful of presidents, kings, oil-barons 
and world leaders, and nobody would meet his eyes. “No takers? Good. Then stop 
whining just because you found someone more willing to face risk than you. Go back to 
your drinking and gambling and women. Leave him alone. He actually worked today.” I 
was going to have to buy that man a life-sized TIE-Fighter when I got well. The crowd 
filed out of my door, leaving the people in my corner, and Alfred. When everyone else 
had gone, Lambert looked at me, smiled, and grabbed my boot. 

“Hey, he was a tough one though, am I right? The fire in his eyes. I bet even you 
were surprised.” 

“Your trapper was a goddamned maniac. You see him almost take my head off 
with his fucking beartrap? Was that your idea?” 

“No! He thought of that. Came up with the whole grenade-pin thing, so it would 
stay loaded while he was waiting to use it.” 

“He was a natural. You might be on to something with the trapper idea. Those 
knives, at least, are worth keeping. They do the job.” I tried to laugh, but the drugs were 
wearing off, and it hurt too much. Alfred laughed for me.  

“Yeah. I can see that. Still, you were impressive yourself. No hard feelings. I’ll 
let you go, now, you need your rest. Heal up, though. I always loved watching you fight.” 
He grinned like a little Canadian kid at a hockey match and left. The girls, recovering 
themselves with the blankets, and my four friends were all that remained.  

“Thanks guys.”  
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“Don’t mention it. I owed you a favor or two anyway, right?” Germain grinned 
like a kid, and pushed the glasses back up his nose.  

“Besides, it’s fun to stir the pot every once in a while. Especially the pot that has 
those cabrones in it.” While the others made use of the lodge for their festivities and 
forgot about their objections to my fighting, our small group stayed in the room and 
talked and had drinks. Well, they had drinks. I had holes in my insides. I was less than 
waterproof. But I did get more Morphine.  
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For two whole days I was eating through a tube in my arm. I was moved once, 

to bring me back to the house, and that was it. I couldn’t eat, couldn’t drink. The only 
flavor I got came from chewing gum. The only time Rain left the estate while I was 
recovering was to go to the store and buy a few packs of every variety of chewing gum 
they had, which she brought to me in a large paper bag. She said it would help me 
recover quicker. The tissue around bowels was supposedly very quick to mend though. 
Sixty-four hours after my intestines were in three distinct pieces, I farted for the first 
time, and Rain acted like I was a baby taking his first steps. Two hours after that, I had to 
take my first born-again shit. Three hours later, I was ready for a meal.  

Even with a born-again digestive system, I was still on bed rest for six days, just 
to be safe. Then I was allowed to walk around. My stomach still had a lot of healing to 
do, so I would be bandaged up for at least the next month, of not two. So, no really heavy 
sparring or stomach crunches, but I could move around and do things that didn’t stress 
my torso. Which meant it was time to go back to the apartment. I’d only told August I’d 
be gone for a few days before I left. Eight days later, she was not a happy girlfriend, and 
she hadn’t even found out that I was going to have yet another scar for her to never get 
used to.  

On the way back, I called from the plane, and August insisted on meeting me at 
he airport. After landing, we were given rides to the main terminal, so we could walk out 
through the gates like normal people. For all her anger, August still happy to see me 
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when I walked into view. She hugged me tight, and I bit my tongue against the pain and 
kissed her hello.  

“God, that trip must have been a nightmare, going from two or three days to 
eight. Was something really messed up?” 

“More than even I believe.”  
“Are you tired? I had called Vivian so we could all go to dinner tonight, but I 

didn’t even think that you could have jetlag. Where are you coming back from?” My 
girlfriend the sleuth. Soleil and I answered at the same time.  

“Boston.” 
“Toronto.” Shit. I drew down my brows in confusion.  
“Wait…did you mean where we just flew in from, or where we were working?” 
“I meant working.”  
“Oh. Toronto. Sorry. I guess I am a bit tired.” She rubbed my back. 
“Well, you have time to lie down before dinner. Soleil, will you be joining us?” 
“Only if I won’t be a nuisance. I don’t want to be a fifth wheel.” 
“Not at all.” 
“Can I drop you off somewhere on the way back to Spencer’s?” 
“Oh, I couldn’t put you out. I’ll grab a cab.”  
“If you’re sure. Give us a call when you have a chance to settle in, we can figure 

out our plans.”  
While we pulled out of the airport garage, I saw Soleil leaning against a wall, 

giving us enough of a lead to get gone before finding her cab, so we didn’t arrive at the 
same time at the apartments.  

As soon as we got in the door, August was all kisses and sweetness, leaning me 
against a wall to make out. Every time she moved her hand on my side, I caught my 
breath. Fortunately, she thought I was just getting worked up.  

“We’re going to have to slow down, cowboy. We’ll be late for dinner.” 
“We have plenty of time. You said it wasn’t for two hours.” 
“But I have to go home and change. I don’t want to go out in work clothes. And 

you should rest. Or take a shower. That always makes me feel fresh and awake.” 
“So you just came up here to drop me off and make out, and now you’re leaving 

again?” She made a pouty face at me. 
“Fraid so, babe. But I’ll be back soon.” She kissed me again and then I was left 

alone again. I carefully checked my bandages to make sure she hadn’t put too much 
pressure on them and caused me to start seeping. Leaning against the wall, I heard the 
slow sawing-sound of a key being slowly pushed into a lock. I opened my front door and 
suck my head out. 

“She’s gone. No need for ninja tactics.” Soleil was startled by the sudden noise. 
She thought she was silent.  

“What happened to dinner?” 
“Still on, she just needed new clothes.” 
“Why didn’t you just go to her place?” 
“I’m supposed to be showering to wake up from my jetlag.” Soleil grinned. 
“Rain will kill you if you try it.” 
“I wouldn’t risk the wrath. I just couldn’t explain that I’m stuck on sponge-baths 

until I heal.”  
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“Probably not without her wanting to know what you were healing from.” 
“I’d just as soon she not know anything about it at all.” She nodded, thinking. 

Then she pulled her key back out of the door, and walked past me into my apartment. 
When I didn’t follow she turned and nodded her head towards the back. 

“It takes a while to do this. If August is expecting you to shower, you’re going 
to need to bathe and wash your hair. C’mon, I’ll do your back.” 

 
Soleil and I were sitting on the counter having tea when there was a knock and 

the door was pushed open.  
“You know, you really should lock your…door.” August looked surprised to see 

the friend who opted to take a cab home. “Oh. Hi. I didn’t expect to see you here.” 
“I went home and changed and then just came over. Figured it would save a 

trip.” 
“That was quick. Don’t you live somewhere further out?” 
“No, it’s not that far. I just thought you two might want some time alone.” 
“Well, that’s very thoughtful. Has he been resting, or did he disobey me 

completely?” 
“I don’t know. He hasn’t been running in circles, and he said he had taken a bath 

because of you. I think that qualifies as good behavior.” 
“Yeah, I suppose. Doesn’t get him off the hook for spending so much time 

away, though, does it.” She put on one of those fake-angry faces that girls learn as a part 
of their male-seduction and getting-away-with-shit courses in highschool, and pulled my 
closer by the collar to kiss her.  

“Did you call Viv already?” 
“Yeah, they’re on the way. We should probably get going, too.” 
 
 
Dinner was at a new place with a giant sign in huge, angry red characters that 

said “冷たい死んだ魚” and directly beneath it, in purple letters small enough to fit 
completely beneath the middle character, the word ‘sushi’. Since none of us, and nobody 
we knew or had heard of, read Japanese, the real name didn’t mean a damn thing to any 
one of us, and so it became known to the town, including the entertainment papers and 
food reviewers, as the Little Purple Sushi Place. Despite the notoriety of being called a 
Little Purple Anything, it was a very nice restaurant, and was both very large inside, and 
always pretty full. The Little Purple Sushi Place was a Big Local Hotspot.  

Once we got our tables, we were given our menus, which were absolutely 
useless as it was entirely not white round-eyed devil friendly. There were ink-brush 
renderings of only some of the food items, and there were a few English words pepper 
throughout. The rest of it was written only two ways – Japanese characters, and Japanese 
spelled with English letters. It made no sense. 

“Hey does anyone know the Japanese word for seahorse?” 
“Spencer, why would any one of us know that?”  
“I don’t know. Just thought I’d ask. I want to eat one, and I don’t see any 

pictures.” 
“Why do you want to eat a damn seahorse? Aren’t they spiny?”  
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“Puffer-fish and sea urchins are spiny, and I’ll bet you a million dollars that they 
are both on here.” 

“Maybe they filled the spiny equal opportunity requirements, and left poor Mr. 
Seahorse out in the cold, with a cardboard sign that says ‘will bear young for food’ and a 
little seaweed bindle with all his stuff.”  

“His stuff?” 
“His stuff. Men bear the young.” 
“Horseshit.” 
“Seahorseshit?” 
“Seahorseshit!”  
“Nope. Mama and Daddy meet, date for a week or so, dance a few times, and 

then mama squirts her eggs into Daddy, who ejaculates on them while in the water 
between them, and then catches them in his belly and births them.” 

“It can’t be birth. Birth only happens to female mammals.” 
“Some snakes have live birth. They’re not mammals.” 
“It’s not real birth. They have eggs that they just never actually lay. The eggs 

hatch inside the female, and the baby snakes come out afterwards..” 
“Isn’t that what women do, too?” Vivian’s eyes flashed red as fire as she glared 

at her husband. 
“What did you say?” 
“No, I mean, I remember the ultrasounds, and the doctor definitely said we were 

looking at the egg. We were seeing the fertilized egg, inside you. And Dylan was just 
starting to grow, and then got bigger and bigger and then he more or less hatched. Inside 
you. Prior to coming out.” 

“My son did not ‘hatch’ inside me!” 
“He did. I remember. You were sitting on the old couch when it happened and it 

was ruined forever.” 
“That was not a hatching, my water broke.” 
“You’re saying the same thing in a different way. Your water broke, which is 

the same to say that the liquid, which was definitely NOT water, that was inside the egg, 
escaped, because the soft membrane of the egg broke open. And when that happened, the 
baby was still in your womb, in the birth cavity, prior to being pushed into the world to 
the sound of you calling me a ratfucking evil bastard asshole fucker.” 

“Just like a seahorse!” I was heard but acknowledged only with a dirty look. 
“I did not call you that.” She was defensive and sounded hurt at the suggestion.  
“You did. I have it on tape. It’s right before you reenacted the famous scene 

from Aliens with your cooter and our newborn son.” 
“…” Stunned silence that always follows the reference of a woman’s ‘cooter’ by 

her husband at the dinner table. “The point, dear husband, who is not going to get any for 
a long, long time, is that hatching young from eggs is what separates mammals from 
birds and lizards.” 

“The Platypus is a mammal, and it lays eggs.” 
“You’re lying.” 
“Nope. Saw it on Animal Planet. It’s true.” 
“There you go. Mr. Seahorse can go into labor.” 
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“It is NOT a REAL pregnancy, and I don’t care what the scientists or Animal 
Planet have to say about it!” 

“On what authority do you say this?” 
“What authority?!” 
“I mean, scientists have science and animal planet are experts on animals. What 

expertise do you claim that trumps them and allows you to overrule their statement on 
male birth?” 

“Look, it’s just a fact alright? I read it somewhere.” 
“Nobody here is a seahorse.” 
“I know because it is just a fucking fact, okay?” 
“So I should call Animal Planet and tell them to do an addendum to the seahorse 

show because Vivian made a blanket statement that male seahorses cannot have babies 
because they are neither female nor mammal?” 

“Maybe, yeah.” 
“My grandfather used to swear by the blanket statement that women can’t drive. 

Should you and August go turn your licenses back to the DMV?” 
“What the hell did your grandfather know about women driving?” 
“What the hell do you know about the biology of animals?” 
“Well for one, I did have a few kids.” 
“My grandfather had a few women.” 
“Well maybe…wait, what?” 
“Grandfather was a monsta mack. He was down with all the bitches.” For about 

fifteen seconds, Viv’s face skated on the fine edge between angry and confused, and then 
she burst into laughter. The waitress noticed this, and came to investigate.  

“Does everyone know what they want?” 
“I don’t know. Do you have anything with seahorse in it?” They didn’t. In order 

to spare us another foray into trying to decipher the menu and risking another surprisingly 
aggressive argument over animal reproduction, we ordered the giant sampler, which in 
the stylistic brush drawing looked a lot like a five-tier wedding cake made of fish.  

The actual order was a stack of lazy-Susans, each capable of spinning 
independently. Theoretically, this meant that we could each pick what we wanted on each 
level without disrupting the others. It also meant that if we all worked together and tried 
really hard, we could fling rice and raw fish bits all over like a sashimi-storm. But we 
didn’t want it enough to try, and we were getting hungry.  

Like the menu, everything was labeled in Japanese character and the phonetic 
English version of the Japanese spelling. The semi-blood, roadkill thing was called 
anago, the leathery pink thing was tako. Uni and iruka and fugu (which I knew was the 
pufferfish thanks entirely to the Simpsons), and kegani all circled around a merry-go-
round. They were all shiny and colorful, but all looked vaguely like the kind of thing 
people shouldn’t eat, which is the real reason why I eat sushi so seldom. Even the soy 
sauce was called something other than soy sauce, the bottle only marked with funny 
Japanese squiggle-words, and the word murasaki. We discovered it was soy sauce when I 
discovered the bottle and poured some in my glass, thinking that maybe murasaki meant 
fancy sake, which sounded good, because we had finished our bottle. Everything was trial 
and error, all of it a mystery, but a lot of it tasted good, and we were having fun.  
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While chewing something that decidedly did not want to be chewed by anyone, 
least of all me, the name of which I did not know, because the paper label fell into my 
wooden drinking box of soy sauce, I noticed that the ambient noise had gotten louder, 
and looked around to see that every table and chair had filled up, and the cluster at the 
front of people waiting for tables was beginning to bleed into the restaurant itself.  

“You know…it’s a little funny that this restaurant, which is always packed with 
people wanting to eat here, smells almost exactly the same as the dockyards when the 
fishing boats are getting unloaded, where people rush by and complain and walk a block 
out of their way just to avoid the unpleasant aroma.”  

“Even weird that a place that smells so much like the dockyards is such a 
popular place for date nights.” Dean stabbed the air with his chopsticks for emphasis.  

“Perhaps fish helps mask the normally bad odor of men?” Vivian raised her 
eyebrows at him, hoping he would guess her meaning.  

“Aww…you don’t normally stink anyway. Come give me a kiss, sexy fishy 
boyfriend.” August leaned over to kiss me. It would have been cute and romantic, except 
when she leaned, she placed one hand on my side and the other on my stomach, and put 
her weight into the lean. Instead of playing kissy-face and enjoying the romance, I 
screamed like a girl. A very loud girl in a great deal of pain. August jumped back so hard 
she almost fell off her chair. Dean coughed a large gob of rice and fish halfway to the 
next table. Vivian let out a startled scream almost as loud as mine. Soleil froze like a deer 
in headlights. And then we all lingered like that, the only sound the confused disapproval 
of nearby tables, and my own heavy panting as I tried to control myself. I carefully 
prodded my stomach to see if anything vital had been squished out. I couldn’t see a 
kidney or gall bladder pressing against my shirt, which was a good sign. 

“Are you okay? Did it tear?” Soleil wanted to look, but held back, realizing that 
nobody else knew why I screamed. When she saw that Soleil wasn’t surprised, August 
became something between cross and concerned.  

“What happened? Are you hurt?” She slowly and carefully, very sure not to 
touch my actual body, unbuttoned the bottom three buttons of my shirt, and then pulled 
up the t-shirt beneath, exposing a wide band of white gauze wrapped around me, already 
slowly spotting red.  

“Oop. Shit. That did it alright.”  
“Did what? What happened? If this is a joke…” 
“No joke. Hole in my belly. Torn asunder.” I wasn’t sure if I should panic or 

not. I did know that the intestines themselves had mended. But a hole in the abdomen 
can’t ever really be a good thing. Aside from belly buttons, which are cute. Unless you’re 
an outie. Which I suppose means it doesn’t count as a hole anymore, and as such is void 
from the argument, but it isn’t cute anyway. It’s weird. August (an innie) ran her fingers 
over the new blood spot. 

“When did this happen?” 
“On my trip. Ow. Less poking, please.” She shook her head, and grabbed my 

hand. “Come with me.” She started walking, leaving little choice for me but to follow. 
Soleil came after us.  

“Boy coming in! If anyone is peeing, you might want to stop!” August cleared 
the way into the women’s restroom and pushed me against a counter. When I was 
stabilized, she pushed my shirt up all the way, the blood had grown around the bandage. 
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She kneeled down to inspect it better, and try to peek around the edges. A woman walked 
in, shocked first to see her kneeling before me while Soleil watched, thinking something 
indecent was happening, and then freaked to discover the blood coming from my stomach 
bandage. She left to pee elsewhere. Slowly, she started undoing the bandaging. 

“Here.” Soleil handed her a small knife, which she used to slowly cut away the 
gauze until the bandaging around the cut itself was like a chest-door on a robot. She 
pulled it open slowly. She was not enthused by what she saw. 

“Christ! What happened to you on that trip?” I tried to react casually. 
“Minor abdominal surgery.”  
“Are you guys oka—JESUS! Spencer, what the fuck?” Vivian’s eyes grew 

wide, and she stepped closer slowly, like she wanted to see more, but was afraid it would 
bite. Dean followed her, looking entirely at his surroundings.  

“So this is a women’s bathroom, huh?” Vivian was not impressed with her 
husband’s sense of location.  

“Dean! Spencer’s stomach!”  
“No, it’s definitely gross. Way to go, guy. I’m just saying, I’ve never been in 

one before. Women’s bathroom…neat! Smells like flowers.” Viv gave up and turned 
back to me. 

“What did this?” August answered for me.  
“Surgery apparently.” 
‘When did you have surgery?” 
“While he was away.” 
“Okay, WHY did he have surgery?” August looked up at me; this one was for 

me to answer. 
“I was eating at this place while I was out. The concierge said it was supposed to 

be good. Do you remember what it was called?” 
“Jamaica Me Lunch.” Soleil is awesome. 
“Right! I was having  jerk chicken salad, and it was weird, but a good weird, and 

swallowed one bite, and it hurt. And I figured I just swallowed too large a piece of 
chicken without chewing it enough, and made a note to be more cautious. But by the end 
of the following day, I was in some serious pain. We got a doctor to see me, and they did 
some scans, and it turned out that there was a shard of metal, like a fork tine, in my 
intestines, and it had got wedged partway down and was tearing a freaky large hole. And 
when I say freaky, I mean the doctor’s face went pale when he saw it. So I didn’t get to 
go back to the hotel, I got to stay while they performed bowel surgery on me.” 

“Oh my god! Why didn’t you call?” 
“There wasn’t anything anyone could do, and I didn’t want you sitting here 

worrying while I was stuck in a hospital bed in Toronto.” 
“I could have come up there?” 
“You’d have been spending money and missing work just to watch me nap and 

waddle around with my ass hanging out of a hospital gown.” 
“I would have liked to have known instead of just thinking you were…well, 

cheating on me.” 
“You’re my girl, August. You have to stop worrying so much.” 
“Tell me they at least paid for the hospital and the surgery.” 
“Who?” 
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“The Jamaican place who fed you a fork! You didn’t make them pay?” Crap. 
Forgot already. 

“No, I was more concerned about the hole in my insides.” 
“So you paid for it yourself? You should go find a lawyer tomorrow.” 
“Well, no…I guess work paid.” 
“Your insurance? Did they pay the whole thing? What was your deductable on 

it?” 
“Nothing, I don’t think. Look, don’t worry about it. I’m fine.” 
“You’re bleeding.” 
“Quite a bit.” Soleil added, nodding. 
“Okay, I’m bleeding, but I’m not dying and nothing inside me is broken. This is 

small.” 
“It needs to be re-stitched. I’ll drive you to the hospital.” 
“I don’t like hospitals.” 
“Well I don’t like tearing my boyfriend’s stomach open, but apparently we have 

to deal with it anyway.” She took me hand, and was about to resume pulling me around 
by it.  

“I’d really rather not.” Soleil reached into her pocket, looked at her phone, and 
then at me. 

“You don’t have to.” August froze. 
“Why doesn’t he have to?” 
“Doctor is on the way.” I raised my eyebrow at her. She nodded. “I got in touch 

when you said you tore your stitches. I love my phone.” Soleil held it up and smiled, but 
everyone else was still serious and confused, so she turned back to business. “He’s on the 
way. It may take a little bit to get here, he’s kinda far out, but it won’t be too long.” 
August’s gaze passed incredulously between Soleil and I, pausing once at Dean and 
Vivian for help, and getting only shrugs.  

“What the hell do you do?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I mean your work friend, who seems attached to you at the hip, sent a text 

message on her phone, and now a doctor is rushing out to see you, here, in a restaurant, 
just so you don’t have to go to a hospital, even though the last time you were in one, for a 
fairly serious operation, you didn’t pay a dime of the cost. What exactly do you do?” 

“I don’t really like—” 
“I don’t give a good god damn what you like right now, Spencer. I am seriously 

close to freaking out, and a lot of weird stuff is happening, and I want to know the truth. I 
want to know something real about you, and what you do when you go, and I want to 
know that my boyfriend isn’t, like, running drugs for the mob.” The women’s restroom 
was full of a heavy, unsettling tension, when the door swung open. An elderly woman 
stood, reviewed all of us, looked good and hard at Dean, and then at me, and then at my 
seeping wound. Then she shoved her way between Dean and Vivian and into a toilet stall, 
closing and latching the door. There were some very rude noises, and then the room was 
full of something even worse than tension.  

“I’ll answer your question, but can we please go back to the table?” 
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“Spill it, Neilan.” I felt like I was being interrogated. August, Vivian and Dean 
were all sitting close together, staring at me. August was leaning far over the table, not 
even blinking, with as serious an expression as I had ever seen on her before. Soleil and I 
were on the other side, and we had information they wanted. Soleil knew it was my game 
now, so she sat still and quiet, the careful face of calm and serenity that she mastered 
through the years of horror returning to her face.  

“Spill what?” 
“Oh, I don’t know. Who you are, maybe. What you do that you get sent around 

the country and can order a doctor like the rest of us order a pizza. That’s not normal, and 
I want an explanation.” 

“What is normal?” 
“WE are normal, Spencer.” August waved a hand between herself, Vivian, and 

Dean. “Vivian and I are title insurance agents. We make decent money and we have a 
good health plan, but if I went to a hospital, I wouldn’t be getting out for free. Dean is 
normal. He’s a manager at All The Perks, and he has a shitty health plan so he stays on 
Vivian’s, but coffee stains teeth so he has awesome dental. He gets two free cleanings 
and a twenty-buck co-pay, but if Dylan needs braces, their company won’t pay for them. 
That is how normal people live. Your turn.”  

“Well, I guess, the start is…Soleil and I aren’t coworkers.” Augusts eyes 
doubled in size, and I saw anger I usually only saw right before someone tried to kill me. 

“I knew it! You ASSHOLE!” I put up my hands in defense. 
“No! No. It’s not like that. She’s my assistant.” 
“Assistant?!” 
“Yes, assistant.” Soleil’s placid face didn’t chance, but she held up her phone 

and shook waved it a little, as if it answered everything. “You know, she follows me 
around and tells me where I need to be and when, makes arrangements for me when I 
need to fly. Calls in doctor’s when my girlfriend goes to kiss me and leans on surgical 
scars. Assistant.” It was a sneaky trick, but the blood drained from her face when I 
brought up the leaning-on-scars part, and she calmed a little. 

“Okay, why do you have an assistant? What is it you do when you’re away on 
business?” 

“Well, that’s the second part. When I go away on business, I’m not really 
usually going ‘away’ on business. I’m usually going back home, to the estate.”  

“I was at your apartment, you weren’t there.” 
“Not my apartment. The apartment is something I got because I wanted to be 

closer to Vivian and Dean.” 
“So you just showed up and rented a place so you’d have somewhere to hang 

out with your friends?” 
“No. I went out and bought the entire building so I wouldn’t have to pay rent 

when I wanted to come see my friends.”  
“You just whipped out your wallet and bought an entire block of apartments. 

Right.” If August’s voice was a mix of skepticism and anger, then Dean’s was just awe 
and confusion. 

“Awesome…” Vivian simply didn’t believe me. She leaned forward, smiling. 
“If you have that much money, can you pay off our house?” I looked her in the 

eye with as serious, sincere a look as I could. 
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“Find the papers for your loan tonight, and we’ll go down and pay it off first 
thing in the morning.” She sat back. Dean looked at her, grinning and nodding a ‘good 
job, babe’ nod. 

“I wasn’t…serious. You can’t just…PAY for it.” 
“I was completely serious, and I can. I have quite a bit of money. I have a large 

estate about an hour away from here, if you go by private jet. I have a few properties 
scattered around, some business interests. I have three farms.” 

“You have farms? You’re a rich farmer?” August was still full of doubt. 
“I don’t know that I’m a farmer. I’ve never even been there, actually. But I do 

have three farms. They raise cows and buffalo and…some other edible thing.” 
“Elk.” 
“Thank you. Yes. Elk.” The waitress took advantage of the momentary silence.  
“May I take your trays?” August grumbled. 
“Yes. Please.” 
“Could you box up what’s left?” Soleil wagged a finger around the tray. August 

looked at her. “The driver wants it.” And that got the skepticism ball rolling again. 
“A driver, too, huh? Does he just hide in the trunk of the Volvo when we go 

out?” 
“No, he’s usually in the apartment next to mine. The Volvo is just for show. So I 

wasn’t pulling up to see my oldest friends in a two hundred thousand dollar car, with a 
driver.” Dean, always the mellow one, grinned broadly.  

“Why not? That would have been cool.” I shook my head. 
“It would have been weird. And disappearing was already weird. I didn’t want 

everything to be…awkward. I wanted to have my friends back, just like we were before.” 
“Before you vanished for five years?” 
“Yeah.” 
“So what happened?” 
“It’s…” 
“You owe us something, Spence.” 
“When I went outside, after the fight, there was a guy.” August recoil was 

immediate.  
“Ew.” 
“No, not like that. He said I had something that he was looking for, for his 

business. It turned out he was wealthy. Beyond wealthy.” 
“And what do you do for him, that he pays you so well.” 
“Nothing. He’s dead. But when he died, he had named me his heir. So now, his 

house, his money, his everything, belongs to me.” 
“Wow…you must have been pretty close for him to do that. And he’d have to be 

a pretty decent guy. To leave everything to you. That’s really generous.” 
“He was the biggest fucking asshole I have ever met in my entire life, he hated 

me and everyone else he ever met, and I would have killed him myself with my bare 
fucking hands if someone else hadn’t beaten me to it.” Soleil touched my arm, but 
everyone else looked at me like I just took a shit in the middle of the table. 
Uncomfortable silence stretched, and the waitress brought back a perfectly white box of 
the remaining fish. I thought we’d be there forever, waiting for someone else to speak. 
Soleil saved the day when her phone buzzed. She pulled it out and looked at the screen.  
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“Sawbones says he’ll be pulling up outside in a minute or two. We should go.” I 
left too much cash on the table, and we all stood up together and walked to the parking 
lot. The silence followed us. After a minute, a long black car pulled up. I hated the limo. 
Must have been the Doctor’s choice. The door opened, and he stepped out, looking 
proud.  

“Sawbones, thanks for coming.” 
“Why do you both call him that?” August was still miffed. Sawbones just smiled 

and bowed to her. 
“That’s my name, little lady.” 
“You parents named you Sawbones?” 
“No, they surely didn’t. But, then, I reckon I’m not so much the man that they 

gave birth to, so it all works out. Now, I imagine you didn’t have me fly out here to stand 
in the fresh air talking to beautiful women. Boss: step into my office if you please.” The 
good doctor held the door open for me as I stepped in the car. Soleil was on my heels. 

“I’m coming too.”  
“Me too.” August was right behind her. The doctor turned to the others. 
“There’s room for more. It’s a big car.” They crawled inside. Sawbones came in 

last, closing the door behind him, smacking the ceiling twice and crouch-walking towards 
the end where I was sitting. The partition rolled down far enough for a pair of eyes to 
peer over the top. 

“Please don’t hit the car. It’s rude. You can just TELL me you’re ready to go.” 
The doctor blushed and nodded. Soleil scooted to the window and passed him the white 
box of leftovers. “Sunshine, you’re the best. Thanks.” He smelled his sushi like it was the 
best thing in the world, and raised the partition again. Slowly and gently, we pulled to the 
back of the parking lot be out of the way while the doctor worked and the driver ate.  

“Lie down here, Mr. Beckett, and I’ll fix you right up.” He patted the seat I was 
already sitting on, and gestured for Vivian to hand him his large medical kit.  

“Beckett?” 
“Very complicated.”  
August had more questions, but the Sawbones started the stitching. For those of 

us who don’t get them every day, it can be hard to watch. For those of us who do, it still 
sucks.  

Once he was done, the doctor re-bandaged me, packed up his gear, and then 
carefully lifted the phone in the back, and requested the driver take us back to the 
apartment. A block away, Dean slapped his leg.  

“Fuck!” 
‘What?” 
“We drove to the sushi place. We need to go back for the car.” Sawbones 

cleared his throat.  
“You folks seem to have a lot to talk about. Once we drop you off, Sean and I 

will go back and get the car for you, so you don’t have to.” Vivian looked guilty. 
“You don’t have to.” 
“Hush now. Nothing I wouldn’t do for the Boss.” The car stopped, and 

Sawbones opened the door to let us out. As she stepped past him Viv asked: 
“Why is that?” he just smiled.  
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“Picked me up, and gave me a second chance at a real life. And don’t you know, 
the one he gave me just happens to be better than the one I threw away in the first place.” 
I climbed out last.  

“Thanks for the belly rub, doc.” He nodded and doffed an imaginary hat.  
“Anytime. You folks have a good night.” He closed the door, jangled the keys 

Dean had given him, and walked up to the front to work out the driving detail for getting 
cars. The rest of us went upstairs. Silence was on our heals. Soleil quietly got wine 
glasses and poured us all a glass. We sipped and looked away from one another, until it 
became too much for me.  

“The bottom line is, you are all very important to me. I know it’s weird, my 
disappearing and coming back wealthy. And there are a lot of things you don’t know 
about, and there are a lot of things I hope you never know about. I can tell you that the 
years I was gone were the worst years of my life. They were beyond horrible, and the 
whole time, I wanted to come back to the life I left behind. And I know I never can. It’ll 
never be the same. My two best friends got married to one another and started making 
babies. But I hope we can have a new chapter in that friendship. I want to see you guys, 
all of you, a lot. I want to come hang out with you, Dean, Viv. I want to watch Everest 
grow up and learn math and learn to ride a bike and break hearts. I want to help Dylan 
learn to drive. August, I had no idea I would find you. Now that I have, I don’t want to 
lose you. I care about all of you very much. So, please, look past all the weird shit, and 
take that part for what it is.” 

“Are you going to be around for a while now?” 
“I intend to.” 
“Good. Everest’s christening is in a month. You need to be there to speak for 

her.” She got up off the couch and walked over to hug me, sniffling back tears. Dean 
followed, and patted me on the back.  

“So, Spence…are you really going to pay off our house?” 
“Of course. Anything for you guys.” Vivian let me go and sat down. I looked at 

August. Finally, she wiped her eyes and rushed to me, throwing her arms around me and 
pressing her lips to mine. I rubbed my stomach, softly.  

“You’re going to have to learn a little something about being gentle with 
wounds, pretty lady.” She wouldn’t let go. 

“Well, you’ll have to explain to me what you can do and what you can’t, ‘cause 
my car is at the sushi place, too, so I guess I’m bunking with you tonight.” She kissed me 
again, and sat down next to me.  

We finished the bottle of wine, and Dean told us stories about being the 
mellowest guy to run a coffee shop, until it was late and their babysitter was calling every 
fifteen minutes, so they left. Soleil hugged me, and went back to her apartment. August 
took my hand, and took me to bed.  
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Time passes quickly when you’re successfully running away from who you are 

or what you have to do. For that first month, I added hiking, swimming and rock 
climbing to my expanding list of hobbies, thrilled that there were things I used to hate 
that I enjoyed because I was so much better at them now. Back when I was ‘in shape’ in 
an average way, I visited another gym that had a rock wall, and was appalled at how 
grueling simply dragging my own ass up a wall was. Who would do that? Now, scaling 
an actual cliff face was great. I felt like Spiderman, or some kind of fluffy sharp-toothed 
critter, scurrying up the walls. Ava and I shared recipes over e-mail, and I tried to cook. 
In the spirit of disclosure, I have to admit that I cannot cook for anything. But it was fun, 
and I tried it, and August choked down my candle-lit meals with affectionate doe eyes 
and a warm smile. I did leave town three times, but for legitimate business, checking out 
the progress Mist had made in turning the smattering of entertainment properties we had 
into an actual business. It was amazing, walking into the studio offices, seeing bands that 
she had sent me music for, that I recognized from albums I saw in stores. Seeing the 
richest men in the world may be a rare opportunity, but nothing at all compares to 
hanging out with real-life rock stars. Following this, I checked on the construction 
companies. Cherry not only got everyone under the same roof, but she had set up a 
charity program, where 10% of our substantial profit was turned around and used for 
building projects. Essentially, we would use the connections for supplies and equipment 
we already had, and then pump the money into labor and resources so that our existing 
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employees were working on community projects instead of just hired work. If we were 
building an office block, then once that project was done, or if we were stalled, the guys 
would turn around and build a series of duplexes or starter homes for those in need, and if 
we had a contract in the middle east, before we pulled out we’d spend a bit of time 
rebuilding homes destroyed in constant warfare. This program won global recognition, 
and really seemed to impact the morale of the workers, and Cherry still publicly refused 
to take credit, saying that it was something handed down to her by her bosses to 
implement. Which is absolute bullshit, because I heard about it for the first time when she 
showed me a book of photos of the people who had moved into some of the houses. 
Sometimes she needed the image as a cold badass more than she needed credit for doing 
something really amazing.  

So, with all that going on, it seemed incredibly sudden when I found myself 
getting dressed in my finest suit for the second time. Soleil made me strip to show her 
that I had done as she said and gotten rid of all the knives but one…the thought of holy 
men made me nervous, as I was now convinced they were all looking to run me through 
with hot pokers or another part of their fabulous witch-hunting technology. I would have 
argued to take at least two with me, but I was too excited to bother. In a few short hours 
we were going to show off this wrinkly, ugly, drooling little person with a spotless 
conscience and nothing but a bright future ahead of her, and I was going to get to 
officially sign up to be a part of that future. I would get to watch something good happen, 
and witness the result of an equal-parts blend of my two best friends.  

In order to be a godfather, you don’t have to do nearly as much as I thought. 
You basically stand up as a podium with the parents and the godmother, in this case 
August, and read a statement that says you will take responsibility for their actions when 
they don’t understand them, will help guide them to do the right thing, and will teach 
them whatever we can, and whatever they need, to be good people. Afterward, the priest 
does his thing and sprinkles the kid with water and talks a lot, and you stand awkwardly 
before the church. I leaned over to Dean, standing beside me, and whispered. 

“Hey, if I’m the godfather, and August is the godmother, does that make her my 
godwife? Did you just set us up?” He snorted, and covered for it by rubbing his nose like 
it itched, and then relayed the question to his wife, whose restrained laugh was like a 
short chirp. As soon as she could open her mouth without laughing and inspiring the 
priest’s wrath, she shared the question with August. August, for her part, managed to not 
make a sound, but she blushed furiously and looked over at me behind the backs of the 
others. I winked at her, and she turned deep red, and fixed her eyes on the crowd until we 
were allowed to be seated again.  

After the ceremony, I took everyone out to lunch. I got a message from Soleil 
saying she urgently needed me to call her. I excused myself and went to the hallway 
where the restrooms, kitchen doors and emergency exit all met up.  

“Soleil, what’s up?” 
“You got a challenge.” 
“From?” 
“The Garths.”  
“God. Bitches. What do they want?” 
“Garth Communications has suffered since you won half of their businesses 

away from them. They want them back.” 
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“I really don’t want to fight again. I only JUST got the stitches out of me. I’m 
still tender in spots. It wasn’t fun.” 

“I know, but…well, if you didn’t have to fight yourself, would you want to 
accept?” 

“They want Izanami?” For a second, my feelings were hurt.  
“No. Ashe heard me take the call. She says she wants to do it.” 
“Why? She looking for a way to get out of being my head of security?” It 

sounded like my assistant was forcing a smile on the other end of the line. 
“No, she didn’t say why. Honestly, I thinks she wants to prove to herself that she 

still could, if she wanted to. She used to fight, you know. That’s how Sebastian got her.” 
“I remember.” 
“Well, after the beating she took from him, I think she wants to know that she’s 

still tough, in a way that sparring against you and Nami doesn’t tell her.” 
“Shit…how much did she want it?” 
“I think it’s a big deal to her.” I thought for a few minutes.  
“I spoke to Grace the other day. She was bouncing all kinds of brainstorming 

ideas off me about cars. I think that genius mind of hers has been toying with the idea 
ever since I used it as an example. The Garths have some fingers in the automotive world. 
Call Grace and see if there is anything they have that could help her plans. Otherwise, I 
guess we can always improve the communications empire we have. Snag some television 
stations or magazines or something.” 

“Call Grace, barter for what she wants if they have anything, for as much as we 
can get if Grace doesn’t want them, and use Ashe as a fighter.” 

“Right. Ashe can fight ONE member of the pantheon. Only one. Or no deal.” 
“Okay. I’ll take care of it.” 
“And…talk to Ashe, make sure that this is what she wants. I don’t want to get in 

her way, but I don’t want her risking anything she doesn’t have to, either. This is serious 
business. She’s seen me fucked up enough times to know how close to dying people 
come out of there, even when they win. If she is absolutely sure that she wants to do it, 
then I’d be happy to come watch her fight a god.” 

Back at the table, I was a little distracted. I had managed to avoid the Circle and 
all their dirty deeds for weeks, and now one of my friends wanted to put herself in their 
hands. I guessed that there may never really be any break from it all. 

 
Soleil came over as soon as I got back to the apartment.  
“Ashe is up on the roof with Nami.” 
“She wanted to go through with it?” 
“Yeah. Except for one thing.” 
“What?” 
“She says she would almost rather you not come watch.” 
“What? Why not?” 
“This is something she has to do for herself. You’re the boss, you’re an amazing 

fighter, she looks up to you. I think she’d be nervous. She wouldn’t say no, if you 
insisted, but she would prefer not.” 

“Jesus. Fine. I’m going to sit here and worry myself sick while she’s fighting 
though.” Soleil smiled. 
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“You’ll be fine. We’ll plan something for you to do so you don’t have to think 
about it. She’s tough, she’ll come through alright.” 

“Okay. What did the deal get settled on?” 
“Well, they requested that we have the fight at their place. I agreed, because I 

know you hate having them come to town. Ashe is going to be fighting Ares. A new 
Ares, not the one you killed. And after talking to Grace, and having her talk so fast I 
could barely hear her say the things I wouldn’t have understood anyway, the stakes are 
the online dealerships and the shipping yard.” 

“Shipping yards?” 
“That’s what I said. Girl did her research. Turns out the Garths own their own 

docks and a fleet of three big ships that they hire out for freight, but use largely to import 
cars, to save money. We want that system.” 

“Very interesting. And why does little Gracie want them?” 
“You got me, but she’s got something up her sleeve, because there was no 

hesitation at all. She had thought about it. She knew already.” 
“Awesome. I guess that’s that, then. When does Ashe go to fight for the cause of 

Grace’s master plan?” 
“Three weeks. I got you and August tickets to a show called the Pearl Fishers, 

reservations at Moore’s, which is absurdly expensive, and got you the nicest hotel suite in 
the entire city for that night, so you have something to keep your mind occupied, and 
don’t worry on your couch all night.” She checked her notes again, to make sure she 
hadn’t forgotten anything, and then dropped the tablet on the side table, and sat on the 
couch beside me.  

“You’re a very good assistant.” 
“You’re a very good man.” 
“I don’t know that that’s true.” 
“I think so. A good friend, if nothing else.” She leaned her head on my shoulder, 

and stared at the wall opposite us. “Do you think about what it was like very often?” 
“I try not to. Sometimes it happens when I wasn’t expecting it. I try to avoid 

things like walk in closets or sheds, because when I’m in one, I feel like Hiro is about to 
come beat the shit out of me. Guards still make my skin crawl, even mall security guards. 
Some nights I’ll wake up, thinking I hear someone screaming or crying, and come 
rushing out of my room with a bat in my hands looking for whoever is hurting one of 
you. Usually can’t go back to sleep after that.” 

“Sleep is the worst for me. Going to bed at night. Even on the good nights, we 
still slept with little more than blankets or beads between us, so being in there all by 
myself, in the dark, feels so cold and isolated. I start panicking, and wondering if it was a 
dream, if I’m just in one of the other rooms in the house waiting for someone to come. 
It’s funny, but as much better as life is now, as much as I love travel and taking care of all 
these little details and everything, there are times I wish it was just you and me, holding 
each other in bed, blocking out the whole world. I do miss that.”  

“I’m still here. We can always knock down a wall between our places if you 
want, so you can come over and wake me any time you feel scared. I’d never let anything 
hurt you.” 

“I know. That’s why I always slept so well with you. I never have had better rest 
in my entire life than sleeping next to you.” So we went to bed.  
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The Pearl Fishers was interesting. It was written by Bizet, so it must have 

originally been done in French, but this version had a very Indian influence, with exotic, 
colorful costumes, tan skin and long dark hair. I’ve never been a huge fan of opera, but I 
had to admit, it was interesting, and oddly sexy. Afterwards, the car took us to dinner 
(now that she knew about it, August wanted to go in the big limo). Dinner was obscenely 
opulent, costing over two hundred per person, with small portions. But it tasted excellent, 
and I had ordered the fattiest-sounding thing the waiter had to offer for dessert. We 
waited patiently, August looking beautiful and passionate in the dim candlelight. A string 
quartet played nearby, and there was a small stream set along the wall we were sitting at, 
just above elbow height, burbling along to the music. It was so romantic, I tried to find a 
romantic context to understand the distant, sharp ‘fuck you’ that came from the front of 
the restaurant, followed by a metal crash. I turned to see if maybe the commotion was a 
couple fornicating on the dessert cart, and instead saw Soleil emerge from between some 
tables, face pale with pink cheeks, looking a little out of breath. August’s bright, 
lovestruck eyes narrowed and became sharp. 

“What the hell is she—” 
“I’m so sorry, Spencer, it’s an emergency.” She worked on catching her breath 

and handed me her phone.  
“This is Spencer.” 
“Spencer! Oh thank fuck. Listen, something is happening that you need to…shit, 

it’s bad, I don’t know how to handle it.” Shine was in a flustered panic. Behind her, I 
heard someone say ‘gimme that’ and then a scuffle. 

“Spencer. Cherry. The fight got all fucked up. Ashe is hurt.” 
“Hurt? How hurt?” August’s attention returned to me, angry eyes swelling to 

confusion. 
“Really fucking hurt, Spencer. She’s out there now, she can’t even stand. 

Neither of them can. It’s like…a draw or something. They fucked each other up good, but 
nobody is dead so nobody is stopping it.” 

“Can she make it?” 
“I don’t know, it’s hard to see. Her eyes look wide open, she’s not gasping too 

much, but her leg is broken and she’s bleeding a lot.” 
“Stop the fight. Get her out of there.” 
“But Ares is the same way. They won’t let—” 
“I don’t care if he’s dead or not! If neither one of them is fighting, then the fight 

is over. It’s a draw.” 
“All due respect, Spence, the judge hasn’t—” 
“I don’t give a shit what the judges say, it’s over. I’m not letting her lie out there 

on the sand bleeding to death next to that asshole just so someone can watch and see 
which one of them bleeds out first. If we have a chance to save her, we need to get 
Dougan and Drost in there now to drag her to Sawbones and get him working.” 

“But the Garths—” 
“I’ll settle up with the Garth’s later! Don’t worry about those cunts, worry about 

your friend while she’s still alive to worry about. Send the guys down now, go tell the 
judges Beckett house declares a draw and demands the gate be opened to remove their 
champion. I’m on my way. I’ll take the consequences.” I hung up. August’s mouth hung 
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wide open, eyes wide, fear and confusion on her face. The music had stopped, and the 
tables around were all looking in our way. Three waiters stood nearby, keeping a safe 
enough distance to show concern without getting hurt. I didn’t have time to make up a 
clever lie. Instead, I dug into my pocket, tossed a small stack of hundreds on the table, 
and handed Soleil her phone back. 

“Soleil, call ahead, we need the plane like fucking now. August, baby, I’m so 
sorry, but I have to go. The hotel key is with that money. Enjoy dinner, dessert, go have a 
soak in the private hot tub. I’ll call when I can. I have to run. Someone…is in 
trouble…and I need…to…shit…” I kissed her lips quickly, before she could react enough 
to return it, and then followed Soleil out of the place in a jog. The car was parked half on 
the curb outside, and tore off before my door was closed.  

 
“You can’t just declare a draw and put a stop to the fight!” 
“Evidence would argue that I CAN, you just get pissed off when I DO.” 
“You fucking CAN’T! It’s dishonest! It’s CHEATING!” 
“Shit, you’re not going to tell my mom, are you? She’d tan my hide…” 
“Yeah, laugh about it now, we’re going to call a meeting, we’re going to have it 

called a win for us.” 
“Technically speaking, your guy died first.” 
“Only because we were honest enough to continue the fight while you hauled 

your slut out to play doctor.”  
“If you’re so honest, what’s the birthday on your driver’s license say?” 
“Fuck you, you aren’t even one of us.” 
“Your camp already lost that argument. I have more money than you, more 

power than you, I am as much of you as you are. I am, perhaps, more you than you are.” 
“Listen, you shit, I’ll tell you—” 
“I don’t want to be told anything. I came in here today to see what we’d have to 

do to settle this. If you want to call it off and go separate ways, fine, if you want for me to 
reimburse you your fighter, that’s cool, if you—” 

“We WANT a goddamned FIGHT!”  
“Like, here, now? Me and you two?” 
“You know what we mean. We want a proper fight where you don’t turn tail and 

run.” 
“Fine. Whatever.” Maria, the wrinkliest of the two (I think) grinned a sinister 

supervillian grin. 
“We want a fight against Jackson Pollock.” Goddamn whores. 
“You want me to kill another Zeus for you?” 
“No, you won’t just be fighting Zeus. Five members of the pantheon.  
“Bullshit. Two.” 
“Three. Final offer.” 
“Three. Deal. I’m surprised you have three left, actually. But since there are 

more fighters, and you’re getting the prime champion, your communication empire is 
going into the pot” 

“So are yours, then.” 
“Only the ones we got from you, less the original Beckett papers.” 
“Fuck you.” 
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“Final offer, and fucking me is not included. You pay extra for that.” The less 
wrinkly one, with facelift-gone-wrong eyebrows raised in constant shock growled. 

“Fine. But for that deal, you fight four, and you do it tomorrow night. No later.” 
“Deal.” 
 
Back at Vivian and Dean’s, August was sobbing on the couch, explaining over 

and over again the exchange she heard on the phone, trying to guess what was being said 
on the other side, trying to make any sense of it at all. Yelling, bleeding to death on sand, 
fight was over, and then a shower of money and me sprinting away. Vivian held her, but 
had nothing to offer. It didn’t make any sense. It was weird, it was scary, but it was all 
nonsense. They’d have to find out what I meant when I came back.  

 
Ashe was bandaged from head to toe for the second time in two years. Her leg 

had been completely splintered, jagged ends sticking out, splinters digging into muscle 
tissue. Even set in place, they needed to be bracketed together. The bone may never fully 
heal, but Sawbones was confident. One of her kidneys had been severed, and was beyond 
repair. She only had one now. She had broken ribs, broken collarbones, internal bruising. 
One of her lungs hadn’t quite collapsed, but still could, just under the stress of breathing. 
He had her on a respirator to take the strain off it, hoping it would mend before it got 
worse. She lost five teeth, and had a broken jaw, and a fractured skull. Blood had drained 
into her eye, just under the surface. Three fingers were broken, and her arm was snapped 
in two places. She lost a lot of blood. With the stitches, casts, transfusions, brackets, 
screws, and every other damned thing, she still only had a 70% chance of living. 
Sawbones had done good work, and was now sleeping on a cot opposite hers, just to be 
on hand in case things took a turn. He was a good man. A bit of a whoremonger, and a 
powerful drinker when he knew he wasn’t needed, but a good man, who was becoming 
committed to the Beckett house. Must be easier to warm up to a situation when someone 
isn’t beating you and sticking foreign objects up your ass on film.  

“You did the right thing.” Soleil hadn’t left my side except for the meeting with 
the Garths, which was Evil Rich Bastards Only. Being back in these places freaked her 
out a little.  

“I did the only thing. She’s one of us. One of my girls. She’s not going to die for 
these fucking people.” 

“It was her choice. She took that risk.” 
“If I didn’t think she could beat these guys, I wouldn’t have allowed it. She’s not 

fighting in the ring again. She can beat the shit out of her security guards if she needs to 
fight. She can foster the terrifying image among her people that Cherry has among her 
own.” 

“Hey! They LOVE my sweet ass. They’re just too afraid to say it. Because I 
would fire them. Out of a cannon. Into a brick wall.” Cherry was sitting on a counter by 
Ashe, painting her nails black with red tips. She hated being here, too, but it just drove 
her deeper into her Badass Cherry persona, and Badass Cherry never, ever lost control of 
a situation. 

“Either way, she’ll be pissed when she wakes up.” Soleil shrugged. 
“Yeah, but she’ll be happy that she’s alive enough to be pissed, too. Anyway, 

she loves you like we do.” 
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“Hope she loves me enough not to smack me around too much. Sawbones, can 
she move?” 

“Not yet. I want to wait until the last minute, until we’re all going. Could be 
risky flying her out now. Give her a day, maybe two, and she’ll stabilize.” 

“So I can’t get her back home now?” 
“Not unless you have an ambulance parked outside. Even then, I wouldn’t if it 

could be avoided.” 
“Okay. I need someone to do me a favor.” 
“What kind of favor?” 
“Go back to the house and get my gear.” Cherry stopped brushing, Soleil’s arms 

dropped to her sides, and Shine, in the corner closest the door, squeezed Drost tighter. 
Soleil’s voice cracked when she spoke.  

“Why do you need it?” 
“Have to fight tomorrow night.” 
“No you don’t.” 
“Sorry, angel, I do. Only way the Garths will let this go. Otherwise, they raise a 

shitstorm with the Circle, and I wasn’t a big hit with them even before I fucked up a 
deathmatch because I didn’t want one of my own to die.” Soleil’s voice quivered now. 

“But you just got better…” 
“I don’t want to go in any more than you want me to. But I was working out, 

sparring. I’m in better shape. I can do it. Besides, I made the deal, so I’m in that ring 
tomorrow. Either in my gear, or in this suit.” 

“I’ll go.” Shine nodded at me. “I can get it and bring it back.”  
“Good. Thank you. Drost will go with you. The car should be ready to go now, 

if you want to have him drive you to the airstrip.” 
“Okay.” 
“Cherry?” 
“Yeah.” 
“You cool staying with Sawbones and Ashe until we can get out of this place?” 
“Certainly.” 
“Okay. Nami, you’ll stand guard?” She nodded. She sensed we were in enemy 

territory. She was in death-goddess mode, and death-goddesses don’t speak unless 
they’re saying goodbye. 

“Dougan, you’re with Soleil and I. I get a distinct feeling that we are not well 
loved. I do not want to follow the old bastard into the grave by getting stabbed in my 
sleep, too.” Dougan nodded and rested a hand on my shoulder for a moment. 

“God, I hate this shit…” Nothing to do but wait. 
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THIS IS A SPECTACULAR EVENT WE HAVE FOR YOU TONIGHT, MOST ESTEEMED 

GUESTS: IN THE WAKE OF THE TRAVESTY THAT WAS THE ASHE VS. ARES AFFAIR, TONIGHT 

WILL SETTLE THE SCORE ONCE AND FOR ALL; NO TAP-OUTS, DRAWS OR LAST-MINUTE 

ESCAPES. FIGHTING FOR THE GARTHS, DEFENDING THE HONOR OF THEIR FALLEN BROTHER 

ARES, WILL BE ZEUS, LORD OF LIGHTNING, ALONG WITH HADES, THE DARK GOD OF THE 

UNDERWORLD, AND THE SUN-GOD APOLLO, AN UNLIKELY MIX. ROUNDING OUT THE TEAM 

WILL BE APHRODITE, DROP DEAD GORGEOUS, AND QUICK ENOUGH TO MAKE YOU DROP 

DEAD BEFORE YOU REALIZE IT.  
This Zeus was taller and leaner than the first one I fought. In addition to the 

lightning blades at his belt, for throwing I suppose, he had a short stout blade, and one of 
his hands was covered with a heavy gauntlet fixed with five jagged, golden blades. Hades 
was the same as before – a pale goth kid in semi-armored club-wear, armed now with a 
long staff, which ended on each side with a narrow hooked blade. Apollo was the 
ultimate Aryan yuppie, with blond hair in tight curls, a square jaw, dressed entirely in 
pure white and gold. He wore an ornate version of the traditional Greek armor, and 
seemed to fight with twin swords. The guards on each were fanned out like rays of the 
sun, and appeared sharp. Aphrodite appeared, at first, to be completely naked. On second 
viewing, she simply wore segmented, skin-tight leather armor, painted the exact same 
shade as her skin. The armor was molded specifically to look like a naked body, perky 
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nipples and shaven genitalia included. Her weapon was something custom – a two foot 
staff with a mace on one end, and a sharp blade sticking out at a right angle to the other 
end of the blade. It looked vaguely like a harvesting weapon designed specifically to kill 
instead of cut wheat.  

THE VISITING CHALLENGER FOR THIS REMATCH IS BOTH NOTORIOUS AND 

NEFARIOUS. HE HAS SURVIVED AS LONGER THAN MANY CHAMPIONS, AND HAS DEVELOPED 

A REPUTATION FOR SAVAGERY AND AN ALMOST PRETERNATURAL GIFT FOR KILLING – 

EVEN WHEN THE MATCH STRICTLY FORBIDS IT. STANDING ON HIS OWN AGAINST THESE 

FOUR GODS TODAY, SPENCER P. BECKETT, LORD OF HOUSE BECKETT, BETTER KNOWN IN 

THESE SURROUNDS AS THE PICASSO OF PAIN, THE VAN GOGH OF VIOLENCE, JACKSON 

POLLOCK! 
The lights were hot, but familiar. The sounds were already gone, except the 

slight crunch of sand under my feet. This armor was a little heavier, but it felt good. 
There was an additional steel mesh inside, between layers, that was supposed to catch any 
direct stabbing blades, like last time, from doing the same damage. If the blade was 
narrow enough, like the one on the end of Aphrodite’s weapon, it could easily pass the 
mesh. But it was better than nothing. The coat was slightly thicker as well. And the bat 
was new. There was no getting the old one from the giant bear trap. So we took the tether 
off, and used one of the others. Light gleamed from the surface of the bat, completely 
free of scratches. I started blocking out all the personal reasons for being there, but then 
changed my mind. I had been composed the last time. I got gutted. This time, I’d 
remember Ashe, beaten and broken to try and prove herself. Of Soleil, terrified of being 
here, but refusing to let me face it alone. I’d take that rage, and use it to send these four 
back to Hades’ hometown, to spend eternity in his mom’s basement, listening to the 
fucking Cure.  

Zeus threw to bolts at me, bouncing with a tinny noise from my bat. Two more 
were loosed, one going way over my head, the other taking a direct swing, and flying 
haphazardly into the thick of them, whizzing between Aphrodite and Apollo as they 
scattered. Scattering good. I burst into a sprint, and before they could regroup, clocked 
Apollo in the skull as hard as I could at a run. He had one of those thin metal ring-crowns 
on, but it couldn’t have protected him any. He hit the sand like a sack of wet shit, and 
fought against gravity to pull himself just to his knees. Once past the cluster, I stopped 
running and turned. Aphrodite and Hades were right behind, giving me only enough time 
to draw my second sword and swing at the little naked girl, nicking her arm, and 
attempting to club down Hades. He block with the staff three times in a row, and Hades 
took that time to recover, and smash her club into my helmet. Inside, it was like being 
trapped in a bell tower at noon, and the fucking thing was probably dented, but it was 
intact, as was my skull. She hit hard for a naked girl with hippy hair. The blood running 
down her arm told me that leather armor was not overly tough. I stabbed straight out with 
the bat, suckerpunching death-boy in the nose. He fell back, but his hook caught my 
tether and pulled the bat from my hand. Instead of retrieving it, I took a two-handed grip 
on the other sword, and sliced down. The blade deflected slightly off the rising weapon, 
but cut clean through the center of her hand, armor and all. She shrieked and recoiled and 
bled. A lot. Zeus was coming again now, and Apollo was back on his feet. I tugged, the 
bat came back to me. With a twist and a tug the blunt top was off and squirreled away in 
my coat. On the way back out, I pulled a knife. Momentarily I dropped the sword, tip-
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down, and chucked the knife at Apollo, the further back of the two, and took the sword 
up again. A flurry of blades, my two swords against Zeus’ sword and gauntlet. Over his 
shoulder, Apollo plucked the blade from his calf and discarded it. I was hoping for more 
of a knee hit. Turns out the gauntlet was more effective than it looked, managing to hit 
me five times to the arms and shoulder, while I only got him with two; the thigh and the 
shoulder. Luckily, my armor was a little thicker. But he had more friends. Apollo was 
ready to play, and I caught a slight shadow behind me. I ducked quick, reaching back to 
elbow Hades in the nuts. If I hadn’t, the hooked blade would have decapitated Zeus 
instead of just getting stuck deep in his shoulder, but it felt good. Hades, half-crouched, 
pulled repeatedly on his staff to get it free, Zeus screaming the while, from having a blade 
stuck six inches deep into his arm being wrenched around. I figured Zeus would 
appreciate some help, so, since I was still crouching, I stabbed the goth in the nuts for a 
follow-up, and sliced his side as he went down, bleeding all over his cupped hands.  

Zeus, Apollo, and Aphrodite were recovered enough to approach at once, and I 
cautiously back stepped to avoid them, keeping out of arms reach. Until, of course, I 
tripped on one of the goddamn lightning bolts that had failed to do a damn thing earlier, 
and fell on my ass. It was a bad spot to be in. Giving my arm a good swing first, I let go 
of my sword, and hurled it in a wide arc by the tether. The charms and chains jangled, 
and the blade itself spun in a constant spiral, connecting directly to Apollo’s face. He 
screeched as blood fanned all over Zeus, and dropped back, but I was left on the ground 
with one sword. I raised both sword and ring gauntlet to hold off the thunder god’s attack, 
but had nothing left over for the one-armed bandit, whose narrow blade slid right through 
the mesh in my armor, and into the right side of my chest. I grabbed her arm with the 
right, smashed in her elbow with the left, and spun her towards her leader, who held up 
his gauntlet instinctively to block, succeeding only in getting the front three bolts jammed 
through her belly. I knew the pain she was in, but could not sympathize. Wanting him 
even more off guard, I got to my feet and rammed him with my armored left shoulder, 
sending him back, and his arms flailing. The flailing arm adorned with blades shredded 
my right arm completely, but he was down. Behind him, I saw Hades composing himself, 
still walking knock-kneed. Retrieving the sword that had stopped Apollo for the time 
being, I turned and ran Aphrodite, shaking and convinced she was dying anyway, through 
the heart. One down. Only one, and I was already bleeding like a stuck pig and tripping 
over my own feet. This must be what getting old feels like.  

I started to turn back to the three boys, but felt a sharp knife jab through my 
armor and into my back, but not very far. Hades panted beside me. He moved fast for a 
guy with no balls. Spinning around, I backhanded him in the already broken nose, and 
then chopped with the leaf blade at the back of his leg, hamstringing him, putting him on 
the knees. In a glance, I saw Apollo, half his face covered with blood, picking his second 
sword from the sand, Zeus was fingering a throwing blade at his belt, and Hades glared at 
me from the corner of his eye. Trusting the armor and praying to see the girls, I yelled 
through my helmet and severed Hades’ neck, my swing hitting the bottom of its arc when 
the lightning bolt ricocheted between helmet and armor, making way into my neck. It 
wasn’t deep, and it missed the jugular, but it spooked me, and I dropped my celt sword to 
pull it out, letting Zeus a chance to stand. He was up and rushing me in a second. I pulled 
a knife from my belt, but the fucker had his head down, and tackled me like a linebacker. 
I brought my hands down on him the same time he hit me. The pommel of my bat did 
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absolutely nothing, but the knife in my other hand sunk to the hilt in the place between 
his arm and armor. He bled profusely, and stopped moving, but he was collapsed in a 
heap on top of me, on the ground, and one of my arms was as weak as a kitten. A kitten 
with a bad stab wound and a lot of blood loss and bad kitty breath. My leg hurt badly, to 
the point of numbness, where I could not control it. Apollo approached slowly, confident 
that he would be the last to stand. It was arrogant and rude, so as soon as he got within 
stabbing-me range, I kicked with all I had, pushing the golden armor protecting his knee 
back into his leg. Something made a pop noise, and he dropped to the other knee, holding 
the one that was bleeding and funny looking now. With another kick, I swept his support 
leg from under him, so we were both on our backs with sand getting up our cracks. 
Meeting as equals. I took a deep breath and hefted the king of gods off me. His gauntlet 
had shredded the bottom right side of my armor, leaving the metal mesh exposed, and a 
wet glisten from blood seeping out. The right side of my coat was dark with blood. I 
looked away, trying not to think about massive blood loss, and focused on my leg instead. 
The sword had hit it during the tackle, and jammed all the way through at the inside inch. 
Worse, the leg was broken. I could feel it, and see it. I tried to maneuver to my knees, and 
jammed the hurt leg against the soft sand. It was like being hit by a car. Definitely 
broken. But I was starting to get dizzy, which scared me enough to make one push, 
throwing myself on top of Apollo. Up close, one of his eyes was sliced, vitreous jelly 
slowly leaking. He was fumbling blindly for the sword on the side. I pinned his other arm 
and headbutted him in the face with my helmet, once, and again, and again. Blood 
splattered in my eyehole, in my eye, and I stopped long enough to hope that he didn’t 
have anything contagious. Then I stopped, pulled one of the kabar knives from my boot, 
and pressed it at his chest, where his collarbones made a V, right at the edge of his armor. 
With another deep breath and painful shift, I put all my weight down, jamming it into his 
body. That was that. I tugged it free, held it tight, and waved my better arm in the air, 
hopefully signaling Dougan to come haul my sorry, bleeding-to-death ass out of there.  

THAT IS IT, FOLKS, THAT LOOKS LIKE THE END OF THE GREEK GODS TODAY! AND 

WITH THAT FINAL PLUNGE OF THE KNIFE, IT LOOKS LIKE BECKETT JUST BOUGHT HIMSELF A 

LITTLE MORE WEALTH. THE GRANTS AREN’T GOING TO BE HAPPY ABOUT IT.  
Loud noise like rushing waves. Finally, hands on my, gently and swiftly moving 

me to a stretcher. Something hit my legs and clanked. I hoped it wasn’t any part of me 
that I needed.  

 
Something jabbed into me, and I looked around to find Sawbones.  
“Sawbones. I heard clank. I missing anything?” 
“As a matter of fact, boss, you are missing an awful lot of blood. The next time 

you do this, I am going to have to insist you are more careful where you leave it lying 
around.” 

“Put it in coat for safe keeping. And pants. And boot, I think. Maybe that’s piss. 
Did I piss myself?” 

“No, you were right the first time, that would be more blood.” 
“I need more blood. Can I have yours?” 
“No. However, I do happen to have a small supply with me which I will gladly 

share.” 
“Wasn’t gonna be yer dinner?” 
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“No, no, I only drink my dinner when I am off-duty, you know that.” 
“Heh. Yer a good guy, Sawbones. I promise not to fire you if you don’t make 

me not die.” 
“That’s most generous of you, but I have a feeling not everyone feels the same.” 
“Mmm. Could be. Hey, know what?” 
“What?” 
“We need to leave.” 
“Maybe we should see about you not bleeding to death first.” 
“Put pressure or gause or something. I have a feeling someone here might want 

me dead.” 
“You’ll clot slower in the air.” 
“I’ll bleed faster with more knives in me.” Soleil stopped us.  
“Spencer, shut up. You never make sense when you’re on morphine. Doctor, I 

think he has a point about us getting the hell out of here. Can you pump blood into him 
and wrap him up enough to get him on the plane and back to the house?” 

“It’s a two-hour flight…” 
“And at the other side we have a full medical center with lots of blood and tools. 

Here, when your bag runs out, we’re not going to get help.” 
“Okay. I have enough blood, I think. We need to move fast.” 
“Then get him ready. We’re going now.” 
 
Takeoff sucked. I had a lot of holes in me, and none of them liked bouncing 

around. But in the air, the doctor started doing what he could to stop the bleeding. Some 
places he had to cauterize, some he sutured up. It was fingers in a splitting dike though. 
Two hours… 

A half hour into the flight, the phone rang. Soleil had been on it almost the 
whole time, making arrangements and barking orders, so it surprised me, until I saw it 
was my phone. Soleil answered it, but I was waving my good hand wildly, and she put it 
in my hand before saying anything.  

“Hello?” 
“Spencer!”  
“Yup.” 
“Where are you?” 
“Plane.” 
“Why?” 
“Going to the house. The house has stuff we need.” 
“Are…are you high?” 
“Yes, but for good medicinal reasons.” 
“Such as?” 
“I got stabbed a buttload of times and it hurts.” 
“You got STABBED?” 
“Yeah…” 
“Doing what?” 
“Stabbing other people…” 
“Wha…Spencer, you need to come talk to us.” 
“I got stabbed. I am flying.” 
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“If you were stabbed, you’d be in a hospital. You’re high on your plane. And I 
bet Soleil is with you, isn’t she.” 

“Of course.” 
“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Spencer, Vivian and I have been worried sick since 

your little show at the restaurant. Nothing you said makes sense, not in any kind of way it 
should. Not unless you were mixed up in something. I want to talk and I want the truth 
for once.” 

“The truth?” 
“YES! YES, THE TRUTH!” 
“Truth is I got stabbed….” 
“If you aren’t here to talk to me right now, we are done…” 
“Um…hey, Soleil? Can we make a stop to get August. It’s important.” 
“You’re dying. You need help.” 
“It’s important. Please. I need this. I’ll make it. Right doc?” 
“How much longer would it be?” Soleil frowned, and sounded madder than I 

had ever heard her. 
“Another half hour, 45 minutes.” 
“Probably. But it might be close. I wouldn’t recommend it.” 
“Do it. August, you there?” 
“Who was that?” 
“Who was who?” 
“That guy?” 
“That was Sawbones. You remember Sawbones. Sawbones is The Man.” 
“What is going on?” 
“Just… to the airport. Find security. Tell them who you are and who I am and 

tell them to take you to the runway. We don’t have a lot of time. I am running out of extra 
blood. And I have ruined the upholstery on my plane.” 

“I don’t think a trip is a good idea.” 
“August, please, I am coming to you, but you meet me halfway, come back to 

the house, and if I will tell you as much as I can before I either die, or can explain better.”  
“Whatever. Fine.” 
I tried to hang up but dropped the phone instead. I heard Soleil calling the 

airport, and then I blacked out again.  
 
Landing sucked worse than taking off did. We barely touched down before a 

truck drove up, three people ran out, climbed up the stairs to the jet, and the door was 
resealed. I don’t think we ever stopped moving, just rolled slowly, and then took off 
again. I think Soleil stopped all planes just so we could do this. Because she’s the best 
assistant ever.  

“HOLY SHIT!” Vivian couldn’t even sit down. I had made a mess, but I had 
been given more morphine. 

“Holy poop…” 
“WHAT THE FUCK HAPPENED?” Vivian was freaked, and Dougan had to 

guide her to sit so she didn’t get hurt when we went back up.  
“He told you he got stabbed, didn’t he?!” Soleil was not happy at stopping. We 

were still an hour away from the house.  
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“IS HE GOING TO LIVE?” This one was August, suddenly less angry and 
more in blind panic. Soleil glared at her and almost growled. 

“If he doesn’t, and I have any idea it’s because we had to stop and get you 
because he cares too much about you to risk you keeping your word and leaving him, I 
swear to everything I have ever believed in, I will kill you. You sit there and shut up and 
do not ask him a single question until he gets some help.” I don’t know if they asked any 
questions or not, because I passed out again.  

 
The landing woke me up for a second time. The morphine was wearing off, but I 

waved away more. We were home, and I wanted to be somewhat aware. A van came to 
meet us, and Drost helped Dougan unload me. When we pulled up in front of the house, 
Rain was waiting. I was rolled on a gurney to the medical room.  

“The bleeding has slowed significantly, but nothing I did was permanent. A lot 
of it will have to be undone and redone right just so he can heal. He took a lot of blood in 
on the plane over, all I had with me, but he is keeping some of it in him. He seems more 
lucid now, and is able to move his arm better.” 

“Sawbones did good, doctor-lady. I’m pretty sure I can live.” 
“Hush now. I’m the professional here, and I’ll tell you when you’re going to 

live.” 
“Kay.” August, who had been, as far as I know, quiet for an hour, was meeting 

Rain for the first time. Rain had operated on me wearing nothing but a g-string and bikini 
before, so her tight casual wear was semi-formal to me. She was one of my closest 
friends, and a life-saver. August had another opinion. 

“Who is this, your fucking candystriper?” Rain remained calm, as always. 
“No, I’m going to help him.” 
“You? Please. Just because you wear a nurses outfit when you strip doesn’t 

make you a real nurse.” 
“Stop. Now. Rain is a med student, and has been patching me back together for 

years. I’d have died a dozen times over if it weren’t for her.” 
“Her? But why—” 
“Listen. You know all those scars you don’t know if you’ll ever get used to? 

Most any one of those could have killed me if not for Rain. There were times when I was 
deep beneath a house full of people who all wanted me dead, and I could always trust her 
to pull me through. There is nobody else in the world, not a doctor or a surgeon or a 
fucking faith healer, that I trust more than this beautiful angel right here. If you can’t at 
least be fucking decent to her in her own medical station while she tries to stop me from 
bleeding to death, then please wait outside.” Silence filled the room. Rain smiled, 
preparing the hooked stitching needle to start putting me back together, and setting it on 
the steel tray. 

“If you were really bleeding to death that quickly, you may have actually broken 
down and had someone else stitch you up instead of interrupting me in the middle of 
class.” 

“Shit. You should have brought them all along. This is like, work study.” 
“Right. Living cadaver. Come see me put him back together once again.” 
“You know you love it.” 
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“Of course. Why else would I do it?” She smiled at me and held a hand to my 
cheek, silently letting me know why she would ALWAYS do it. “Now, all this armor is 
in the way.” Keeping my weight off my bad leg, I sat up, and started pulling my arm 
from the tattered sleeve of my coat. “I actually meant that I was going to have Ava cut 
these things off you.” Ava stood by, scissors in hand. August gave her a dirty look. 

“Nonsense. It would ruin my fine clothes.” The heavy shoulder armor clanked 
against the edge of the table. One by one, I undid straps of my body armor, and dropped 
it to the floor with a bloody wet shlump. Vaguely, I tried the shirt, and abandoned it for 
my pants. The buckle jangled like sleigh bells , and then, shifting back and forth from one 
cheek to the other, I slid them off, and they clattered to floor, a mass of weapons and 
knee armor. I nodded to Ava to finish the job. She gleefully cut off the shirt, sopped 
through with blood, removed the gauntlet and pulled off my socks. I lay back down. She 
traded scissors for a sponge, and started to wash away blood as best she could. Once an 
area was clear, Rain examined it, and stitched. I tried to smile at my friends, clumped 
together against one wall, pale and silent, but I got jabbed with the stitching needle 
around then, so I think it came out a grimace. I decided to stop trying to be a good host, 
and focus on letting Rain do her thing.  
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With the heavy painkillers mostly out of my system, all the open wounds stuffed 

and sealed and bandaged, and a far milder drug in my system, I felt much better. When 
Drost gave me his elbow, I hopped off the table, and took up the crutch Cherry offered 
me. I used it to clean up as much as I could, throwing my clothes in the corner counter, 
and placing my sword, just dropped off the gurney as I came in, in the angled metal 
trough-sink put in just for cleaning weapons. I started the water, realized there was too 
much blood on the tiled ground to even be worth pretending to tidy up, and hobbled back 
to the center of the room.  

“August, Vivian, Dean, these are my friends. Drost is the big bald silent guy, 
Shine is the woman next to him. She helps with some of my businesses, and runs general 
errands for me, and is a big fan of vanilla chai Soy Dream ice cream. Dougan is the hairy 
highlander over there who dragged my ass out of trouble earlier today, for which I will 
give him a lot of scotch whiskey.” He smiled and winked. “Rain you met, but now that 
nobody is yelling, I’ll make it official. She is very gifted with medicine, and I would 
literally not be here without her. She is playing hooky to save my life today. Ava is her 
lovely assistant, who makes one hell of a pie, and has had to do what she did today many 
times, yet has never stabbed me with the scissors. Over at the side, with the raven hair 
and sinister talons is Cherry, who is a whiz with business. Sawbones you have met once, 
but he did a great job of keeping me alive on the way back. Izanami you don’t know, but 
she is a fantastic bodyguard, and did a great job of not killing everyone else as we left 
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today. I appreciate it, Nami. And Soleil, of course, you know. But she rocked. Nobody 
plans a mass exodus from dangerous lands like her.” Dean composed himself first. 

“Dangerous lands?” 
“South Carolina. Deadly this time of year. For some of us anyway.” 
“Can you tell us now? What happened to you? Is that…how you got all those 

scars?” Vivian was more reserved than I had ever seen her. 
“Yes, it is. This part…shit. I was hoping to never have to explain this to anyone. 

Do you want the full story? I can promise you won’t like it.” 
“I want to know.” Vivian closed her eyes, ready for the worst. August followed 

with: 
“I need to know.” 
“Okay. I was kidnapped. That man, Sebastian? Kidnapped me. He saw me fight 

in the bar, thought I looked like I knew what I was doing, which was bullshit, and 
kidnapped me. Took me here. Had my ass kicked, and had me do nothing but work out 
and spar with these two bruisers here, along with our friend and Drost’s brother, Nikki 
Kalenov.” Dean looked around the room. 

“Where is he?” 
“Dead. It was…it happened later. For a while, I thought it was a joke. I mean, 

who would believe it? All those mergers and business plans you see in the business 
pages, decided by some kind of modern gladiatorial combat. Companies bought and sold 
based on wagers on matches. Bullshit, right? Only, not so much, when I found myself 
fighting other people who were genuinely going to kill me, simply because they were told 
to. Some of them were just insane, some of them thought they wanted this life. One of 
them was a bum trying to kill me with a hatchet. I panicked and fought because I was 
terrified, but I won. I keep a reminder of him, so I never forget that terrified feeling.” 
Something made sense to August. 

“The teeth.” I nodded. 
“The teeth. After that, I had to fight another guy, the one I fought in the bar. His 

name was Rico, as it turns out, and he actually wanted the gig. But I won, because not 
winning meant dying, and I still believed I could go back to a normal life. Thought that 
any second, the cops would storm the place, and I’d be free. I didn’t know then that these 
people owned cops, told cops where to go. Bought, bribed, or funded entire forces. 
Sebastian picked me to be his champion, which means I am his prize pony, who gets 
dressed up and fights for the wagers. He decides he wants somebody’s hotel, or 
steakhouse, or whatever, and the guy doesn’t want to sell, they negotiate price based on 
the outcome. So I got a new name and a costume, and I fought. That was my life for a 
long time. I trained, and I fought, and I healed, and I roamed around this huge mansion. 
Here I met other captives. Most of the other fighters were kept in a warehouse turned into 
a barracks, where they did nothing but train and fight and then die in cheap matches for 
entertainment. Opening acts. Here was just house staff and Sebastian and his friends and 
the girls.” August’s voice was cold. 

“The ‘girls’.”  
“Sebastian was an old letch. He would trick, bribe, or kidnap women he found 

attractive or otherwise alluring and bring them here. Once they were here, they were like 
me. They were owned, they were his to do with what he wanted, which was usually 
sordid and sometimes painful. But he was beaten, when I came along, and hadn’t a lot of 
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people to visit. He spent more time with us. He was an asshole, but he was an asshole 
who knew he had nobody but his slaves for company. Then he started to climb the social 
ladder again, because I started winning, and he got more money, more of the kind of 
friends that money buys. He became arrogant. He became violent and obsessive and 
paranoid. The abuse started flowing freely. Jade, this sweet, terrified little girl, she killed 
herself. Sebastian decided that the girls should be more than his personal harem, they 
should be porn stars, so he had them abused on film, against their will. Repeatedly. When 
that wasn’t enough, he ordered two of them to fight for his amusement. It got out of hand, 
and one girl, Ember, died. July, the girl who was being made to fight her, was raped. She 
hasn’t yet recovered, and may never recover. She’s upstairs now. One by one, he tortured 
girls. Mist, who isn’t here, but who has been turning my entertainment media empire into 
something spectacular, was kidnapped just to be used on film. We found her hiding in a 
crawlspace. Grace, who is a genius and is planning to blow my mind with some kind of 
car someday, was kidnapped just so he could prove he could. And when I tried to stop 
him, he became furious. And do you know what he did? He went and sodomized a girl 
named Ashe, and then beat within an inch of her life, all in front of the rest of us. Ashe, 
by the way, was the girl in bandages on the plane. She’s upstairs now, too.” Vivian 
remembered. 

“Is he why she looks that way?”  
“No, she wanted to fight. To prove she was more than a victim. It went poorly. 

Which is the news I got the night I had to run out of dinner. I didn’t think it would 
happen. So I had the fight stopped, which pissed off the bitches who owned her opponent, 
who demanded the fight that kicked my ass. Anyway, he was a monster. And finally 
someone, who didn’t care he was a monster as much as he cared that Sebastian had 
beaten him, had him killed.” 

“And then you took over?” 
“I didn’t so much ‘take over’ as in take up his reins. The will was something he 

was trying to use to control me, to manipulate me into not killing him, and it wouldn’t 
have worked. I would have loved to. But, as it is, the other guy beat me to it by a day or 
so. When we found out, caught the attackers in the act, they fought us, and that’s when 
Nikki was killed. I didn’t even know until later that his naming me heir was legitimate. 
Then they had to discuss it. It stuck. So here I am. We’re all free. Everybody can live 
their lives and make things grow.” 

“And you still kill people. Did it become normal to you?” August was analyzing 
me. 

“Not normal. Necessary. It’s a part of this culture, this society. To not join in is 
to say you disagree with them, which is the same as a threat to them. So they would have 
us all killed. I can’t have that.” 

“But you, personally. YOU have been doing it.” 
“Is it better to damn someone else’s soul, or mine, which is already halfway to 

hell?” Vivian didn’t like the word.  
“Damned? How are you damned?” 
“I was doing this for five years before I was free, and for, what, a year now? 

Year and a half? I’ve been there a few times. I think killing just one person is probably a 
sin. I passed that mark years ago.” 

“How many?” 
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“Have I killed? Four today. Dozens. Many dozen. I don’t have a count, I try not 
to dwell. More than fifty, I know. Maybe more than seventy. Less than a hundred though. 
Probably.” Dean whispered.  

“Jesus.” Vivian just mouthed the word. August’s jaw dropped.  
“You’re a serial killer…” Vivian protested before I could answer. 
“No!” She was sweet, but arguing with her heart instead of her head. 
“Yes, probably. The things I have done would fit the description.” 
“No, really? God damn, Spencer, the Green River Killer only killed 48, and you 

say you could have doubled it?” Viv took a step closer to me. 
“But he didn’t want to. He was made to!” 
“What about the ones today? Nobody made him. He’s the boss.” Vivian was 

silent. Soleil wasn’t.  
“Do you think you understand? You think that because he happens to be able to 

come and go as he wants, to visit you and run businesses, he isn’t still made to do these 
things? He wasn’t kidding before; if he refuses, they kill him. They kill us. They kill 
anyone who might have known about what they do, and how they conduct themselves. 
Because to resist them means you could try to expose them, and then they have to work 
to cover it up. They like not having to.” 

“Yeah, thanks for that. By the way, what exactly about being a rich man’s whore 
makes you qualified to be a personal assistant? Or is that how you assist him now?” As 
much as I sympathized with August’s anger, that was uncalled for.  

“Enough! Don’t talk to her like that. She is no less a person than you are.” 
“But you did sleep with her.” 
“I did.” 
“Did you sleep with your little nurse, too?!” 
“Yes. I was intimate with all of them. All we had was each other, and the 

comfort we could get there.” 
“Jesus fucking Christ, Spencer, they were whores. What if they had a disease. 

What if you gave me a disease? Did you think about that?” 
“You need to stop thinking about this as though it was a school drama. This isn’t 

your life. You can’t relate to this like it was a boyfriend who cheated on you with a some 
girl from work. It’s not the same universe.” 

“Bullshit! You slept with them for years, and then you show up and act 
all…isolated and awkward, like you haven’t had a girlfriend in years. You were probably 
sleeping with them while you were dating me, weren’t you?” 

“Sometimes.” 
“FUCK YOU, Spencer.” I took a deep breath. 
 “What’s the most afraid you’ve ever been?” August thought for a moment. 
“When my grandfather was dying.” 
“Why was that scary?” 
“Because I loved him, and he was so weak and frail, and we knew he probably 

wasn’t going to make it. It was so…real, you know?”  
“That’s sadness, loss. I mean fear. Real fear.” 
“I don’t know…I got in a car accident once. Lost control on the highway, the car 

was skidding all over, going into oncoming traffic. There was this huge truck coming 
right at us, I thought we were going to be killed.” 
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“That’s it?” Her eyes flared. 
“Is there a problem with it?” 
“A problem? Yeah. Your biggest fears are watching a man who has lived a full 

life die a relatively comfortable death in a controlled environment with painkillers and 
doctors on standby, or an instant death being crushed by a Mack truck. Do you want to 
know what a scary death is? Lying on the sand, you intestines spilling out all over the 
place. The pain is so bad you can’t control yourself. Your intestines are split open, so you 
don’t know if the shit you smell is leaking from your intestines or if you shat yourself, 
but you know you pissed yourself, because you can see it, soaking your pants with all the 
blood. The blood cakes the sand together. It looks a little like red velvet cake, only it 
hurts like fuck because you have grits sticking to your wounds, getting mixed up with 
your guts. You try to put them back inside you, but the pain is excruciating. You scream 
and cry and beg for help, and you know what you hear? Clapping. Cheering. The sound is 
almost deafening, but people all around you are cheering and screaming like your death is 
the greatest, funniest thing they have ever seen. You reach out to the only person nearby, 
hoping maybe he can help you. Your vision is starting to blur, you’ve lost a lot of blood 
and a lot of shit and bacteria is getting mixed up in what you have left, but you still know 
this guy. This is the guy who cut you, who took your guts and pulled them on the outside 
of your body, but it doesn’t matter. You’re begging for help anyway, because he at least 
understands. But he understands too much, so he just stands, looking at you, his eyes 
stone cold, or closed, or maybe full of tears but it doesn’t fucking matter what he’s 
feeling because he just stands. And then they come. Workers, attendants, custodians. 
They have a stretcher, and they’re going to help. Two of them pick you up and drop you 
on the stretcher, and then one of them piles your guts on top of you. It hurts so bad you 
go blind. The men carry you back to the hallways you came out of. They’re not good at 
walking on sand, and it’s a bumpy ride, and they don’t seem to give a shit, but they’re 
doing something at least. And then they get to the room you got ready in. You notice in a 
whole new way that the walls and the floor, are all tile, and there’s a drain in the middle. 
You notice it, because the men set you down on a table or a bench, and they’re leaving, 
and nobody looks at you. The door shuts, and you’re alone, and dizzy, and cold (because 
you really have lost way too much blood) and in agonizing pain. And maybe, if you’re 
lucky, you get one visitor. The man who did this to you, who made you fight in the first 
place. He looks at you like dogshit. You’re barely able to catch a breath because 
something is in your lungs and you don’t know what, but he’s smoking a cigar and he’s 
not putting it out. And he tells you that you blew it. You fucked up. You’re hurt really 
badly, and the medics don’t think they can do anything. They could fly in a specialist, a 
surgeon or something, but, frankly, it would cost more to operate, to treat the wounds, to 
nurse you back to health than it would to train a replacement, and there’s no reason to go 
through all that expense and trouble anyway since, face it, you’re a loser. If you were any 
good, you wouldn’t be dying in the first place. So, fuck you. Then the man leaves, and 
you’re alone. You die alone in a room made of tile with a drain so that when you’re 
finally gone, someone can come in here and haul you out and clean up without it being 
too much trouble. You don’t have much time left, and what you do have you spend 
remembering people you haven’t seen in years, who aren’t even going to know that you 
were alive this whole time, won’t know you died. You won’t have a grave or a tombstone 
or even a name. Now THAT is a scary death. And you know what? I’ve seen it. I’ve been 
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that guy standing there, unable to help. Watching some poor loser get carried away for 
his final breath somewhere cold and dark and empty and alone. Every time my feet hit 
the fucking sand, that was a possibility. If I wasn’t careful, if I wasn’t quick, if I just 
happened to trip, I could be that guy. That would be it for me. Now do you have any 
understanding of that kind of fear?” My face was warm and I knew I looked mad. 
August’s eyes were bloodshot, tears flowing freely. Viv had her head buried in Dean’s 
chest. He looked at me like he wanted to hug me. August reached a shaky hand out but 
wouldn’t touch me. I did feel a familiar hand on my shoulder, and another rubbing the 
small of my back. Neither Soleil nor Rain said anything. 

“I didn’t know…” 
“No, you couldn’t know, could you? That isn’t how people die in your world. 

That isn’t your kind of fear. How about the kind of fear, waiting around in your own bed, 
or the closest you have to a bed. All the doors have locks, but you don’t have the key, so 
if you get out or not is up to someone else. You’re sitting there with your friend, or a 
couple of friends, because none of you wants to be alone. Because, you see, the man who 
owns the house, he doesn’t like you. He doesn’t like anyone, but he wants you dead. All 
of you. Because you don’t like him. Because you look at him like a monster. Just last 
week, he beat another of your friends half to death, lined strangers up to fuck her bloody 
and filmed the whole thing, but how dare you look at him like a monster. The house has 
armed guards around it, twenty four seven, and they don’t like you either. All they need 
is one word, one nod, from the man in charge, and they will come in and kill you. There 
are other men with swords, and they really don’t like you, and they might come in and 
kill you instead. Or maybe he’s just going to come beat someone else, rape someone else, 
just because he can. Because he owns you. And so you’re sitting with your friends, 
holding one another tight, because they’re all you have. They’re the only people you can 
trust, the only people who care and, just for one night, you want to think about something 
else. You want to feel good, feel happy and warm and safe and loved. So you fuck. The 
three of you fuck, all night long, and in the morning, you brave the hallways to go sneak 
food from the kitchen and get back to them, and you pretend you’re in a hotel in Paris or 
Spain, sleeping late with room service, because if you thought about the truth of it for one 
minute longer, you’d kill yourself right there. But I bet you don’t know that kind of fear, 
either. Or that kind of friendship.” August and Vivian shook with loud, gasping sobs. 
Even Dean’s eyes were wet with tears. Soleil quietly lay her head on my other shoulder, 
and wrapped an arm around my chest. Rain held my hand. They knew. They were there. I 
wondered if anyone else would ever get it.  

“It’s…not an excuse. I can’t deal. I can’t. I know you say what you went 
through, and it must have been awful, but I can’t do it, it’s all too much. I want to go.” 
August wiped her eyes on her sleeve and turned to go. 

“August, it’s not too much. We’re alive, all of us, we’re building new lives.” 
“Not with me. I can’t cope. Not with you, what happened, what do did, what you 

do. Not with them. Not with any of it. It’s not my life, and I don’t ever want it to be. You 
need to forget you ever knew me, okay? Forget it.” She ran out the door without asking 
where she needed to go. We were out in the country, away from everything. I turned to 
Cherry.  

“Grab some money, would you? Get her to the airport if she’ll go in the car, get 
her a cab if not, and don’t let her leave without a way to get home.” Cherry nodded, and 
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followed my weeping ex-girlfriend. It had been so nice, felt so normal. Maybe this was 
the sign that ‘normal’ was something I would never have in my life again. I turned to my 
friends.  

“I know it’s fucked up. Trust me, I know. But, please. Let’s get out of this 
bloody tile room, let me change into clothes, and we can get some food and talk. Maybe 
you can stay for a while. Or we can go somewhere. We can fly anywhere in the world. 
We can get the kids, or your folks can watch them. I’ll answer anything you need to 
know.” Vivian and Dean both nodded, but didn’t speak. I walked past them, and they 
followed me out to the main part of the house. The first stop was my room, to dress, and 
then I gave them a tour on the scenic route to the kitchen.  
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Vivian and Dean did agree to spend the night. During dinner, Viv called her 

folks and asked them to watch the girls for a few more days, because they had to help out 
a friend in need. I showed them some of the artwork collected, including the original 
Pollocks, explained the depth of my businesses. Offered to give them money and jobs if 
they wanted, as long as they promised to stay away from Circle business. I offered to give 
them money just for being the great people they had always been. They had a lot of 
maybes. For a while, it was like those daydreams when you have a job you don’t like; 
thinking about what you’d do if you won the lottery and could do anything. My friends 
could name anything, and they could have it. Vivian mentioned that she had always 
wanted to go on a cruise around the Caribbean, but could never afford it. I rushed to a 
computer and pulled up pictures of the Beckett yacht, a long, ornate affair, nicer than 
most cruise ships with a dozen bedrooms, a pool, a hot tub, a little café, staff quarters. It 
would be paradise. Dean let out a long, low whistle. 

“That is a hell of a boat; who would I have to kill to get one just like it?” He had 
been joking, but the words hung there in the air. We went out for lunch to change the 
mood.  

Afterwards, the topic came up again. I started listing options; selling their house 
and putting everything in storage, keeping it and paying everything off for a year or so. 
After all, they could have any house they wanted now. They could live on the boat for a 
year, with private teachers for Dylan when he was ready, babysitters for both kids when 
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they just wanted to relax. I was already packing in my mind, and suddenly Vivian burst 
out crying.  

‘What’s wrong? Viv, it’s okay. Everything will be okay.” 
“No, it’ll never be okay again…” 
“What? Don’t say that.” 
“Spencer, you need to get out of this life. You need to.” 
“I thought I explained. I can’t.” 
“But…but why not? They’re just people, just like you.” 
“You don’t just leave this group of people. It’s not that simple. It doesn’t 

happen.” 
“Then…then I’ll tell everyone about it, and you won’t have a choice.” 
“Who are you going to tell?” 
“The newspaper.” 
“Which one? Sentinel or the Daily?” 
“The Sentinel, probably.” 
“Why that one?” 
“It always felt more serious somehow.” 
“Huh. Well, I have to tell you, the story wouldn’t print.” 
“Why not?’ 
“I own the Sentinel.” 
“Then I’d go to the—” 
“I own all the papers in town. I thought it was like an investment in the 

community. Most of the radio stations, too.” 
“How about the news, do you own that?” 
“Which channel?” 
“Six.” 
“That’s an ABC affiliate?” 
“No, NBC.” 
“No, I don’t own that.” 
“Good then I’d—” 
“Probably take me two phone calls…three minutes, tops, to get the guy on the 

phone, though.” 
“You know the guy who owns channel six?” 
“Yeah. He’s an ass, but he’s gullible. I might be able to convince him it’s a 

joke.” 
“But…Spencer WHY would you want to kill this story?” 
“Because you have no idea what you’re doing.” 
“I don’t? Look at you! You have killed people! Lots of people! You don’t even 

know how many, and you lived through all that shit…that’s something people should 
know, should stop. You shouldn’t even need me telling you that, you should be 
broadcasting yourself. Why would you fight me?” 

“Because if I stop your story, then I’m an asshole and you never speak to me 
again. But if someone else intercepts it, or god forbid, if it makes it onto the television, 
just once, you’re dead. Or worse. You think you get freaked out by the stories of what we 
lived through? One of those guys thinks he likes the look of you, and you’ll be there, too. 
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Along with your family, and friends, and anyone you may have accidentally told the story 
to. Vanished, without a trace.” 

“Then…how can we put our kids in that situation?” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Don’t you see? It if was just us, Spencer, it would be one thing. We love you, 

and we’re adults, we can take risks. But the kids…we can’t do that to them. How would 
we explain it?” 

“Explain?” 
“That Uncle Spence is always hurt because he fights people, kills them. What 

does that teach them? You’re Everest’s godfather, you’re supposed to be her moral 
compass, but you kill people just because someone else says you have to. You don’t even 
NEED money anymore, you don’t need anything anymore, but you do it.” 

“I do it to protect my own family. The girls. Dougan, Drost. Even Hiro.” 
“That’s fine, for you, for them. For us even. But not my children. What if…god, 

what if they find out and think it’s cool. What if they want to be involved? What do you 
tell them?” 

“Absolutely not.” 
“But they would know. They’d know these Circle people, and then they would 

either get sucked in, just because people want to hurt kids you care about, or because they 
just KNOW this stuff, and they can’t keep secrets better than any other kid. You have to 
see this.” 

“We can work it out, we can…do something.” 
“No. We need to go. I know it sucks, and you have to know we will always love 

you. You are our best friend, the best we have ever had. But we can’t let the kids be 
around this world. And if you’re saying you’re never going to not be a part of it, they can 
never be around you. I’m so sorry Spencer. We have to go back home. We have to raise 
kids as normally as we can.” 

Something broke inside me worse than anything that ever happened to me in the 
ring. I took them home in the plane, drove them to their front door. Said goodbye to the 
kids. And that was it. All gone. I waved goodbye from my car, and disappeared. I’d never 
get to see Dylan learn the guitar, never get to watch Everest grow out of her awkward 
braces stage, or win a spelling be, or become whatever she was going to be. After 
everything, I was going back to the Beckett estate alone.  
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Four years, it’s been, since I drove away. Another six since I had been 

kidnapped in the first place. So much change, so much pain. I’ve done what I could to 
keep away, I really have. Shine keeps tabs on the kids. Everest is still on her first set of 
teeth, so we won’t know if she’s going to need braces for a while yet, Dylan has been 
taking piano instead of guitar, but he’s young still. They don’t know it, they can never 
know it, but they have a guardian angel. They will get into whatever school they choose, 
they will never want for anything. They will have exceptional luck, and if I do it right, 
they will never know I was involved. It’s what Viv would have wanted. Shine knows by 
now not even to show me. She takes care of them. I can’t see pictures, it would be too 
much.  

It’s easier to sit here alone. Not entirely alone. I have my girls. I have a fortune. 
But I am stretched too thin. There are four of me now, and most of the time, it feels like 
four too many. Spencer Neilan, he’s almost gone. The name I was born into, grew into. 
Family, friends, girlfriends, are all only memories. Long forays into nostalgia and photo 
albums and discreet searches to see Where They Are Now. The scenes are different, but 
the answer is the same: moved on. Even my parents have accepted my being gone. 
Accepted it sooner than my friends did, I think. Every once in a while I think I should 
call. But, then, we didn’t get along when I was ONLY Spencer Neilan, so why would we 
now? If the two people who understood me best couldn’t, then they didn’t stand a chance. 
So instead I rig lotteries or free-car giveaways, so they get a thrill. A little birthday 
present from their dead son.  
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Spencer Becket, he’s a joke without a punch line, a ghost. Stuck in a circle of 
people I hate, forced to do the minimum to get by. The business aspect I can handle. 
We’ve been doing well. I have 16 bands on the top 100. I built the second-largest hotel in 
the world. I’ve been on the cover of magazines. But those stories are all lies. We sit 
around and make up those stories to give reporters. Nothing is true. And apart from work, 
Spencer Beckett has only a few friends. Lupe, Claudia, Germain, Fahkir, even Al 
Lambert, I guess. And they are great. They see me, most of the time, for who I am. They 
don’t fit in either. A few months back, there was a huge upset to the world of rich 
bastards as Lupe’s big mobile communications gambit worked out. He cornered the last 
market, pushed sales, and the boom hit. He became the richest man in the world. It was 
on television, magazines, newspapers. Germain Portello III had been unseated from the 
throne of business; Guadalupe Mantilla was the new emperor of the wealthy. One 
reporter was even trying to speculate how Germain would feel, or how Lupe would 
celebrate. She described grand expensive parties for the one, bitter seclusion for the other. 
Nobody in their right mind would have guessed that Lupe and Inez, Myself, Soleil, Rain 
and Ava were all with Germain, dressed in costumes and drinking too much of Lupe’s 
good liquor aboard the Millennium Falcon, while feet away from our hull, Germain’s 
wife was in the cockpit of a life-sized TIE Fighter, suspended by pneumatic arms from 
the ceiling, firing imaginary blasters at us and threatening our doom through the intercom 
while giggling maniacally. It’s so cute when nerds fall in love and get married. But when 
you’re only friends are the two richest men in the world, the Porn Empress, and a 
reclusive, religious middle-easterner, you don’t have time for regular visits, and so most 
of the time Spencer Beckett is alone.  

Jackson Pollock is even starting to get tired. A masked man with his secret 
revealed, all his fights have too much pretense. Too much trying. I only fight 
occasionally, when it’s something I couldn’t send someone else into, or when I really 
need a connection. But I still work out for 5 hours every morning. I still spar and practice. 
I’m probably better now than I was after I was first freed. Of the twenty-eight fights I’ve 
been in during the past four years, eight of them have been flawless, where I walked 
away without a scratch. But being a celebrity to assholes is bitter fruit, and I can feel the 
strain. The soreness that lingers after a really good sparring session, the pull in my 
muscles. In a few short years I’ll turn forty. That will be a good time to stop, I think. If I 
can. A decade of fighting and it almost becomes an addiction. Something I loathe the 
very idea of, but cannot stop doing. Not really, not for long. Maybe I’m just destined to 
die that way. Either way – through old age or retirement, Jackson’s days are numbered.  

And then there’s just plain Spence. The kid who got too drunk and wound up a 
slave. The guy who stole moments of peace from a wealthy bastard with a beautiful girl 
when he could. Who tried to break out with a metal jug and a bread knife once. The girls 
are my best connection to the world. We have one another. They’re my family. They’re 
doing well, too. Captains of industry. Kamala, even as she ages, is a terror to any house 
employee who misbehaves. Mist is a celebrity in her own right now, while Cherry towers 
over men and architecture. Rain became a full doctor, and Ava her doting companion. 
Rain does still come around when I fight but every once in a while, if she has really good 
plans, she’ll let Sawbones play an inning. The other day, Sawbones forgot his own real 
name. I think he’s a better doctor now than he was before he was canned, though. Ashe 
got bored with my house security, and opened a business. Her office is still here, but her 
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folks guard banks across the nation. And Grace…after two years she revealed her master 
plan. She wanted to make cars. Cars that were gradually independent of petroleum. 
Silicone, bamboo and wood replaced plastic in the construction, and she had a half dozen 
different propulsion designs. Gas/solar combo, pure electric, hydrogen. If you’ve ever 
driven in a steam-powered car, odds are that was Grace. She swears that they’ll be the 
future. They sell big among the hippies, and in Europe. Of course, she’s a genius. Knew 
they would. That’s why she wanted to be able to export them as they gained popularity. 
She’s working on something new now. She won’t say what. And Soleil, always by my 
side. They’re my family. I couldn’t live without them. But there is nobody new for 
Spence. Nobody who could share that bond. The house staff see me as the Master now, 
the kind of the castle. They won’t even look me in the eyes. The lesser, the trainers. Even 
Izanami can’t see me as just another person. They all see the clothes, the money.  

Four lives, each one falling apart, each one incomplete. Four names, and none of 
them fit. What happens to a man who can’t be himself? What happens so someone who 
has four personalities, and none of them belong in the world? What happens when you 
get so distant that you can’t even see yourself? Usually, Soleil is the ones who saves me. 
She sees the look in my eyes, turns off my computer, hides my phones, and takes me 
home to bed. Makes me forget about everything but here and now. But without her, 
where would I be? I’d have been lost long ago, I think. There’s too much pressure for this 
kind of life. Too many directions all pulling at once, trying to separate the four of me, 
leaving me less than a real person, leaving me segmented and broken. Fractured. And 
someday, I won’t have anyone left to put me back together again.  
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The problems with this story became evident at the same time that it became 

more important to me. For the second (and certainly not the last) time in writing this 
book, I had just described a scene that disturbed me, that literally made my stomach turn 
and my skin crawl so badly that I had to get up and leave the room. I was hoping the 
images would stay there with the screen, be trapped by the words that defined them, but 
they didn’t. I think one of the reasons the story took so long to write was that, for most of 
the middle, it was not an easy, playful thing to create. What started in my head as an idea 
for a comic book, full of action and excitement, had become something else. Somewhere, 
the dashing swordplay and carefully crafted fights that I had first envisioned took a back 
seat to something else. In thinking about the people who would put on gladiatorial battles, 
a secret elite upper class of society, the people who ran that world came clearer into 
focus, and the whole story changed. The changes were already effecting me as they were 
happening, and if I, who knew what was happening and why, was that troubled by the 
story I was telling then I could only begin to imagine what people who weren’t in on it 
would think in reading those scenes. There are two things I think should be taken into 
account before the story is dismissed entirely.  

First, the truth about this kind of a society. Reading the news, and watching it on 
television, presumably, you see an endless procession of variations on the same story. An 
actor who is known for touching films about the ability of people to grow, to achieve 
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feats greater than their own imaginations, gets arrested for beating his wife. Professional 
athletes who inspire children to try harder and teach for an even greater future go to jail 
for doing drugs and rigging dogfights and beating their wives. Musicians, beloved by a 
wide range of fans and critically acclaimed for their innovation and refusal to be 
constrained by genre are caught, high on a cocktail of illegal drugs, having sex with 
underage girls equally high on drugs, behind the backs of their wives and the mothers of 
their children. And then they go on to beat their wives AND their underage girlfriends. 
Again and again, people who achieve a level of stardom, celebrity, or governmental 
position, who acquire money and influence and power, begin deciding that they’re above 
not only the law, but the common principles of decency, the basic tenets of right and 
wrong. They re-write the rules so that they can cause an endless chain of hurt and 
destruction, but still be the nice guy, the tortured genius or troubled but well-meaning 
champion of the people. They act outrageously, and look shocked when someone tells 
them it could be possibly talked about maybe being ‘wrong’ to act that way. And these 
are not world leaders. These are people who grew up writing songs in their parents 
basements or walk around on camera speaking someone else’s words or lied enough to 
get elected to local government. They’re people who either got lucky enough to turn their 
talent, their trick, into a famous name and a lot of money and opportunity. Or sometimes 
even people who were extremely lucky enough to turn the illusion of talent, the clever 
fakery of skill, into the same thing. But they’re still just like us. So what happens when 
you have an entire secret society of people, most of whom were told since birth, that they 
were simply better than anyone else? When you have people who truly ARE above 
reproach, who can do whatever they like, in broad daylight and in public, and walk away 
from it, because they own the newspapers and television stations that could report it, 
because they paid for the elections of the people who would prosecute or arrest them? If 
regular people with irregular egos and god complexes can cause the emotional damage 
that they do (and they really, truly do), then what would happen in the wake of people 
who genuinely had the money and power to back their egos and complexes up? The trail 
of damage would be catastrophic. And so it is. People kidnapped off the street who 
simply cease to exist. Olympic medalists slip from the headlines and into the shadows. 
Girls, away at college, vanish completely and are never heard from again. All these 
things happen in the real world already. So this story is a picture of what happens when 
they fall in with the truly untouchable. No group of people is all bad. Even in the Circle 
of this story, there were those with enough sense to see what was happening for what it 
truly was, and tried to avoid it. There were others who had been immersed in this world 
for so long that, even when they wanted to do the right thing, they found their moral 
boundaries to be too wide, too grey, to be of much use. But there will always be more 
people who are willing to go along with it, because they can. Because someone with 
more authority said they should. Simply because they know they will never be help 
accountable.  

Secondly, there are the people who get caught up in the wave of destruction, and 
are broken by it. Not just the people who play along, the ones who volunteer or are 
convinced to fight in the arena, to cripple and kill for money and sport. That’s not at all 
out of the realm of belief. My concern is the perception of my main characters. Spencer 
and the girls. My entourage of broken puppets. In some of my reading, I’ve heard a lot of 
things said about stories that involve rape. I have never read a review of a story with rape 
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and physical abuse at the center that wasn’t mixed. One reviewer will see value in it, and 
another will call it male-driven dominance fantasy. Women needing rescued. Women 
seen only as objects of pity and abuse. There will never be an entire audience happy with 
the way this character or that one responded to the treatment. But the truth is that there is 
no one way that anyone in real life responds to this sort of thing when it happens. None 
of the women Spencer meets in the ‘Becket Harem’ were put in the story as props. In the 
original story concept, when it was a flashy, fun, not-at-all serious action movie in words, 
they were femme fatales, plucky and pretty and flirty. As the story solidified for me, as I 
understood what this kind of society was really like, the women all became real. None of 
them chose this life, at least not understanding what it really was. Some were naïve, some 
didn’t understand what was really going on, and many of them were simply lured into 
traps and then kept prisoner. And so they dealt, and they suffered. Their suffering was so 
severe, in fact, that as I wrote about it, the images were so clear, their pain so sincere, that 
after I was done I would leave, go to bed, and find myself having nightmares about 
scenes I had just created. And just like real life, not all of the characters of this story 
made it through intact, even if they survived. The dozen of them that lived, if you include 
Spencer and Drost, carried the effects of their trauma with them in as realistic a way as 
possible. Like many groups who suffer painful indignities together, they almost never 
wanted to talk about what had happened directly, and even after they were in no more 
danger, even if they never brought the subject up, felt bonded together, and were only 
truly comfortable in the company of those they had survived the ordeal with. So they 
stayed close, even if they drifted, even if they didn’t like one another. Each of them 
carries the psychological weight of it with them; 

Kamala was the first taken in by charm and guile. She watched as the man she 
fell for as a young woman became angry, hateful, and violent. Rather than accept that he 
was finally showing his darker side, she made excuses for him, and defended him, and 
continued pressing a love he could not, and would not, ever return. Even after he was 
gone, she stayed on in his place, keeping everything looking good, defending the memory 
of the man she wanted to see him as, rather than the monster he truly behaved as. Read 
letters written to prisoners, locked away for repeatedly and savagely beating their wives, 
written by the same spouses who were abused, and you will see that this is not a stretch.  

Shine blamed herself for everything that happened. She was mistaken into 
thinking she was signing on for an adventure, and the more used and abused she became, 
the more she blamed herself. She internalized all she went through, choosing to believe 
she deserved it. Even if something was done to her against her will, it was her fault, 
because, deep down, she felt she was a haughty bitch and a tease. She made men want her 
on purpose, she tempted them, so she had to accept the result. If she found herself in a 
room surrounded by five men who were going to have her anyway, she would tell herself 
it was a good thing. She was desired. This was what she wanted. If you want to see this 
kind of mentality in the real world, look at a strip club on a weekday morning. Look at 
the girls working the street at night. It’s not hard to find.  

Ashe and Cherry responded in similar ways. They shut parts of themselves off. 
They tried to cover up their shame and fear as hate and bitterness. Neither one of them 
would ever trust anyone to touch them for as long as they lived. No man would ever be 
able to convince them that he cared. Instead, they personified themselves as tough, 
unbeatable, untouchable. They wanted to be seen as above the kind of suffering they had 
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gone though, if only as a public face, to hide the fear they felt every single day, and the 
breakdowns they suffered when they were alone. Cherry cast the appearance of the cold, 
heartless bitch who was leading a man’s world because she needed to show them, 
whether they cared or not, that she was better than them and all their violence and hate 
and abuse, and when that didn’t comfort her she would break down with Spencer, the 
only man she considered ‘safe’ and try to do what she thought she should want to, if only 
to feel something, to feel normal. In the end, it would remind her of the past she worked 
so hard to avoid, and so the mask would go back on. For Ashe, she wanted to be more 
than just untouchable, she wanted to be terrifying. She wanted people to cringe at even 
the thought of touching her, and used an outward projection of hate and anger to hide 
anything she felt. Go through studies of children of physical and sexual abuse, and you’ll 
see this one.  

July was the one who had suffered so much she overloaded and shut down 
everything. She would be borderline catatonic one moment, and then overcome by a 
flood of emotion that she couldn’t control the next, triggered by one thought that opened 
a floodgate of memories she wasn’t ready for. She cut herself, she wanted to kill herself, 
and she could not cope on any level with another human being. I recall a series on NPR, 
dealing with a group of people who tried to council women recovered or rescued from 
white slavery rings, and many of them were in some version of this mental state. 

Soleil lives in denial about what happened. She is overly sexual, always wearing 
revealing clothing, comes across as sexually aggressive. She is trying to prove that she is 
undamaged by what happened, and she is, in some respects, trying to use her sexuality as 
a weapon against others before they can use it on her. Men are not leering at her chest 
and making her uncomfortable as long as she can tell herself that she MADE them look at 
her that way. She is controlling them. She is in charge. She also formed an unnaturally 
strong connection to Spencer while they were in captivity. To her, he was the hero who 
would do anything to protect her, and so she swore undying loyalty and love to him. For 
as long as she lives, she will subvert her own needs in order to give him what she thinks 
he wants. She would starve so that he could be well fed, she would throw herself in front 
of an oncoming car if she thought it would hit him, and she would kill herself to give him 
her heart if she thought he needed it. She sees it as loyalty, rather than a misplaced hero 
worship. 

Mist was taken quickly into the worst of the abuses. While many of the girls 
experienced a gradual increase in the suffering, she was pulled from her own life and 
thrown in the thick. She very quickly endured a serious barrage of sexual and physical 
abuse and humiliation, and then was discarded. She almost immediately began walling 
off those events. Her captivity was relatively short, compared to the others, and so she 
has more memories to cling to. If she were asked about it, she would not remember much 
of anything that happened. Most of her memories of captivity would be the general 
environment of fear she felt, cowering in the girls’ quarters. This gives her the illusion 
that she escaped unharmed. However, she is also unable to form a lasting connection with 
other people, is ashamed and embarrassed of her own sexuality, and is really only 
comfortable around the other abused women, who understand the fears that she thinks the 
outside world, including her family, would think were ‘stupid.’ 

Grace’s exposure was the shortest of all. She was tricked and then trapped, and 
from the first hours in the house was aware of the tension, fear, and distrust. She was 
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subject to a single forced sexual act, rather than the steady onslaught or systematic abuse 
of the others, and her attack came as an obvious affront. She was not, as many of them 
felt they were, party to her own abuse. She was not ‘asking for it,’ and is aware of that. 
However, she will also never be comfortable with her sexuality again, either. She will 
spend the rest of her life in baggy pants and sweaters far too large. If she is ever talked 
into wearing an even semi-form-fitting dress for a special occasion, she will be 
uncomfortable. Anyone who looks at her will feel like they are leering, anyone who talks 
to her or approaches her will seem to her like an assailant. She will have a series of 
relationships where she can foster a trusting relationship, but freezes the second it 
becomes physical, and will then run away from the entire thing. This is actually a 
common result not just of rape and abuse, but by traumatizing experiences during 
adolescence (particularly harsh hazing among other female students after gym, or cruel 
insults after early sexual experimentation with the opposite sex). More than any of her 
fellow captives, Grace has a chance to overcome her issues later in life, through therapy 
and personal realization. 

Rain hid her fear and shame behind a sense of duty. Her skills as a nurse gave 
her a focus; mending to the sick, and then eventually to taking care of the other women. 
By putting the concern for others first, she could hide from her own feelings of hurt, 
shame, fear and abuse. In turn, her focus on nursing and first aid made her more useful to 
her captive than she was as simply another sex object, and so it shielded her from some of 
the further abuse she would have taken, which only cemented her focus. She, in effect, 
buried her head in the sand of altruism. If she is ever called on to think about herself; 
what she wants, needs, or feels, she freezes and is overcome by panic. Even in regards to 
her relationships with Spencer and Ava, she is able to appear almost healthy, because she 
is needed, she is ‘taking care of’ them. If she stopped and thought about requesting 
something back, a panic attack would almost immediately strike. While another frequent 
response to habitual abuse, a similar mindset can develop from over-stress in some 
people, commonly seen in housewives of particularly large or needy families, and 
employees of demanding bosses. Therapy and anxiety medication help, but only if 
someone is willing to admit to and face the problem, which in Rain’s case, would cause a 
collapse of her denial system, and may lead to more issues.  

Ava’s outlook is very nearly similar to July’s in that she has blocked out a great 
deal of her past, her own life, in order to survive, and is in many ways incapable of 
dealing with the world directly. What keeps her from collapsing is another form of 
misplaced dependence, similar but more severe than what Soleil feels for Spencer, in this 
case on the only person who was consistent, kind, and caring: Rain. As Rain took care of 
her, Ava clutched the kindness as the act of a savior. She cannot trust anyone else, as 
everyone, even before her enslavement, abandoned her, left her, or hurt her. Without 
Rain, she would likely become extremely despondent and suicidal as well. But as long as 
Rain is around, she has a focus and an anchor. 

Similarly, Drost managed to survive his time, first as a gladiator, and then as a 
guard/trainer for House Beckett, through his connection to his brother Nikki. As long as 
they were together, they were a unit, and had bonds that the outside world could not 
break, even through all the abuses they suffered. Once Nikki was killed, Drost 
immediately needed to fill that void with the closest person he could, in this case, his 
brother’s lover, Shine. By becoming close to her, protecting her and taking comfort for 
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her, he could again replicate the almost symbiotic relationship he needed in order to cope 
with the world. 

Finally, Spencer. Oddly enough, in most of the papers, essays, and discussions 
I’ve read on the topic, very few people are ever upset by the portrayal of a man’s 
behavior or experiences after going through trauma or abuse. Spencer’s gender did not 
make him in any way protected in the eyes of Sebastian Beckett. Had one of his guests 
wanted Spencer chained naked to a pummel horse in a workout room somewhere, it 
would have happened in a heartbeat, as evidenced by the immediate granting of Claudia’s 
requests. The primary difference is that, as Sebastian was not personally interested in 
Spencer sexually, and Sebastian was ultimately a man so selfish he could hardly conceive 
of opinions other than his own, he did not advertise Spencer as a sex object, and none of 
his guests asked specifically. Spencer did still suffer several abuses, as a slave and 
servant to the lord of the manor. By being placed in the ring for duels, he was placed in 
emotional situations similar to that of one of the women being locked in a room alone 
with someone interested in her ‘company,’ namely being subject to the wills of other, and 
having something (be it sexual favors or an actual limb) taken against his will. The 
beatings he took were no less severe than that of the girls, and his life was no less valued 
as a slave. While he may believe his attraction to the company of the women of Beckett 
house was physical, they were the only people in the house who underwent similar 
mental and physical abuse, and they were the only people he could sympathize with, and 
who could sympathize with him. It’s not surprising, then, that he dealt with captivity the 
same way Shine, Soleil and Rain did (arguably the three women that he was the closest 
to). Firstly, he had denial and self blame, which manifested in his ego and obsession with 
rehearsal. Partially a matter of self-defense, the longer he fought, the more comfortable 
he became with it, and the more he believed that he remained fighting because part of 
him had been made for it. The persona he found himself in, that of Jackson, was made 
solely for the fights, which means he had to both expect to continue the treatment, and 
had to continue to be the best at it. This obsession is also why he found comfort in the 
fights, agreeing to them after he was freed from servitude, and continued, for the rest of 
his life, to spend five hours every day working out and sparring. Secondly, he took on a 
mission, using his denial to increasingly tell himself that he was doing what he had to in 
order to protect them. He cast himself as a hero in order to deny himself the role of the 
victim. Towards the end of his captivity, it was another obsession, and any failure 
resulted in angry fluctuation between his self-actualization as being largely helpless, and 
his deep-seated need to ‘get them out of’ the mess they were in. This can also be seen in 
his insistence after they were freed that he make them a place to stay, and make it easy 
for them to stay close, and cared for. When the healthiest solution would have been to get 
them far away from the reminders of their captivity, get them in very serious counseling, 
and give them enough money that they never had to look back, that idea would have been 
inconceivable to him, as he felt it was his job, and his job alone, to take care of them. 
Finally, he came to identify with, and depend on, the entire group. Like most of them, he 
is now uncomfortable among people who he doesn’t think will be able to understand 
what he went through. He is emotionally cut off, his dependence a close substitute for 
love, and spread among all the women, but he has lost his ability to form new 
relationships based on anything other than shared suffering.  
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I sincerely hope that anyone reading this story, especially as we get into act 
three, and the characters are finally free of the locked doors and guards that kept them 
prisoner, doesn’t mistake the actions of the characters as whimsical, miraculous 
recoveries from the things they suffered. Cherry becoming the head of several arms of the 
business empire, Grace excited over engineering designs she has created, Soleil and 
Spencer playing around, joking, and carrying on like teenagers; these aren’t actions that 
ignore the suffering they all experienced as much as they are the actions of people 
struggling with deep psychological impressions made on them by their captivity and 
abuse, and acting out in real, genuine ways. They are going on to fake their way through 
lives, not because they have simply left behind the torture and torment, but because they 
are afraid, unwilling, and incapable of really dealing with it. They are broken people, left 
to rebuild with nothing but each other, and none of the tools, resources, or knowhow to 
rebuild properly. They are falling-down shacks of people, leaning together for support, 
barely held together with string and chewing gum, waiting for everything to collapse and 
crumble, planting flowers in front of the hovels in the meantime, to create an illusion of 
domestic peace. These characters are what make the story, for all the uncomfortable 
descriptions of abuse and violence, for the sick feeling and the crawling skin, for all the 
greed and sex and hate and vulgarity, worth the trip. They are real people, torn apart by a 
system that causes endless destruction, with not even a thought to giving aide, 
recompense, or apology.  
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About the Author 

The author just finished his tenth book, which would make him feel 
better if it hadn’t taken almost two years to do, and if something before 

this point had been published. 
While writing this story, he moved from Oregon to Colorado, where the 

air is too thin to support a lot of pollution, which makes everything 
smell better and look prettier. He has spent much of his time working in 

a tall office building and flying around to various airports where he 
tries to act important and knowledgable, which has distracted him 

somewhat from his calling of making stories that nobody looks at but 
himself. During this time, perhaps because he forgot who he really was, 
he went and got fat, engaged and in debt. Unfortunately, two of those 

descriptions remain current.  
The author thinks you should talk about him in public as though he 

were the most famous, astounding author alive, and actively seek out 
people in the publishing realm, as he will not be able to keep fooling 

the business community for long, and will eventually be discovered as 
an imposter and thrown out, penniless and unloved. You don’t want 

that to happen, because he may end up coming to live with you when it 
does. It would be unfortunate.  

In the meantime, he will continue to think of stories, and write them 
down in between lurking around banks and art supply stores for girls to 
turn him down. He has opened an account at the same bank three times 
now trying to pick up a teller. He is much better at writing than picking 

up girls. But, then, he would pretty much have to be.  
… 

Come to think of it, he is probably also better at deep sea exploration 
than he is at picking up girls, and he can barely even swim.  

 


