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Brutus, The Gladiator

––––––––
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BRUTUS SWAYED IN THE sudden rush of wind, the breeze from the newly opened door knocking him from side to side and rattling his chains.

The woman in front of him whimpered, craning her head to see who was coming in, but she failed to spot the tide of Draken guards that Brutus’ captor brought with him, all flooding past her and her daughter to face her husband. 

Again?

Her husband hung there, missing an eye and with a body black from bruises that spread from head to toe. He glared at the creatures before him, his lip curled in distaste. Everything about him reeked of hatred and of barely restrained rage, but he was powerless to do anything except watch as they surrounded him. Their leader stepped forward, some strange cross between dragon and human just like the rest of his posse. He held a strong gaze.  Fancier garments. But just as inhuman as the rest. 

Oh, how Brutus would have loved to tear him limb from limb.

“We need more information.”

The leader of the Drakens, despite his appearance, did not have a serpentine voice. Instead, it was rich and sibilant, full of the same commanding power of a king. Brutus shivered. That voice narrated the worst moments of his life trapped in that house.

“I’ve told you everything I know.”

“No. You have not.”

The Draken leader unsheathed his sword.

“The King of Cena sent the ex-Court Wizard on a quest. Is this correct?”

“Yes. That’s correct.”

“And you claim that she wears this mark on her shoulder?”

He raised a cloth, with a symbol on it.  It resembled Avalon’s birthmark. A red, six-petalled flower. 

Brutus nodded. 

No drink for two days. He swallowed. Must conserve my voice.

“Where are they going?”

“I already told you... I don’t know. I left them before they made contact with the spellcaster!”

The Draken commander took hold of Brutus’ daughter and hefted her up from the ground. He held his sword against her throat, close enough to the skin to draw a thin line of blood. The girl whimpered, resisting the urge to thrash away. She sat, bound and gagged for two days straight. 

“Have mercy.”

The Draken scoffed. “Mercy? What do humans know of mercy?”

Brutus fell silent.

“Where do you expect they would go?”

“...Seaside. They’d need a ship to cross the sea.”

He let his daughter drop, her head smacking hard against the flagstone floor. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

Brutus roared out her name, but one of the Draken guards slammed a punch into his ribs that drove the breath from his lungs and robbed him of his voice once again.

“I’ve been ordered to dispose of you and your family.” The Draken commander threw a sword beneath Brutus’ swaying feet.  “However, we Draken are not unreasonable. Unlike men, we believe in fairness.”

Brutus struggled for breath.

“Let... let them go.”

The reptilian-creature shrugged. “Unfortunately I can not disobey the laws of my people. Despite what you may think, I wish you no ill will.”

The chains around his wrists suddenly loosened and he fell to the floor, smashing his head. Brutus struggled to his feet, grabbing his blade from the ground. He locked eyes with Martha and Gretchen, then turned to the Draken commander. Fire burned in his belly. Cocky bastard. One eye or not, bruised or not, Brutus would send this demon back to the hell it came from. 

Brutus feinted to the left, then thrust his sword to the right. 

The Draken sidestepped the attack easily. 

Brutus tumbled forward. 

Damn it. 

The Draken moved with lightning speed. Kicking him in the gut, then disarming him. Brutus’ sword flew out of his hand. He scrambled for the weapon but his enemy whacked him over the head with his sword hilt. His skull cracked and he felt warm liquid trickle down his temple. 

Brutus slumped to the ground, unable to move. Paralyzed by days of physical and psychological torment. He could feel his eye welling up.

“Disappointing,” Imperious said. 

He clapped his hands at the cluster of soldiers.

Martha cried out through her gag, begging for them to spare Gretchen. Imperious frowned then knelt down.

“I apologize, but orders are orders.”

The Draken commander strode away as flames filled the room. Fire rippled through the thatch and down into the wooden walls, consuming every inch of the exterior before searing them. Singeing them.

Martha. 

Gretchen. 

Everything Brutus cared about, his whole life, burned to ashes before him.
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Avalon, The Dragon Slayer

––––––––
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“UGH, THIS PLACE SMELLS disgusting.”

“Oh, get over yourself, girl. We’re here for a job.”

Avalon glared at the Captain.

“Why are you even here?” she demanded. “Don’t you have a King to protect?”

He shrugged. “He said he’d rather see me go with you.”

“That makes one of us,” she muttered.

Presley grimaced. “Guys, please, no fighting.”

The port town bustled with crowds of people who streamed through the boardwalk streets like cattle on a narrow road. Stalls surrounded the area, selling cheap trinkets for steep costs and rich clothes for poor people, everything Avalon had ever dreamt about could be bought for an affordable price, and things she hadn’t even thought existed were being handed out for a fistful of pennies.

Years stuck underground make everything seem magical.

“Where are we?” Avalon frowned. “Why is this place so busy?”

Meverick stepped forward, ripping his fingers through a knot in his beard. He held his staff like a walking stick, the jewel at the top concealed by his thick knuckles.

“This is Seaside.”

“Inventive,” Avalon commented. “How’d they come up with the name?”

Meverick sighed. “Do be quiet for a moment, Avalon. I need to tell you about this place if we’re to make it through here safely.”

He stepped forward, glaring around at the vendors.

“This town is not a place where nobility and morality reign supreme, it is a place for cutthroat business people and business-like cutthroats. Pirates, prostitutes, and pariahs. The three cornerstones of Seaside.”

And then Avalon saw it. Shadows hiding behind the seemingly innocent stalls, the darkness behind the vendors’ grins... the apparent naivety of the shoppers. She took a step back.

“You’re right,” she said softly. “This place is a den of sin.”

You’d think a gladiator would be right at home in a place like this, but this isn’t our kind of sin. This is more hostile.

“We should get to the tavern immediately,” Rodrick suggested, hand on the hilt of his sword. “Come on.”

“Uh, Captain?”

The two guards serving under him stepped forward, still fully armored and with weapons in hand. The big one, Rome, chatted with her and Presley. But the other barely spoke a word. Just stared at his boots every time she engaged him in conversation.

“Yes, soldier?”

“We were wondering, um... we wondered if...”

Rome hesitated, trying to pluck up the courage to say what he wanted to say.

“What is it?” Rodrick barked. “Spit it out!”

“We... we were wondering if we could have the day off, sir!”
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