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“Are you ready for the Brood-Fight?” Kitri asked, her voice muffled behind the visor of her helmet. She swung a heavy, curved sword, its edge wrapped in leather, and her brother easily parried the strike with his own weapon.

“If you have to ask—” Qul began, struggling to take in breath through his constricting helmet. “Perhaps you are not prepared,” he shouted after blocking her attack with a two-handed sword. They had been training for years, sparring almost daily on the side of the mountain that housed their clan.

Kitri darted backward, narrowly avoiding her brother’s long weapon. She was out of room, and her steel armor crashed against a cold, frosted rock face, but she was far from trapped. With a grunt, she lowered her head and put her silver-banded horns in line with Qul’s chest.

As Qul’s sword swung down on her, she pushed away from the stone, using it to propel herself forward. Her brother grunted as he crashed to the ground, losing his weapon in the process. In an instant, Kitri’s sword was pressed to his neck.

“You’re dead,” she laughed. She stood and helped Qul regain his feet. “Never forget your horns,” she reminded him with their clan’s motto.

With a grunt of frustration, Qul plucked his sword from the ground and unwrapped it, returning it to a sheath on his back. “When we fight tomorrow,” he began, removing his armor as he spoke, “do not think I will go so easy on you.”

Kitri unstrapped her greaves and dropped them into a large pack made from animal hide. “And I will not go so easy on you, brother,” she replied, a hint of aggression lacing her already gruff voice. “The best minotaur will win, and that is it. My only hope is that you do not die.”

Qul scoffed. He was close to thirteen feet tall and more than five hundred pounds heavier than his sister, but he knew she was the better fighter. She was older than him by a decade, and his brawn could not overcome her years of experience.

“We should rest,” he stated, following her from the side of the mountain to a cave opening nearby.

“You are not required to attend your formal training today?” Kitri asked skeptically.

Qul shook his head. “Not before the fight,” he replied. As a trainee hoping to join the royal guard, he spent most of his days training at the barracks, learning how to fight in formation with others in order to defend their queen. The annual Brood-Fight afforded him a rare opportunity: if he won, he would be granted a place of honor in Queen Ilo’s personal guard, something he had dreamt of since the first time he ever laid eyes upon her.

If he lost, Qul had to remind himself, there was a good chance he would end up dead.

Qul’s mind swam with visions of glory as he walked back to the cave where he and his sister lived. Once inside, he set about meticulously caring for his armor. The heavy set of plates and chainmail was his greatest possession. His breastplate was just as much a work of art as it was a tool for combat. Covered in intricate labyrinthine patterns symbolizing his clan, it had cost him every scrap of gold he had ever managed to save.

His sword, unceremoniously leaning against the stone wall in its sheath, was of much lesser quality. He had inherited the weapon upon his father’s death, but his father had not been a soldier, and the sword was more a piece designed for ornamentation than warfare. From a small cubby cut into the wall of his bedroom, Qul withdrew a set of metal cages lined with sharp barbs. They were small but impossibly sharp.

“Remember your horns,” he repeated to himself. The familiar clan mantra brought him a measure of comfort. Using his polished breastplate as a mirror, he slid the cages over his alabaster horns and locked them into place with small screws.

Qul looked back at his sword resting in the corner. If it broke, he would have to fight with only his fists and his horns, a rule some of the older minotaurs routinely tried to establish for the Brood-Fight. “There is a reason the clans evolved from four legs to two,” Qul mused, shaking his head at the obstinate elders even though their homes were far deeper in the bowels of the mountain. “We build tools so we do not have to torture our bodies as the minotaurs of old.”
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The Brood-Fight began with a ceremony as it always did. Deep within the mountain, the entire minotaur clan had gathered around a bloodstained pit. Along the pit’s northern edge, a huge throne made of bleached bones sat empty, flanked on either side by the nine royal guards. Qul stared at the tenth position, the vacant position, with greed in his eyes. He felt like his entire life had prepared him to fill that position.

Kitri was there as well. She had been in the queen’s royal guard for three years since she won her first Brood-Fight. This year, Kitri would be eligible to fight again. If she emerged victorious, the vacancy in the royal guard would remain.

Qul planned to fill that vacancy.

A grey minotaur, old by even the clan’s long-lived standards, strode into the center of the pit with an air of confidence. The old beast was a shaman, the clan’s sole magic user, and somewhere near a god in the level of respect he commanded. From Qul’s position on a wooden platform with the other combatants, he had a perfect view of the beginning ceremony.

“The Brood-Fight is a tradition as old as our clan,” the shaman began. With a wave of his arm, the room was bathed in magical light, and images of past Brood-Fights danced against the stone walls. “Every year, this clan seeks to determine a champion, and that champion is granted a position on the royal guard, should a position be available. Every year, some of the greatest warriors from our clan die in this pit.”

The old minotaur waved his hand and the images of past battles faded. The room was once again illuminated by only torchlight. “For several thousand years, this clan has lived in safety and security in these halls and caves. Through the bravery of our warriors and the strength of our arms, we have prevailed.” The shaman moved toward the northern section of the pit to continue his tale. “This year, Queen Ilo is in need of a new champion, a new warrior to complete her retinue of personal guards.”

When the shaman spoke the queen’s name, she appeared from a hidden tunnel near her throne and the room immediately went silent. “Brothers, sisters,” she addressed the group, her voice booming, “I have been looking forward to this year’s Brood-Fight with much excitement. As you know, only nine guards stand beside me.” She surveyed the small group of fighters and her eyes seemed to linger for a moment on Qul, causing his heart to race. “I hope to have a tenth guard very soon,” she concluded.

Queen Ilo, a relatively small minotaur with a short mane the color of gold, was the most beautiful minotaur Qul had ever seen. Everything about her filled him with lust. Even the curve of her dark horns, carved with runes and capped with an intricate ring of rubies, captivated Qul. I will win this fight, Ilo, Qul thought with a grin. He still remembered the moment he had first seen the queen—the moment his obsession had begun. He had been young, only twenty or so years old, and had attended a Brood-Fight to watch a new champion be placed in the royal guard. Queen Ilo had walked right past him, but she had ignored Qul when he tried to engage her in conversation. She had spurned him. Qul never forgot that moment.

The shaman beat his hooves into the ground of the pit and stole Qul back from his memories. The fight was about to start. The queen took her seat and motioned toward Kitri. “Behold,” she thundered to the clan, “Kitri will champion the royal guard on this day!” Qul’s sister leapt into the pit with a crash of hooves and steel. The other minotaurs at the queen’s side cheered her name. She held a small sword, a well-crafted weapon designed to punch through the heavy plate armor minotaurs typically favored in combat. Her horns were banded with vicious steel barbs and painted blood red. Qul suppressed a tinge of fear crawling through his skin. Kitri was probably the strongest and most skilled fighter in the pit. If Qul was lucky, the other fighters would take her out before he had to face her himself.

Another swirl of magic filled the arena and the shaman vanished, only to reappear by the queen’s side a second later. In his wake, the pit was transformed from a simple hole carved in the ground into a magnificent coliseum replete with traps, obstacles, and dozens of unknown hazards. The arena was different every year and Qul had only moments to learn the layout before his body was magically thrown in and the fight began.

Qul landed with a thump near a low, ivy-covered stone wall. He stayed in a crouch, listening to the sounds of battle all around, and tried to orient himself away from where he thought his sister to be. Before he could fully get his bearing, another combatant bounded over the wall at Qul’s back with a war cry. The fighter’s heavy mace crashed into Qul’s helmet and knocked him to his back. Qul grit his teeth against the violent ringing in his head and brought his hooves up over his chest. When the fighter predictably fell on Qul’s chest to try and finish him, Qul thrust his legs outward and launched the beast back against the stone.

In an instant, Qul regained his feet and squared his shoulders to fight. Remember your horns, he repeated to himself. He hadn’t drawn his sword yet, but in the close confines of the stone wall, it wouldn’t do him much good. Qul drove forward, kicking huge divots of dirt behind him. The other fighter had only a moment to get out of the way—but he was too slow. Qul’s left horn pierced the beast’s breastplate and skewered the flesh beneath it. A trickle of blood ran down Qul’s mane beneath his helmet.

The fighter brought several blows down on Qul’s back with his mace, but it was too late. The blows were weak, and Qul barely felt them beneath his heavy armor. With a violent shake, the impaled minotaur fell from Qul’s horn. He was alive, but perhaps not for long.

Qul bounded further down the stone wall and drew his two-handed sword. He heard loud voices from every direction. Some were yells of jubilation from the crowd; others were the deep screams of dying minotaurs. Farther toward the southern edge of the arena, Qul saw two warriors exchanging blows at the edge of a brightly glowing pool of bubbling blue liquid. He had no idea what insidious sort of trap the liquid might be, but he wanted to find out.

With his sword held in front of him as a spear, Qul rushed the two combatants and crashed into one of them. His sword clanged off the creature’s armor, but his charge succeeded and the beast fell into the pool with a scream. For a moment, Qul and the remaining minotaur both stopped, eager to watch the blue liquid as the other beast sank into it. The tarn writhed and spat, consuming the minotaur’s flesh and confirming Qul’s suspicion.

At once, Qul and the second fighter turned their attention back on each other, and their swords rattled noisily as metal crashed against metal. Qul was taller and likely the stronger of the pair, but he knew his enemy was smart and would not let himself be easily overpowered. The smaller minotaur stepped back quickly, dodging under one of Qul’s powerful horizontal slashes, and swung his own sword in a brutal uppercut. Qul saw the strike coming, but the visor of his helmet obscured his vision just enough to cause him a moment of delay.

The minotaur’s sword bit into Qul’s armor plate between his right knee and his groin. He grunted through the pain, but he knew his armor had stopped the blade before it could cause a fatal wound. Qul spun away, ripping the sword from the other beast’s hands as he moved, and wrenched the weapon free. Blood trickled through the fur beneath his cuisse. The smaller minotaur made a desperate grab for his weapon, but Qul tossed it into the blue pool and brought his own sword down savagely on the fighter’s groping wrists.

The smaller beast screamed when Qul’s sword severed his hand from his body. Without a weapon or the proper hand to wield one, the beast fled before Qul could finish him, trailing a chorus of screams as he ran.

Deeper in the heart of the arena, the rest of the combatants raged in open battle. Qul unclipped the tasset from the rest of his armor and peeled away the cuisse on his right thigh. With every heartbeat, blood oozed through his sweaty and matted hair. With a grunt, Qul unbuckled his helmet and tossed it to the ground with the other discarded pieces of his raiment. I need to see, he grumbled as he rubbed the gash in his flesh.

Somewhere to his left, a minotaur began to scream, but its voice was abruptly cut short. Qul had to move. He sheathed his sword, dropped to his hooves, and bounded to his right, intent on avoiding another outright battle until more of the other fighters were dead or incapacitated.

Ahead of him, beyond a small palisade of sharpened wood beams, a blood-splattered minotaur lay crumpled on the ground. The creature’s helmet was dented sharply inward, and the rest of its armor wasn’t much better. Qul came to a stop near the corpse and paused, listening for whoever had killed the fighter. When he heard nothing, he crouched low and peered back the way he had come, searching the battlefield for any signs of life.

Just when he thought he was alone, Qul felt a weight crush him toward the ground. Massive, iron-clad arms wrapped around his chest like a vice. Qul tried to pry the other minotaur from his back, but his feet lifted from the ground, and he knew his might was easily outmatched. With such a thick cage of steel protecting his torso, Qul didn’t fear being crushed to death, but he knew being thrown into the palisade posed a very real threat.

As if reading his thoughts, the minotaur tossed Qul forward, hurling his body to break against the wooden spikes. Qul heard a thick beam penetrate his backplate before he felt the pain. In an instant, his mind swam in a sea of torture. The other creature, the beast with the dented helmet and bloody armor who had so easily tricked him, bellowed victoriously.

Mustering all of his strength, Qul kicked out with his legs and caught the other beast in the chest. There wasn’t enough power behind his hooves to do more than knock the minotaur a few steps back, but it gave Qul enough time to rip his body from the palisade. Blood poured from his back. He could smell its metallic tint in the air.

The opposing minotaur squared his shoulders and reset his balance. Qul knew his opponent’s dented helmet would limit his vision. In the brief moment of respite, Qul fumbled his thick fingers through the straps on the right side of his breastplate, trying to quickly let the damaged piece of armor fall to the ground. The sharp edges where the palisade spike had broken through cut into his rough hide with every tiny movement.

Before Qul could finish the complex process of extracting himself from the heavy plates encasing his chest, his opponent charged once more, swinging wildly with balled fists. Qul caught the savage creature’s shoulders with his own fists, locking their lowered heads together with a thunderous crash.

Qul knew he could not match the other minotaur’s strength. He held his own in the grapple, but his back throbbed with pain and his forearms were only moments from giving out completely. Hoping that the dented helmet prevented the warrior from fully seeing his hooves, Qul made a desperate gambit. Slowly, inch by inch as he began to lose ground in the grapple, Qul twisted his right hoof forward and positioned it between his opponent’s legs.

When his strength finally faded, Qul dropped to his left knee and let the other creature rush over him. In a whirl of metal, hooves, and horns, Qul swept his right leg in an arc, using the other minotaur’s momentum to bring the foe to the ground and further destroying the fighter’s helmet. Both beasts howled with rage, but Qul’s maneuver paid off.

Suddenly reversed, Qul towered over the prostrate fighter as he had initially done when he thought the beast a mere corpse. As his enemy attempted to rise from the stone floor, Qul stomped his hoof down on the creature’s back, bringing forth another bellow of pain. A second stomp quieted the beast’s groans to a mere whimper. Qul’s third stomp silenced the creature altogether.

When he was certain his opponent was dead—truly certain—Qul finished removing the rest of his armor. His hide was hot and clammy beneath the decorated steel plates. Sweat ran through the thick hair of his mane and coated the small of his back. Around him, Qul guessed most of the other combatants had already been slain or incapacitated. He could only hear the telltale sounds of battle from a single direction.

He stretched, and his back pulled further apart, reminding him of the gash in his flesh he had momentarily forgotten in the moment of victory. Qul knew it would need to be stitched or perhaps cauterized with a piece of hot iron, but it could wait. It had to wait. There were at least two more minotaurs left to kill.

Qul plucked his sheathed sword from the pile of armor at his hooves and looked it over. “Remember your horns,” he repeated softly to himself. With a clank, he dropped the weapon back to the stone and turned from it. Having slain the other beast with nothing more than his wit and muscle, Qul realized the wisdom of the clan’s elders. Swords, like all tools, were useful, but the Brood-Fight was about something else. Qul felt the adrenaline coursing through his veins and knew his sister had been right in drilling the clan motto into him so often.

“Remember your horns,” Qul chanted with a sinister grin. In that moment, gazing upon the crumbled minotaur at his feet, he truly understood the purpose of the Brood-Fight. The ritual combat was far more than a trial of arms—the Brood-Fight was an event where Qul could prove himself worthy to live in the clan. He had to embrace his nature as a primal beast, a savage warrior bred in the labyrinthine depths of a hollow mountain for a singular purpose: war.

Qul bent at the waist and curled his fingers into balled fists. He set his hooves against the stone and ground them in, feeling sharp bits of rock scraping against his feet. While minotaurs preferred to walk in a bipedal fashion when going about their daily lives, they all knew how to run like wild bulls to cover great distances with practically limitless endurance.

With his head lowered, Qul thundered through the arena floor. He passed all manner of traps, broken pieces of equipment, and fallen combatants as he neared the final two opponents. He thought he could hear his clansmen stomping their hooves in excitement above him, but he couldn’t distinguish any sounds from the hammering of his own strides with any certainty. As he ran, he felt the strength of the earth welling up into his muscles. Each mighty step brought a fresh dose of exhilaration to his legs and sharpened his resolve.

Qul neared the edge of the arena where two of the fighters were locked in a brilliant display of martial prowess. One creature, a tall soldier Qul had trained with before on several occasions, swung a long length of chain about his body with pinpoint accuracy. The other fighter, one Qul did not recognize, moved a set of small daggers in and out of the whirling chain like a bird pecking the ground for worms.

The display was magnificent, and in an instant, Qul smashed the artful dance into oblivion. “Remember your horns!” he yelled. He felt a spurt of warm gore shower down upon his head as he impaled the dagger-wielding fighter’s ribcage. The creature tried to strike back at him, but Qul’s rage was too much for the startled warrior to comprehend. With a bellow, Qul shook the creature from his horns and tossed the wounded minotaur to the ground.

A length of metal chain whipped around Qul’s bare wrist and cut several lines into his hide. Had he been wearing steel gauntlets and bracers, the unusual weapon would have been largely ineffective, but Qul didn’t mind the pain. He relished the pain. The chain hit him again in his left leg and Qul made no attempt to block or dodge the attack. He stepped forward into the weapon, accepting its full force against his skin, and wrapped his meaty hand around the wielder’s throat. Qul knew the minotaur’s name but could not remember it through the haze of violence that so pleasurably clouded his mind. In that moment, all he could envision was victory.

Something lashed against the back of Qul’s legs. He tightened his grip, crushing the minotaur’s windpipe. A dagger plunged into the meat of Qul’s lower back and he faltered, but only for a heartbeat. He flexed his arm again, and the minotaur in his grip went limp. Qul threw the beast to the side, turned, and faced the dagger-wielding enemy with a menacing growl. Blood moved freely from the lacerations covering his body, and the ground beneath his hooves was slick with it.

Qul’s opponent cowered, shrinking away from his rage like a scared farm animal. In an instant, Qul bashed the minotaur with his fist and knocked him to the ground. Several seconds later, the Brood-Fight ended and the magical arena dissipated, leaving a torch-lined pit full of wounded minotaurs and more than a handful of corpses.

Queen Ilo looked down from her dais with an expression Qul could not discern. He let the strength run from his arms and finally felt the full extent of his injuries. The clan shaman strode into the arena quickly, concern on his wizened visage. Qul reached for the older minotaur, and the shaman took his weight without complaint.

The shaman began his speech proclaiming Qul as the new champion of the Brood-Fight, but Qul could barely focus. His head swam and his mouth tasted like copper. He looked to the lip of the arena where the rest of the clan was gathered and noticed for the first time that they were cheering his name. Breathing heavily, he gazed out among the scattered soldiers in search of his sister. Far from where he stood, he thought he saw Kitri nursing a garish wound, but he couldn’t be sure. Perhaps she was dead. Qul tried to remember the faces of all the minotaurs he had fought, but their images eluded his slowing mind. Something inside him was changing, or had changed. He could feel it.

“Magic?” Qul muttered to the shaman at his side, wondering if some sort of enchantment had been cast upon his mind. The old minotaur looked at him quizzically for a moment, then dove back into his rousing speech. Qul couldn’t figure out the meanings behind the words the shaman spoke. He heard the sounds, but his focus wouldn’t last longer than a handful of heartbeats before it faded.

With a crash, Qul collapsed to the ground. He was vaguely aware of the shaman tending to him a moment later, but his consciousness fled almost immediately.
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Qul awoke sometime later in unfamiliar surroundings. His eyes opened slowly as though he had been asleep for a long, long time. To his left, a sheer rock face presented itself, and it was cold to the touch. To his right, Qul could make out the general shape of an underground corridor illuminated by a single torch. He searched the small alcove for his armor or sword, but he found nothing.

When he had gathered his faculties enough to stand and stretch, he began to wander cautiously through the stone corridor, stopping every few feet to listen for what might lie ahead. After several agonizingly uneventful minutes, Qul reached a bend in the corridor and peered into the next passage.

An iron-banded door stood at the end, cast in the flickering shadows of a lone torch. He could hear voices coming from behind it. The minotaurs—he guessed there to be at least four of them—sounded calm, and Qul felt his nerves and muscles relaxing. For a moment, he thought of waiting for the others, or someone, to come through the door first, but his impatience had him pushing through the portal just a few breaths later.

The next room was magnificently adorned. Six massive minotaurs sat at various workstations cleaning and repairing huge pieces of steel. They looked up as Qul entered but soon returned to their work and conversations without giving the newcomer another thought. On the walls, torches hung in bronze sconces next to stone statues portraying kings and queens of the clan throughout the ages. Suits of armor hung on metal stands in the center of the workshop, and row after row of various weapons stood on long racks.

“What is this place?” Qul asked the nearest worker. “Where am I?”

The minotaur glanced up from a gorget he was oiling. “You must be the new recruit,” he said with a gruff voice betraying his age. “Welcome to the armory.”

“Who else could I be?” Qul replied. “The room where I awoke had no other exit. Why was I placed there?”

The minotaur scoffed, but his mouth broke into a grin. “Perhaps you simply did not see another exit.” Qul narrowed his eyes against the implied embarrassment. “Or perhaps you did not know where to look,” the minotaur clarified with a gentle tone.

“What is this place?” Qul asked again, rapidly growing annoyed by the lack of answers. The minotaur before him set down the gorget and stood. He was an older member of the clan, built of corded muscle but over a foot shorter than Qul and similarly thinner.

“I’ll show you around,” the minotaur replied, dipping his horns toward Qul in respect. “You’re one of us now.”

“What does that mean?” Qul demanded. The other minotaur moved toward the door at the far end of the armory, but Qul did not attempt to follow him.

Finally, the beast turned back and sighed, addressing Qul with look of pity. “You won the Brood-Fight!” he said. “You’re one of us, one of the royal guard. How much blood did you lose?”

Qul shook his head slowly. “I—” he stopped, instinctively rubbing the back of his head. He felt his sore back flare to life. Images of the wounds he’d suffered flashed through his head in rapid succession. He realized his injuries had healed almost completely, despite how much his back still ached. “How long ago was the fight?” he asked hesitantly. He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear the answer.

The rest of the room stared at them. “Ten days?” the minotaur responded hesitantly. “Maybe it was only nine.”

Qul shook his head. “What happened to Kitri? Did she survive?” he asked.

The minotaur laughed and nodded. “I’ll take you to her,” he replied. “Come, follow me.”

Qul let out a sigh and moved toward the door, following the other minotaur out of the workshop and into the rest of the underground compound. “Are we close to the queen?” he asked, inspecting the doors nearest to the workshop’s entrance. Most of them were made of reinforced wood and iron, but one stood out as far more ornate than the rest.

“Queen Ilo lives at the end of this passageway,” Qul’s guide responded. The minotaur pointed to a tall door featuring a large horned knocker that stood at the far end of the tunnel. “You’ll be staying to the right of her chambers in the barracks with the rest of us.”

“My sister is there as well?” Qul asked.

“Of course,” the guide replied. “I was on patrol with Kitri outside the mountain yesterday, so we both have no duties today.”

Qul pushed open the door to the barracks with a sense of wonder. The room inside was lined with cots to the left and right, and the center held finished pieces of polished equipment waiting to be used. From the back-right corner, Kitri stood and made her way to the front.

“Welcome home, brother,” she said with a genuine smile. She pointed to one of the cots which held a suit of armor and several different weapons. “If you feel up to it, we can begin your formal training today.”

Qul nodded and went to his bed. All of his equipment had been modified and improved. His armor, once covered in ornamental labyrinthine patterns, had been patched and imbued with magical runes. Qul traced his fingers over the runes, feeling their power, but he had no way to know their effects.

“You fought well,” Kitri told him. “I fell before I could see you in the Brood-Fight, but the others talked about your performance for quite a few days. It is a shame you were not awake to join their celebration.”

Qul rubbed the small of his back where fingers of pain still danced upon his spine. “Where do we train?” he asked. Qul had only witnessed Kitri training for her royal duties a small handful of times. Everything about Ilo’s guard was kept very secretive—succession of the monarchy within the clan was almost always determined by regicide rather than heredity.

“Grab your gear,” Kitri said. “I’ll take you to the training grounds.”

Qul picked up a few pieces of the newly enchanted armor and turned them over in his hands. They felt heavy and strong, but he thought of how such a cage had held him back in the Brood-Fight. He finally settled on taking his helmet, gorget, and gauntlets, leaving everything else behind.

“Which weapon should I bring?” Qul asked. His cot held the sword he had fought with in the pit, though it appeared similarly imbued, and several other weapons he had not seen before.

“These are your exercise poles,” Kitri explained, pointing out two smooth, metal rods slightly longer than she was tall. “When you aren’t on duty, train with those. They weigh far more than any sword or axe you would swing in combat, but that is their purpose.”

Qul tested one of the heavy poles in his grip. He figured the polished piece of steel weighed more than his massive breastplate. Wielding two of them at once with anything akin to accuracy and control seemed impossible, even for a minotaur as strong as him.

At the base of the mountain, bathed in sunlight and flowing with fresh air, stood a wooden paddock Qul had never seen before. On the southern side of the arena, all manner of weights and practice weapons stood in long racks. Attached to the northern wall, Qul saw a covered pavilion draped with Ilo’s royal banners.

“I’ve been outside the mountain hundreds of times,” Qul began. “Why have I never seen this before?” He walked to the pavilion and ran his meaty fingers through the rich purple fabric. Similar to his breastplate, the clan’s labyrinthine designs were etched all over the wooden posts. Staring at the structure with equal parts confusion and wonder, Qul was beginning to question how much he actually knew about his clan. He had never known where the queen lived or where her guards trained. In fact, he had never known any of the inner workings of the mountain. He had spent almost his entire life training to join the guard, but he knew almost nothing about how the clan functioned.

Kitri smiled and stepped into the paddock. “You’re young, brother,” she explained. “There are many things you do not know, many things I have never taught you. Only members of the royal guard are allowed to come here. When you trained for the Brood-Fight, you probably saw this place many times.”

“I’ve been here, but I never saw!” Qul grunted. He followed his sister into the ring and hefted one of the poles onto his shoulder.

“Exactly,” Kitri smiled. “Only members of the royal guard may come here, and even then, very powerful magic hides it from view.”

“Why?” Qul asked. He understood the need for secrecy among the guard members, but hiding a training ground seemed excessive.

“Look around, Qul,” Kitri said, pointing her own metal pole at the nearby mountains. “We are not the only clan which lives in these mountains.”

Qul swung his pole into the ground, feeling its weight and using the momentum to stretch the muscles of his arms. “Orcs,” he said with a hint of disgust.

“Yes,” Kitri replied. “There are orcs who live farther north in the snowier regions, but that is not all. Humans have been known to travel near our mountain, though the ones who do are usually lost.”

Qul laughed. “Humans,” he spat. “I could crush a score of humans with these poles without breaking a sweat.”

Kitri swung her pole in an easy circle in front of her, moving it within inches of Qul’s legs. “Don’t be so sure,” she cautioned.

Qul took a step back and readied his poles before him, struggling to keep each of them straight in his hands. He began to strike at Kitri’s head, but she easily sidestepped the attack with a scowl.

“Wait,” she commanded. “We do not fight with the poles. This is the beginning of your training, brother. Hold the poles vertically.” She set her own weapons down and adjusted Qul’s wrists, making him hold the poles perfectly vertical.

It only took a moment for Qul’s wrist to begin burning. His body was used to wrestling and swinging swords and axes, not maintaining a difficult posture as though he was a statue. “What now?” he asked when the poles finally stopped wobbling.

Kitri backed away and lifted one of her poles from the ground. “Hold steady,” she told him, a sly grin creeping onto her face. “Don’t let me hit you.”

The metal poles exploded with a flurry of sparks. Qul tried to keep his footing while balancing the poles in the air, but his forearms collapsed after only three blows. When he managed to reset, Kitri came back at him again with wild abandon, swinging directly for Qul’s head but purposefully attacking from such an angle that Qul’s own poles were always in the way. Again, Qul’s defense lasted less than a handful of seconds.

“The poles are too long!” Qul said, dropping them lower in his grip. “I can’t keep them steady!”

“The poles are just as long as they should be,” Kitri snickered. “You are simply too weak. The size of your chest does you no good here, brother,” she continued. “You must learn to develop your entire body if you wish to protect the queen. It will not be humans or orcs coming to kill Queen Ilo.”

Qul nodded. “It will be another minotaur,” he finished.

“And a strong one,” she said. “Perhaps even a member of the royal guard.” When Queen Ilo had ascended the throne, she had slain the previous king with a poisoned dagger while he had slept, but she had first killed two of the royal guards in open combat.

Images of potential regicide flickered through Qul’s head as he trained, the session lasting nearly an hour. Qul would bring his poles high in front of his body, and Kitri would bash them, knocking her brother off balance with a rapid succession of blows. By the end of their training, Qul’s arms felt like molten iron. He could barely lift his own hands to his face, much less the training weapons.
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Almost two months into his training, Qul finally met Queen Ilo face to face for the first time. He was training outside the mountain, running up and down the sides of the rocky slope to build his endurance, when the queen’s entourage caught sight of him. Qul had of course seen her several times before, but meeting her up close was something altogether different.

Queen Ilo was beautiful.

Qul’s voice caught in his throat when he tried to speak. “My liege,” he said quietly, unable to speak his words with full volume.

“Get off your knees,” Ilo commanded sternly. “You do not need to bow before me out here,” she said. Two of her personal guards, huge minotaurs seemingly built from nothing but corded muscle, stood at either side of her with sour expressions.

Qul stood before the queen nervously. He had been training alone as he frequently did, something he thought was accepted practice for members of the royal guard. “Have I met with your displeasure?” Qul asked. He wasn’t sure what to do. Everything about Ilo’s appearance enchanted him. The curve of her horns, pale and glittering in the sunlight, always left him wanting to see more. Her hide was pristine, blending the tawny shades of their clan perfectly from dark to light all across her body.

Ilo didn’t seem to notice Qul’s staring eyes. “Why do you train out here?” she asked him. “Why do you exercise alone?”

Qul couldn’t think of an answer. “I—” he stammered. “I like the smell of the air,” he said stupidly. It was true, but it certainly wasn’t an acceptable response. Shifting from hoof to hoof, he knew he must have looked suspicious, though he had done nothing wrong.

“The other guards say you rarely speak to them,” Ilo said flatly. “They say you spend most of your time out here exercising, sometimes with your sister, but mostly alone.”

“Yes, my queen,” Qul replied, finding words easier to form when he averted his gaze from Ilo’s beautiful form. “They are correct.”

“Why?” she demanded.

“I have only been on your guard for two months,” Qul responded. “I do not know the others very well. I prefer the solitude of the mountains.”

“He lies,” growled one of the guards at Ilo’s side. The queen quieted him with a wave of her hand.

“If you prefer, I will only train inside the mountain from now on,” Qul was quick to add.

Queen Ilo chuckled. “By all means,” she began. “Please, train wherever it is most comfortable for you. I only came here today out of curiosity, not suspicion. If you enjoy training alone, continue to train alone.”

“Thank you, my queen,” Qul said, offering her a deep bow.

“One final thing,” Ilo replied over her shoulder as she turned to leave. “An orc has been seen somewhere to the north a few times. He is either lost, incredibly stupid, or both. If you see him, bring me his head.”

Qul swelled with pride at the thought of pleasing the queen with such service. “Perhaps he is a scout for a larger force,” he added, hoping his logic would impress her.

Ilo nodded as she walked away, but only slightly. “Kill him if he is, kill him if he isn’t,” she replied nonchalantly.

“Yes, my liege.”

“Thank you, Qul,” she said, though he could barely hear her voice.

She knew my name, was the only thought running through Qul’s head as he watched the queen and her body guards return to the interior of the mountain complex.

When she had finally left his sight, a thousand more ideas replaced the singular thought that had transfixed him. The encounter had gone poorly, Qul knew without a doubt, but he had learned something vitally important: there was a way to impress the queen and establish himself in the guard, and the way was right before him.

“I need to find that orc,” he said aloud. The words brought a smile to his face that he could not repress. Killing the orc would not only win him favor, but it would settle any suspicions Queen Ilo had about him or his loyalty.

[image: Axe]

Several weeks after Qul’s encounter with the queen on the side of the mountain, he finally found something which gave him a glimmer of hope. Standing only twenty or thirty yards beneath the icy summit of the mountain, he spotted a depression in a fresh snowbank that did not look natural.

Shouldering the three heavy poles he had been carrying while he climbed, Qul bent against the blustery wind and trudged toward the spot. He did not know what he would find, but he was determined to find something.

Qul kept his poles balanced over his muscled back as he brushed the light snow away, careful not to move too quickly and destroy what evidence might be lurking underneath. In his mind, he imagined a set of orcish footprints leading to a den or hovel somewhere on the mountain, an unsuspecting orc waiting inside to be slaughtered by Qul’s hand. To his great disappointment, nothing was there. Qul pushed a few loose stones around on the patch of land where he had cleared the snow, but he knew it was fruitless.

With a heavy sigh, Qul readjusted the weighted poles on his back and turned, ready to start the perilous journey back toward the mountain’s base. He typically climbed the mountain four times each day when he wasn’t directly assigned to an official duty, all the while searching for signs of the mysterious orc Ilo had mentioned.

He had only taken a few steps when a sound like crunching snow caught his ear. Qul whirled around, dropped two of his metal poles, and set his third pole in a defensive position in front of him.

There was nothing.

Still, Qul waited. “Come out, coward,” he growled into the icy wind. He knew it was useless. Even if the orc was there, orcs did not speak the gruff language of the minotaurs.

“Coward,” Qul repeated. He waited a moment longer before the shivering in his legs forced him to retreat. Grabbing his other poles from the snow, Qul continued down the slope until the trail became flat enough for him to run.

Every day, Qul returned to the same spot near the mountain peak. There he would stand like some snow-covered statue, waiting for some sign of the orc, day after day.

On the fourteenth day of his self-imposed vigil, Qul finally heard something again. He stood knee-deep in the snow, two metal poles resting at his feet and one gripped tightly in his hands. There he waited. His eyes scanned the area, but he couldn’t see much through the driving snow that often kept him company at the summit.

Suddenly, the sound of crunching snow broke his trance, ripping his gaze to the left. “Orc!” Qul bellowed. His breath melted some of the snow from around his lips and the water ran down his chin, invigorating him with its chill against his skin.

To Qul’s great surprise, he heard a response. “Technically, most would refer to me as a half-orc, Qul,” it said. The words were soft, almost gentle, and came from nearby.

Qul spun on his hoofs, whipping his metal pole from side to side. Each of his swings was powerful enough to crack solid stone, but he struck only the gliding snow.

“That’s no way to treat someone you’ve only just met,” the voice continued with the hint of a laugh.

“You speak the minotaur language,” Qul growled in response. The realization frightened him—he had never heard of other races speaking the old runes so clearly. He stopped the movement of his pole, though he kept it balanced before his chest and ready to strike. “Show yourself, orc,” he said.

“Qul,” the voice tsked. “I told you… Only one of my parents was a green-skinned brute.”

“Fight me face to face!” Qul yelled, hoping to catch a glimpse of the voice’s owner before freezing to death. When his lips moved they cracked in protest. His mane was matted in frost and his simple leather tunic did painfully little to contain his body heat.

“That sounds like a foolish idea, Qul,” the voice taunted. “Half-orcs are short and small compared to minotaurs, wouldn’t you agree?”

Qul snorted. “Coward,” he spat. He shuffled his hooves in an attempt to get blood flowing through his legs again.

“Fine,” the half-orc sighed. “I suppose I will let you live, though it pains me to do so.”

With a flash of magic, the half-orc appeared about ten feet in front of Qul, just out of his reach. “Are you cold?” he taunted further, provoking Qul’s ire with every sneered word.

Qul tried to move forward and crush the insolent creature, but his feet felt like iron. He managed a single step, but the half-orc casually hopped backward and out of reach once more.

“If you promise to behave, I will warm you,” the half-orc said with a sinister grin.

Summoning all the strength he had left, Qul bellowed and heaved himself forward, but his feet could no longer support his weight. Qul crashed into the snow with a resounding thud. He tried to remember how long he had been at the summit in the freezing wind, but even his mind felt sluggish. “Magic,” he concluded, although he knew his voice was lost to the elements. Slowly, Qul tried to stand. He managed to get one knee under his chest before he fell back to the frigid ground.

“So persistent,” the half-orc prodded, now standing above the prone minotaur.

Qul felt the life fading from his chest. He could no longer feel the cold touch of the snow against his hide. He couldn’t feel anything. Then, without warning, his world went black.
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“You’re alive,” a voice said, echoing several times before dissipating. Qul pried one of his eyes open. He was in a cave somewhere underground, but he did not recognize his surroundings. The half-orc stood several feet from him, casually leaning against the wall and twirling one of Qul’s massive exercise poles in his hand. The other two were propped up in a small nook.

“What do you want from me?” Qul growled at the peculiar creature. He tried to lift himself from the ground, but his feet were bound with a rope that he could feel had magical strength.

“Honestly,” the half-orc began, “your belligerent attitude bores me. I kept you alive, brought you here, and now you cannot move. Please try to understand that.”

For a moment, Qul considered his predicament. He knew he could not escape. Magic, which was far more common among the orcs and humans than in the minotaur clans, was something Qul barely understood. Even the magic of the Brood-Fight, something he had witnessed relatively often, was altogether beyond his understanding. Minotaur shaman were rare, and they were always highly respected members of the clan. There hadn’t been a shaman born in recent memory, and Qul had only ever met the one who orchestrated the Brood-Fight. If the half-orc he faced was indeed a wizard or a shaman, Qul knew he was outmatched—terribly outmatched.

“Thank you,” he said awkwardly, “for keeping me alive.” The words tasted like salt in his mouth.

A broad smile appeared on the half-orc’s green face. “The beast knows his manners!” the creature taunted, though he laughed while he spoke. “Now, you’ve probably guessed by now that if you’re alive, it means I have need of you, yes?”

Qul thought for a few seconds before nodding.

“Good,” the half-orc said. “What I need from you is an alliance.”

Now it was Qul who laughed. “The clan will never ally with orcs,” he replied.

“Oh?” the half-orc questioned. “Never? Perhaps you do not understand the gravity of your situation.” With a flick of the shaman’s wrist, the magical rope binding Qul’s legs grew immensely tight, threatening to sever his feet from his body.

Finally, the rope relented and Qul spoke again. “What must I do?” he said quietly.

The green-skinned creature knelt down in front of Qul and brought his face next to the minotaur’s ear. “I need you to become the king,” the half-orc whispered slowly. “But not yet. Tell no one that you have seen me. When the time is proper, I will find you once more. Until then, continue your life as though nothing has happened. But know that I will always be watching you. If you ever stray from the path of royalty, I’ll be there to nudge you back toward the correct direction. You may not enjoy some of those nudges.”
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Qul left the half-orc’s cave in some sort of a daze. He knew where the strange creature’s lair was atop his own mountain home, which struck him as odd. Why would the creature, a thing hated by orcs and minotaurs alike, let him know where he lived so easily? Qul’s mind swam with the possibilities. Traps, tricks, manipulations—Qul’s brain was not accustomed to unravelling such mysteries.

One thing he knew for certain: he could not tell Queen Ilo what he had seen. Finding a half-orc and not killing it would be greatly insulting to his abilities as a warrior and a member of the royal guard. He could either return with the creature’s ugly green head, or he would never speak of it at all.
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Later that night, Qul sought to put an end to the mysteries before he became too deeply entangled in their sinister webs. He took one of his exercise poles and left the set of caverns that served as the barracks sometime after midnight. Dashing from shadow to shadow in the near-lightless tunnels, Qul made his way from the bowels of the mountain to one of the exits almost at the summit. The tunnel he chose was small and used primarily for ventilation, so he had to slide his pole through his belt and climb with his back pressed against the stone for twenty yards or more before he reached the surface.

Once outside, Qul wiped a layer of sweat from his face with the back of his hairy hand. The night air was painfully cold, but it was still. No wind bit into his flesh to chill his bones as it had before. This time, Qul had come prepared to survive the arctic conditions of the mountain’s peak. He wore a heavy cloth cloak over his shoulders and had donned a scarf of fox fur around his neck. Over his hooves he wore a pair of woolen boots he had pilfered from the storeroom. Finding warm clothes had proven rather difficult. While members of the clan occasionally left on longer journeys to hunt game or bands of orcs, they rarely did so in the winter because there simply wasn’t the need.

In the darkness, Qul’s eyes had little trouble picking out the details of the mountain slope. He had lived for decades in the dimly lit chambers of his clan’s home, and the moon shone brightly as well, further guiding his steps as he ascended.

He remembered where the cave was exactly; he had made sure of it. Just ten yards below the mountain’s peak, a small path presented itself around the side of a fallen boulder. It was impossible to see from the passable section of the summit, but Qul had clearly marked the area with his hoofprints. Returning to the path, he wondered if leaving such evidence of his earlier visit had been wise. Qul shook his head. “No one comes here,” he said to the cold night. He couldn’t help but smile. “No one will come here again after this night,” he mused. “And I will have won Queen Ilo’s favor.”

Rounding the boulder proved more difficult than Qul remembered. He had only a span of inches separating his body from what looked like the edge of the world. Luckily, the small ledge was mostly free of snow and ice, and his boots gripped the ground well.

At the opening of the cave, Qul crouched low to keep his presence unknown. Torchlight drifted from the small cave in weak waves. Qul tightened his grip on his pole.

A voice made him stop. It wasn’t the half-orc’s delicate tones, but another minotaur’s rough voice. Qul waited at the side of the cave entrance, suddenly worried that he may have gotten himself too deeply involved. The implications of other minotaurs participating in some sort of conspiracy made his head spin.

“The farmers should be far enough from their city tomorrow by noon,” the half-orc said. “Strike then.”

The minotaur responded with a voice Qul recognized. “I’ll find the artifact with one of the farmers?” the beast asked.

Qul pictured the minotaur easily in his mind. He was one of Queen Ilo’s personal guards, one of the few minotaurs entrusted with the queen’s everyday safety. Maybe he is playing the half-orc into some sort of trap, Qul thought for a moment, still tucked away at the side of the cave entrance.

“Just as we have planned,” the half-orc replied.

“Once I have brought the scroll to the queen, you’re sure she will choose me as her mate?” the minotaur asked.

The half-orc sighed. “If her affinity for human-made artifacts is as high as you say it is, I believe the plan will work,” he said.

Qul was taken aback. They work together? The idea of the queen’s personal guard colluding with the half-orc made his skin crawl. Why did the half-orc attempt to recruit him, to tease him with the idea of kingship, if there was already another minotaur working toward the same end?

Shrinking down to hide himself as much as possible next to the cave entrance, Qul waited as the other minotaur left. He was right—the minotaur was one of the queen’s personal guards. He had not spoken directly to the minotaur more than a handful of times, but he knew the guard’s reputation as a fighter. Qul thought for a moment of charging him and knocking the guard from the mountain ledge, but the thought quickly left his mind. Even if he managed to somehow hold his own footing on the narrow path, the half-orc would surely hear the commotion and kill him.

Qul needed to wait. He needed to ambush the farmers the half-orc had mentioned before the guard and steal whatever scroll the light-skinned creatures were transporting.
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Sometime just before dawn, Qul left his barracks in the direction of the clan’s map room near the southern end of the cave system. The minotaurs of his clan rarely, if ever, left their mountain home on extended campaigns that would lead them far over the horizons, so the map room was typically only visited when war was brewing with another clan. Inside, Qul lit a small torch and began rummaging through the stacks of painted bark to find the one detailing the route from the mountain to the nearest human settlement.

It did not take long to find the right map, but another minotaur appeared before he could cover his tracks and leave.

“Why are you here?” Kitri asked from the doorway, startling him.

Qul did not try to hide the map in his hand. “Shut the door,” he told his sister. “Perhaps you can help me.”

“Oh?” Kitri asked, a smile spreading on her face.

“I heard of a mission set forth by Queen Ilo,” Qul lied. He wasn’t good at thinking on his feet, but the tale felt convincing so he continued. “There is a caravan of humans passing near the mountain today. One of them has an important scroll the queen needs. I intend to get it for her.”

Kitri pondered the story for a moment before nodding. “Why was I not told?” she questioned.

Qul had already devised a response for just such a suspicion. “She only told her personal guards, not the rest of us,” he said. “If I get the scroll, perhaps she will elevate my status and I will replace one of her guards.”

Kitri laughed. “You’ve only been a member of the royal guard for a few weeks,” she said. “You haven’t even received a real assignment yet. You spend your days training, sometimes guarding useless storehouses, and occasionally learning to repair your own armor. I have been a royal guard for over a decade and even I do not get the opportunity to see the queen very often.”

“Still, it will take little effort to kill a handful of humans. I must try,” Qul explained.

“I will accompany you,” Kitri said after a moment. “You are untested. Maybe I can keep you alive out there, but even my immense skills might not prove to be enough for such a monumental task.”

Qul thought to convince her not to accompany him, but he did not want to raise any more suspicions. With a nod, he let her sarcasm go and told her to get ready.
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The two siblings stood in the waxing morning light near the base of the mountain in full battle regalia. Qul’s armor was heavy, black, and covered in mystic etchings. To his left, Kitri wore a finer suit of scales linked with bands of shining chain that she had been given several years prior as a token of appreciation for her service.

Qul tossed his heavy exercise pole from hand to hand. He had not yet been issued a proper weapon, but it did not matter. Humans were weak and squishy. They would break apart under the weight of his wrath.

Kitri had taken a pair of flanged maces from the armory and had them strapped horizontally across the flat of her back. “Are you ready?” she asked, her breath frosting in the cold air.

Qul growled and balled his fists, dropping to all fours. As a quadruped, even a sluggish minotaur could run nearly as fast as a well-trained horse.

The two beasts took off across the rocky plain heading southeast toward the human city. Their hooves pounded the ground, sending a shower of pebbles and dirt behind them. Qul only hoped they would be quicker than the royal guard he knew would be following them.

Qul figured they were somewhere roughly twelve miles east of their mountain home when they finally saw signs of human activity. The two minotaurs crested a small rise in the land and saw the end of a herd of sheep being led by a small handful of human farmers.

“You’re sure this is it?” Kitri asked skeptically. She shifted her weight side to side and her armor clinked gently in the wind. Her hooves dug several inches into the ground from the immense weight of her body and equipment.

Qul watched the fifteen or so humans as they ushered their sheep along a dirt trail. “There are no other human settlements,” he said slowly. “What are they doing so far from their walls? They brought no soldiers to protect them.”

“Perhaps these are not the right humans,” Kitri said.

“They have to be,” Qul answered.

Kitri looked back over her shoulder. “And what of the guard you said was tasked with their slaughter?” she asked.

Qul shook his head. The farmers were getting closer to their position, and it wouldn’t be long before their silhouettes were spotted, assuming they wouldn’t be mistaken for trees or boulders on the horizon. “He’ll be here later,” the burly minotaur concluded. “We have to kill them now.”

Qul and his sister dropped back to their quadruped forms with a flurry of dirt and hooves. They heard the humans screaming in terror as they approached, and the fear fueled their pounding cadence.

The first human to die had been brave. He had held his shepherd’s hook out before him as though he alone could stop the stampede, but Qul hadn’t even slowed. Four humans were left dead by the time Kitri and Qul stopped their charge and stretched to their full, monstrous heights.

Kitri drew her pair of maces and set to work quickly, thrashing her weapons from side to side at the fleeing human scum.

Curiously patient, Qul was slower to join the open fray. His eyes searched the scrambling humans for any sign of a mystical scroll or other priceless artifact. He saw nothing. Pole in hand, he leapt forward and fell on top of the nearest farmer, an older human with a scraggly beard and no semblance of a weapon. His pole shattered the man’s skull and blasted the vertebrae from his back in a single strike.

Qul knelt to investigate what was left of the tattered corpse. He ripped the man’s robe from his carcass and tossed it aside, searching everywhere for a scroll. The farmer had nothing.

Moving to his next victim, Qul stormed between the terrified sheep to a middle-aged woman with tears streaming down her face. She cowered, and then Qul ended her life in a flash as he nearly tore her in half at the waist. Again, a search of her corpse yielded no artifact.

A bellow of frustration left Qul’s lips. He leaned back and slammed his pole into the ground, furiously shattering the earth beneath him. Something clinked off his armor, pulling his attention to a small human boy standing behind him. Qul did not recognize human ages very well, but he figured the child to be very young since he was barely taller than the minotaur’s belt.

“Téras!” the boy screamed incomprehensibly, clutching another rock in his hand. Qul didn’t know a single word of the human language or he would have asked the boy where the scroll was hidden before ripping apart his pathetic, underdeveloped body.

With a shrug, Qul stomped toward the boy and loosed all of his pent-up frustration. He lifted the screaming child by his scrawny shoulders, hoisting him high above his horns. With a guttural release of rage, he yanked the human down hard over his head, impaling him on both horns and silencing the child’s cries. A torrent of blood washed over Qul’s face as he rent the human in half, tossing the two ragged chunks of meat to his sides.

Then everything was quiet except for the incessant baying of the scattered sheep. Kitri was standing thirty or so paces away, and she hadn’t broken a sweat. The ends of her maces were covered in gore, and the rest of her was completely unscathed. She didn’t even appear to be breathing heavily.

“Search their bodies!” Qul yelled at his sister. “The scroll must be here somewhere!”

The two minotaurs rooted fruitlessly through the human remains. When they were finished, Qul couldn’t shake the feeling that he had been gloriously tricked, that something grandiose was happening back at the mountain that the half-orc had perfectly orchestrated. A thousand ideas flew through his head, each more grim than the last.

“We have to go back,” he growled, reluctant to give his sister any more information than he thought absolutely necessary.

Luckily, she nodded silently and dropped to her hooves to speed back the way they had come, confident that her brother spoke with purpose. Qul took them on a slightly circuitous route in case they ran into the other guard, but they saw no other humans or minotaurs on their way back to the mountain.

Qul only felt more nervous when he arrived at the mountain to find nothing amiss. Kitri cleaned and stowed their gear, and Qul stalked through the halls of their mountain home in search of some bit of news, but every conversation he heard was just as mundane as all the others. He struggled to wrap his mind around what the half-orc’s purpose must have been. When he had thought through every possible scenario, he finally decided that he had simply attacked the wrong caravan of humans.

He beat his fists against his cot in frustration once he was safely within his quarters, though it didn’t help to ease his troubled mind. Too frustrated to think of departing the mountain once more, he resolved to make another expedition the following morning, and if he again found nothing, he would tear the half-orc limb from limb until there was nothing left.
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When dawn broke, a call rang out through the halls of the mountain, and Qul was summoned along with the rest of his clan to the large chamber at the center of the complex. His fingers shook as he strapped on a bit of armor around his legs and torso, though none of the other guards appeared to share his nerves. In fact, none of the other guards even knew what was happening.

Together as a unit, the royal guards marched from their barracks toward the audience hall, their arms and armor clinking and rattling with every step. As the only minotaur still without a weapon, Qul felt weak. He felt exposed. When they arrived at the cavern, Qul couldn’t shake the thought that he had just marched to his own execution.

He saw Kitri, her armor shining brilliantly in the torchlight, standing across the chasm where Queen Ilo would arrive. Curiously, the station adjacent to her was empty.

“Perhaps the other guard went out and died,” Qul mused under his breath. He knew it couldn’t be true. Even if the other guard had run into battle against several scores of human farmers, he would have emerged without a scratch. Untrained humans were as threatening to battle-hardened minotaurs as insects. At best, a swarm of either would only prove to be a nuisance. Even if the guard had come up against an entire regiment of armored, well-trained human cavalrymen, he should have at least returned to the mountain with his life.

Kitri stepped forward from her post, her hand not far from her sword at her side, and opened the door to allow Queen Ilo into the chamber. The entire assembly sank to one knee as they quickly fell silent.

Ilo strode to her small platform with a smile on her face. She lifted her hands, and every minotaur in the cavern stood at once. When the noise settled once more, Ilo looked pleased. Behind her, the guard Qul had seen on the mountain summit stepped forward wearing a brilliant suit of mail covered in the clan’s sacred etchings.

Qul’s heart sank through his chest. Ilo began delivering a loud and thunderous speech, but he didn’t hear a single word. The other guard had claimed the scroll, and the other guard was reaping the reward. Unable to even watch the ceremony take place, Qul spent the hour in the cavern staring intently at his own hooves and concocting a myriad of plans in his head for how he would slaughter the half-orc living at the summit.

When everything concluded, Kitri followed Ilo and her new personal guard back through their private passageway. All the other minotaurs filtered out of the audience until Qul was the only one left. He stood near the back of the cavern, dumbfounded and crushed, letting his rage simmer to a violent boil.
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Qul stepped out of the mountain only a moment after dusk. He knew he was taking a risk with most of his clan still active within, but he didn’t care. He held one of his exercise poles firmly as he trudged through the biting cold. The path was familiar enough for him to follow, and his seething hatred kept him plenty warm.

The summit of the mountain was silent. No light came from the half-orc’s shallow cave. No voices drifted through the wind to his ears. Determined, Qul came to the front of the cavern with his pole held out before him—and there the half-orc sat, a cunning smile spread across his face.

“You,” Qul growled, his hot breath frosting in the air.

The half-orc let out a sarcastic gasp. “Me?” he said, placing a hand over his chest. He looked up, slowly rising to his feet in the process.

“You betrayed me,” Qul stated evenly.

Ever one for showmanship, the half-orc smiled and tossed his staff easily from one hand to the other. “Truly, I did not expect to see you so soon,” he said. “Especially with the impending wedding of your beloved queen, I thought you would have preparations to attend. Perhaps a ball in her honor? A masquerade? Do minotaurs have such trivialities?”

There wasn’t enough room in the small cavern for Qul to execute a full overhand swing of his exercise pole, so he stepped forward, spun a complete circle with his pole held horizontally against his side, and swept the area where the half-orc was standing with blinding speed.

His strike should have rent the poor half-breed clean in half.

But Qul was alone. The half-orc was gone—vanished without a trace.
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Qul spent the next twenty years wondering why the mysterious half-orc shaman had tricked him. What had the half-orc accomplished by sending Qul and his sister out of the mountain for a morning? The singular question had burned a hole in the minotaur’s mind, and it was a constant plague that tainted his every waking moment.

During the first several years since Ilo’s marriage, Qul had visited the summit often. Eventually, his treks through the snow had become less frequent, and more wind-blown debris had piled up inside the shallow cave each season until it was too small to be of any use. Qul had asked the other guards once if they had seen a half-orc prowling around the mountain, but the question itself had raised too many suspicions, and he knew he was alone in his torment. He had never mentioned the shaman to Kitri, and she had seemed content enough to let the slaughter of the farmers fall from her memory. Over the years, Qul saw his sister less and less as her duties guarding the queen increased. As she gained more and more prestige within the clan, Qul saw himself slipping deeper and deeper into obscurity. At some level, he was glad he had grown apart from his sister. He burned with anger, and that burden was not something he was eager to share, especially with a highly esteemed member of Ilo’s personal retinue.

It was not uncommon for a new member of the guards to require a considerable amount of time to become accepted by the others, but even twenty years after winning his Brood-Fight, Qul still had not been elevated from the lowest possible rank within the hierarchy. He still fought only with his exercise poles, though he was not permitted to even spar. He trained daily with his heavy poles, often banding six or seven of them together to give himself a challenge.

At night, once Qul had completed his solitary training and returned his exercise poles to the armory, he frequently sought to enhance his already monumental endurance. He took to wearing a harness and dragging a heavy log through the tunnels of the mountain, sometimes running for several hours before collapsing from exertion. Still, despite his rigorous training regimen, he had never been promoted. Other minotaurs had won their Brood-Fights, joined the ranks, and advanced beyond him, but he did not care, nor did he ever attempt to advance.

Around his fifth year of training, the others had begun to notice how quiet and brooding Qul was. Some of the guards had attempted to encourage him and bring him fully into the fold, but he had been ever aloof, constantly absorbed in his own thoughts, doing little with his time that did not involve his training.

And his training, ever-present and brutally difficult, had paid off. Even by minotaur standards, Qul had become immense. He towered over the other guards and often had to duck to enter the subterranean rooms. When passing by him in the corridors, other members of the clan often had to turn sideways to avoid pressing into his enormous bulk. Every inch of his body was covered in corded muscle, and even his horns seemed to have somehow grown in size and stature.

And then, more than twenty years after Ilo’s marriage, Qul finally saw a sign. It was small, perhaps inconsequential, but it was enough.
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Qul awoke in a sweat, his skull throbbing with a deep-seated headache. He had dreamt a nightmare, but it had been nothing different than most nights. Accustomed to the crushing stress he had brought upon himself and the splitting migraines that often accompanied that stress, he waited on his cot for several minutes before opening his eyes. He could hear the other guards preparing for their day nearby, and he shut out their sounds as readily as he did everything else.

Finally, when his headache had subsided, Qul sat up to stretch and rub the sleep from his heavy eyes. There, on the wall across from his small wooden cot, was a symbol etched into the stone. Only the smallest fraction of light made it into his quarters, but Qul didn’t need it to know what he saw.

Magic.

The shaman had returned, and the damned creature was taunting Qul or perhaps sending him a message—maybe even requesting his presence.

Qul didn’t care what the strange symbol meant. He knew what it meant for him, and a wide, vicious smile spread across his face. Wasting no time, Qul exited his small chamber and turned directly for the armory. He grabbed three bound exercise poles from their resting place against the wall and then strapped on his armor, encasing his tough hide in blackened steel.

Several of his clan mates saw him as he trudged toward the apex of the mountain, but Qul did not care. He did not answer their questions, and he barely even gave them a second look.

Once again on the familiar frosted slope, he finally paused for a moment to collect himself. His thoughts were scattered, though they always found their way back to the seething hatred that had been his only company for two long and brutal decades.

When his breathing had steadied, deep and visible in the frozen air, Qul tested the strength of his arms. The three bound poles weighed somewhere over a thousand pounds. He gave the makeshift weapon an easy swing above his head, using only one meaty hand. As though his muscles knew what he was about to commence, his arms begged to meet the meager resistance of a half-orc’s flesh. Every ounce of his body yearned for carnage.

Slowly, Qul proceeded along the snow-covered path to the summit of his mountain home. He paused before turning the final corner, inspecting the fresh snow for any signs of recent activity. The ground ahead was undisturbed, and no voice drifted out from the shallow cavern—for a brief moment, the world stood still.

Then he turned, stomping his hooves and swinging his poles, hoping to catch the half-orc by surprise and end the battle before it ever had a chance to begin. There, against the far wall of the cavern, the half-orc lazily lounged. Qul’s bundle of poles moved with blazing speed, and they crashed into the side of the rock with such a resounding force that several feet of snow were knocked from above the opening and fell on the minotaur’s horns.

Qul’s attack had missed, but not by much. Had the half-orc been in the center of the cavern, the foul, green-skinned creature would have surely been torn asunder.

“My, what a display,” the shaman mocked, his eyes casually taking in the sight of the enraged warrior before him.

Qul stepped forward to put himself in range and swung again. A second thunderous report answered his attack as his poles hit the opposite wall, and he realized that the shaman’s body was incorporeal.

“Must you make such a racket?” the half-orc chided, his image flickering in and out of existence.

“I’ll kill you,” Qul growled, two decades of wrath clouding his mind and slurring his words.

The half-orc laughed. “Well, you’ve made that abundantly clear, wouldn’t you say?”

Stepping another foot into the cave, Qul turned from the image, his dark eyes searching desperately for flesh and bones to destroy.

Laughter echoed all around him. “Please, please, do calm down,” the half-orc said. “Surely you cannot be upset?”

Qul smashed his hoof so hard into the ground beneath him that he chipped away a sizeable chunk of the floor. “Come out. Face me,” he demanded.

“I think I would rather stay alive,” the image continued. “Besides, I have a task for you—something I think will make you rather pleased, actually.”

“I’ll never believe your lies!”

“Oh, this time I tell the truth,” the image replied.

Qul turned back and rammed his three poles forward, blasting several pounds of rock from the wall. He held his weapon steady, directly in the center of the half-orc’s projection, but it did no good.

“Come now, Qul. Do you think I would go through so much trouble to craft the perfect king over the past two decades just to trick you?” the shaman asked with a jovial voice.

“Ilo’s king… You made him. It should have been me!” Qul roared. His anger finally consumed him and, unable to control the shaking in his hands any longer, he let his poles fall from his grasp to clatter against the stone. He beat his fists against his armor, pounding dents into the massive plate and screaming until his throat was raw.

Finally, after quite some time had passed, Qul’s voice gave out and he could scream no more.

“It will be you, Qul,” the projection whispered.

The minotaur lifted his head slightly, but he did not believe a word the half-orc spoke.

“You see,” the image went on, “what I have created—you—is the perfect minotaur king. There are things in this world that you do not understand, Qul, plans you would not comprehend. But I see the grander schemes, the wider machinations. I can see beyond this mountain and the next. A great war is brewing, one I have been orchestrating for quite some time. In order to fight that war, I will need an army, and you know as well as I that orcs are far too stupid to be of any use other than fodder. The minotaurs, your brethren, will be the heart of my army.”

Qul wasn’t sure if some sort of magic was enchanting his thoughts of if he was genuinely curious, but something had sparked a hint of interest within his mind. “I am not the king,” he said, somewhat dumbfounded.

“Ah, but that is what we shall change!” the half-orc said enthusiastically.

Under all the hatred, all the mind-numbing violence burying Qul’s thoughts, he could not deny the seed of intrigue he felt. “How?”

“How?” the image echoed with a laugh. “Look at yourself, my king, and see what I have molded you to be. Your arms, your legs, your chest. Everything about you is built for war. Had I not played my little trick all those years ago, what would you have become?”

Qul didn’t know how to respond.

“Hmm? Tell me, Qul, and answer honestly. Would you be this strong if you had never met me?” the shaman asked.

“No.”

“Exactly!”

“And I will become king?”

The image dissipated, and the half-orc strode confidently around the corner of the mountain to enter the cave, his usual staff in his right hand. “Indeed, Qul,” he said. “You will be the king to stand by my side when we march to war. Not Ilo, and certainly not her wretched mate.”

Qul tensed, but deep down he knew he was no match for such a skilled magic user. “Ilo would never go to war,” he added as images of personally leading his clan to glory flickered through his head.

“Would you?”

With a smile, Qul felt every ounce of his fury return to his muscles, though it was not directed toward his eternal foe. In fact, he had nowhere to channel his ire.

“Kill her,” the shaman quietly suggested.

“Ilo…”

“She took another as her companion, and to my knowledge they have children, yes? Two?” the half-orc asked with a mischievous grin.

“Three,” Qul spat.

“And—”

“I’ll kill them.”
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Qul didn’t wait until the next day. His anger would not allow him a moment’s pause.

He descended the mountainside at an almost dangerous pace, barely taking enough time to measure his steps. More than once he nearly lost his footing, coming treacherously close to plummeting from the side. When he was back inside the mountain, he stalked toward the royal chamber, a place he had still—even after twenty years as a guard—not seen.

Kitri was outside the first door, and she looked tired. For a moment, Qul thought to kill her, to mindlessly slaughter every single being that stood before his ascension. But she was his sister, his only living relative, and though they had not spoken in years, he knew he would need her strength and skill at his side if he was to lead the clan.

“What are you doing?” she asked, confusion plain on her face.

“How many guards are within?” Qul asked, untying his exercise poles and setting one of them against the stone wall of the corridor. He preferred using one in each arm, though they were painfully light in his huge hands.

Kitri stood a little straighter, her right hand grabbing the hilt of her sword, but not drawing it. “What are you doing?” she demanded.

“I’ve lived in the shadows for twenty years,” Qul said. His voice was low like an avalanche. “Ilo was supposed to be my bride. I was supposed to become the king.”

Kitri drew her sword and stepped in front of the door, knocking four times with the back of her hoof in a distinct pattern.

“I don’t want to kill you, sister,” Qul stated.

“I cannot let you pass; you know that,” she replied evenly. “Do not make me do this.”

Qul flexed, and he felt the thick iron of his pole give beneath his mighty grip. “You’ve already alerted the other guards. Just go,” he commanded.

Kitri did not budge.

“Fine,” Qul said with a heavy sigh. “Though I will not kill you.”

Kitri lunged forward, her sword aimed for her brother’s chest. Qul tucked his right-hand pole in close to his body and caught the weapon’s blade, easily knocking it from Kitri’s grasp. The female minotaur hesitated, and that was all the opening Qul needed. He slammed his second pole into her chest, and she lurched to her side, her armor broken.

“Go,” Qul commanded her a second time. “I will not kill you.”

Kitri made another lunge toward him, but Qul was simply too large to be moved. Her metal-capped horns hit her brother’s chest, and he hoisted her into the air with ease without even dropping his poles. He simply used the strength of his embrace, and Kitri’s hooves left the ground. “You cannot hope to stand against me,” he told her quietly, his hairy face pressed against hers. “Now go.”

Qul set his sister down, though the action was far from gentle, and Kitri relented. Scooping her sword from the ground, she gave him one final look. “If you are not successful, I will be put to death as a deserter,” she said.

“I will not fail,” Qul answered with a nod. “I’ll kill them all.”

The door leading into the royal chambers was solid, built hundreds of years ago from heavy oaken planks banded together with wide strips of forged iron. It was set directly into the stone, its hinges buried into the rock. Qul wasn’t sure if Kitri possessed a key or not, but in either case, she was gone, and his rage would not let him stop for even a moment.

Backing away several paces, Qul lowered his armored shoulder and rammed the door, sending a loud vibration through the entire passageway. The wood didn’t splinter.

Qul bashed the door again, jumping just a step before he reached to ensure his full weight bore down on it, but again the door did not budge. Using one exercise pole as a small ram, he thrust at the lock itself, sending a few errant sparks onto the ground. Over and over he struck the locking mechanism, but it had been forged well, and the device did not shatter as he had intended.

The armor covering Qul’s shoulder had dented inward slightly, and he knew the door would either take all of his energy to bash through or else his breastplate would break before he could enter. With a frustrated growl, Qul took his poles and started to run through the complex, one more idea racing through his head.

He arrived at the center of the mountain and the hollowed pit where he had won his Brood-Fight. Across the chasm, another door presented itself, one that he knew he could blast through. Qul jumped down into the pit and landed with a thunderous boom that sent a wave of dirt and dust up all around him. He rose up through the cloud like a specter, slowly stalking toward the far end of the pit where his prize awaited him. Several members of his clan had seen him running and had come to watch what he was doing, but none of them were completely aware of the regicide occupying Qul’s every thought.

A handful of other minotaurs peered down into the arena. None of them dared to speak. They knew of Qul only vaguely, and what they knew was his strength—nothing else. Silently, they watched as the huge beast of iron and muscle stomped across the barren pit to the far side.

At the base of the opposite wall, Qul had to think for a moment to figure out how to reach the ledge above him. There was perhaps twenty feet of stone between the arena floor and the royal viewing area, and the surface was nearly sheer. Without proper handholds, Qul knew he did not possess the skill to climb to the top.

So he began making handholds.

Throwing his whole body into each swing, Qul thrashed his two poles from side to side and blew massive chunks of the wall away. The sound was deafening, echoing and ringing inside his helmet, and the pain in his ears helped fuel the fire burning inside him. It took him half a minute to create the first handhold, and by then most of the minotaur clan had assembled on the far wall to witness the commotion.

Qul looked only once over his shoulder to see if any of his brethren had dropped down to stop him, but he saw no one. They fear me, he realized with a smirk. Good.

After several minutes of carving, Qul had a makeshift staircase of sorts leading to the royal viewing platform. With his poles tucked into straps on his back, he began his ascent, hoisting himself along the wall one step at a time. It was an arduous journey, one made far more difficult by the heavy armor constricting Qul’s movements, but he reached the top without falling or losing his balance a single time. Sweat covered his face and matted his hair. Breathing heavily, he undid his helmet and tossed it back to the arena floor.

“Let them see me,” he said to himself, standing on the platform and gazing out at the rest of his clan. He looked down to his discarded helmet with a smile, imagining Ilo’s head lying on the stone next to it.

Qul let out a long exhale and stretched his arms, ready for the trials he knew would be waiting for him in the next chamber. His pole still on his back, he reared a hoof and kicked, shattering the thin, ornate door in a single blow.

He pushed his bulk through it, shredding the rest of the wood against his armor as he moved. The tunnel was narrow and cramped, wholly undecorated, and hewn directly from the bedrock of the mountain with occasional metal supports to brace the ceiling. Qul had to move slowly to ensure that he did not get stuck, wincing as his armor hit the sides of the passage every other step, issuing high-pitched squeals.

The path slanted upward, and it eventually opened up into a cross section where several tunnels all met. To his right, he could barely make out a few open doors farther down, and the tunnel to his left widened, promising to bring him to the queen’s bedchamber. He went first to the right, inspecting each of the opened rooms in turn. The first was a storehouse containing nothing of concern, and the next two doors both led to secondary sleeping quarters that Qul assumed belonged to Ilo’s children. They were empty, as he had suspected they would be.

Turning back to the main pathway, Qul stopped for a brief moment to listen. He could just barely hear the sounds of the other royal guards preparing for him deeper within the complex, and the noise made him smile. He wanted a fair fight, an equal fight, to prove that he was meant to be their king, even if the only minotaurs to witness his victory would end up dead.

The final door he had to break through was, thankfully, not nearly as well-armored as the outermost entrance had been. His clan’s labyrinthine designs covered the front of the wooden door, and Qul took great pleasure cleaving into them with his poles. He blasted away chunk after splintered chunk until he could see the guards on the other side. There were two of them, the best fighters in the entire mountain, though they were both significantly smaller than what Qul had become.

Behind the guards, Qul caught a glimpse of Queen Ilo. She wasn’t cowering in fear or panicking—she was preparing to fight as well. Her mate, the wretched minotaur who had stolen Qul’s glory, was doing likewise, strapping heavy plates of armor to his chest and legs. Their three children were in the room as well, but none of the younglings had any weapons.

Qul bashed more of the door away, and there was enough of an opening for him to get a hand through and fully unlatch the lock. “Prepare yourselves,” he bellowed through the broken wood. “Take whatever time you need, and then I’m going to kill you.”

If the guards inside were surprised, they didn’t show it. Qul paced back and forth in front of the battered door, bashing a little more away every time he passed.

Eventually, the door was pushed open from the inside, and the two royal guards stepped out in full battle regalia. They didn’t bother to shut the door behind them.

Qul held his poles out wide on either side of his body, his armored chest exposed. The first guard came at him with a heavy sword faster than Qul could react. The blade slammed into the side of his armor, but it didn’t break through. Qul took the hit in stride, barely fazed by it. Stepping forward he went for the second minotaur with both of his poles, swinging them over his head with a powerful stroke. The two parallel blades barely missed their mark, blasting into the ground with enough force to send out a wave of broken stones. The second minotaur, dodging to Qul’s left and holding a thick-bladed axe, grunted with surprise under his helmet.

Unhindered, the first minotaur pulled his blade back into a half-sword position, his gauntleted hand wrapped around the middle section of his weapon. He stabbed forward with all his considerable strength, and Qul’s armor could not keep out the sword’s point.

Qul felt a wave of fiery pain radiate throughout his entire body from the wound on his side—wracking him, but not coming close to laying him low. He yelled, his throat already raw, and turned violently, wrenching the weapon from the guard’s hands as it remained lodged deep in his gut. He swung his left-hand pole hard, and it caught the unarmed guard squarely on the gorget, knocking the wind from the minotaur’s throat.

The second minotaur wasted no time swinging for Qul’s exposed back, and his axe bit into the armor and flesh beneath with resounding success. Qul howled in pain, but he did not stop. He knew the weapon still had a long way to go before it ever got close to his spine or internal organs, so thick was his muscle. He lifted his right pole in anticipation of a fist coming from the unarmed guard before him, but the minotaur only stumbled about, blood seeping from between his thick fingers and dripping down onto his breastplate.

Qul forced the guard back with the end of his pole, and he saw the wound he had wrought. The gorget had been too thin, and the weight of Qul’s massive blow and crushed it, forcing it painfully into the minotaur’s neck where it was thoroughly lodged. The creature couldn’t breathe. The gorget blocked all the air flow, and no matter how hard the guard tried, he could not wrench it free.

Satisfied, Qul turned back to the axe-wielding guard, a sword still stuck in his side. The pain brought new strength to his arms, and he simply knew he was going to prevail. He marched toward the guard slowly, one heavy foot crashing into the ground after the other, and let strike after strike from the axe connect with his armor. Some of them were quite powerful and opened gashes in his steel armor, but Qul did not care.

After ten steps, the guard was backed against the stone wall of the passageway, and the bedrock was not keen to move. Qul pressed in again, moving his bulk so close to the guard that the minotaur’s weapon was useless. Smartly, the guard let his axe fall from his grasp and tried to wrestle with Qul, though his efforts were so fruitless that the bigger beast actually laughed.

Calmly, Qul let his weight and height crush the lesser guard. The metal of his greaves sank into the guard’s thighs, eliciting a howl of pain as they dug deeper and deeper. When Qul’s black breastplate met the minotaur’s own armor, it carried through unhindered, crushing the guard’s chest and breaking his ribs. Finally, Qul dropped to his knees, dragging the guard down beneath him. The guard was immobile, his legs shattered and pinned inside his armor. His chest had caved in as well, as his breaths came in ragged spurts of blood mixed with air.

Qul pulled the guard’s helmet away and turned it upside down, resting the top point of it on the crown of the guard’s head. Flexing his monstrous arms, he shoved the helmet down until it hit the creature’s neck.

Covered in blood and gore, Qul still had not fully played out his unholy rage. He moved back to the royal bedchamber, and the king, his most hated nemesis, stood in the doorway.

His mind so consumed by frenzied obsession, Qul’s lips could not form the words he so desperately tried to say. He wanted to tell Ilo what had happened, tell her everything, but all that came out was a growl. He channeled that growl into a sudden paroxysm, lowering his horns and dashing forward with all the speed his heavy armor would allow. He caught the king off balance and hoisted him into the air, bashing the minotaur’s head against the doorframe above in the same violent motion.

Impaled, the king could only thrash in panic, unable to offer even the most meager resistance. Qul charged deeper into the room, holding his poles out wide and running with his head low, until he slammed into the room’s back wall with a sickening thud. He pulled back, and the king slumped down to the ground, his chest and armor destroyed beyond recognition.

Only four remained.

Queen Ilo shuddered at the sight of her eviscerated husband. She held a sword of her own, an expertly crafted weapon that had been traditionally passed from one monarch to the next. It had a slight curve to its edge, and the unsharpened backside held several rings that had been punched through the metal. Her three children, still too young to have horns of their own, cowered in the corner, their sobs coming out as loud, annoying whines.

“You seek to become the king?” Ilo asked, her beautiful voice strained by obvious fear.

“It should not have been this way,” Qul growled. He wiped the grime and sweat from his skin to let the minotaur he loved see his face up close before her death.

“One of my own,” Ilo remarked, recognizing his face despite them never having met for more than a few moments. “So be it. Your challenge will end here, traitor.” She held her sword in front of her, its rings jingling softly as she moved.

Qul did not have a response. His mind whirled with things to say, but each thought only competed for his attentions until he was nearly lost in his mental mire. Ilo came at him strong, issuing a loud war cry as she charged. Qul brought his poles up to deflect her attack, one of the guards’ swords still in his side, and met nothing but air.

The queen had swept to her left, curling her arms in close, and came up right next to Qul, her blade heading toward his throat. Qul barely had time to think. He ducked, and Ilo’s sword caught him under the chin, shredding his flesh in an instant.

Rolling away to his right, Qul shook his mane and let his blood run freely to the ground. He tossed one pole aside, changing his stance to better defend himself from the unerring speed of the queen. Squared off once more with the queen close enough to be easily within Qul’s reach, Ilo struck out to her right, cut back, and executed a flawless feint that left Qul whirling in the wrong direction.

Her sword hit him again, coming up and slicing away a good chunk of the skin on his back, somehow finding one of the gaping crevasses the guard with the axe had left in his armor. Again, Qul howled in pain. He knew his bulk was too much to match the queen’s speed. She twirled again, moving gracefully in her steel armor, and slammed the hilt of her magnificent sword into the space between Qul’s breastplate and his arm, one of the few places even remotely exposed on his body. She knew every place to strike him, and he felt defenseless against her precision.

She hit him again, finding yet another gap in his arm. Her blade drew a gout of blood from a tiny place where the tassets of his armor didn’t quite meet due to his having outgrown them. Qul huffed in pain, spinning his pole from side to side in an attempt to keep the fast minotaur at bay. He only needed to land a single strike on her, but had to catch her first.

A plan began to form in his head, though he had trouble thinking it through as he meekly fended off a myriad of well-placed stabs. Accepting a devastating hit on the opposite side of his chest from where the guard’s sword was still impaled, Qul charged past Ilo, heading toward her children with his bloody horns lowered.

The queen shrieked behind him, following in a rush exactly as Qul had expected her to. He lifted himself up at the last possible moment, the guard’s sword finally jostling free of his insides, and turned, placing his pole firmly against the wall above one of the younglings. Ilo couldn’t stop in time—and she rammed herself several inches onto the pole with a scream.

“Finally,” Qul panted, doubling over and unhooking the straps on his breastplate to let the battered armor fall.

Queen Ilo fell backward, stunned and bloody, her wound far from fatal. Her children watched in horror as Qul’s heavy, armored hoof came down on their mother’s shoulder, turning the meat and bone into a thin layer of pulverized carnage. The queen bellowed out in utter agony, dropping her sword to the stone.

He loosened his gauntlets and let them fall at his side. There wasn’t much air moving through the underground complex, but it still felt refreshing on his sweat-soaked hide. Fighting in his full armor had taken its toll on his nearly limitless constitution, and he could feel the end of the fight drawing nearer with every breath.

With a smile on his hairy face, Qul smashed his other hoof down on Ilo’s right leg, instantly rendering the limb useless. Even if Ilo lived through the night, she would never walk again. Qul, somewhat weakened by his wounds, ripped his pole upward in his grasp. Whenever he flexed, he felt the gash in his side heaving more blood onto the floor of what would soon become his home.

He took a step back from the prone queen and leveled his pole with her neck. She wore a gorget attached to her breastplate, but it didn’t matter. With the full weight of Qul’s huge form behind his swing, even the stone beneath Ilo’s flesh gave way. It took a moment for the echo of the strike to fade, and then the only sound was the violent, wracking sobs coming from the three orphaned heirs cowering just a few feet from their slain mother.

Qul approached them with his pole parallel to the floor, eager to give them each a quick death. There was no honor in fighting lesser opponents such as younglings, but Qul could not allow them to live.

Battered and exhausted, he emerged from his clan’s royal bedchamber several minutes later.

His clan.

And it truly was. Regicide was the way of the minotaurs, and he had been gloriously successful. For a moment, Qul considered leaving his poles behind and taking the royal sword as his chosen weapon, an act which would have upheld tradition. But it had ultimately been the queen’s duty to assign him a real weapon from the armory when he had reached the appropriate standing, but that had never happened. Qul set the sword at an angle against the wall where he kicked it once, easily shattering the blade.

With his two poles in his right hand and Ilo’s head in his left, he walked back onto the royal platform above the fighting pit where the rest of the clan had gathered.

“Ilo is dead,” he announced flatly. He tossed the head down onto the arena floor and then had no idea what he should do. The clan waited for him, for some sort of proclamation, but he didn’t have anything to say. He was their king, but he hadn’t thought that far ahead.

His rage had finally subsided, and without its constant companionship, Qul began to feel the depth of the wound on his side and the many lacerations on his back. The pain was monumental, and he struggled to keep his legs squarely beneath him. From the distance across the cavern, he figured the clan could probably not see the extent to which he had been wounded, and that pleased him. Qul didn’t know anything about how to govern, but he assumed he was giving off a strong presence of command by not letting his blood be seen.

After a few tense moments of silence, Qul nodded and turned, content that his position was undisputed, though secretly he feared an attack. He knew no stories of minotaurs challenging a regicide shortly after the act was completed, but it was a worry he harbored nonetheless. In his state, he wasn’t sure he could fend off even the weakest of his clan.

His clan.

Again, Qul had to smile at the thought of being a leader. In one night he had gone from the lowest possible position within the guards to a monarch—a beast to be feared and respected. Looking down at his hands, he knew why. The half-orc had been right.

“Of course I was right,” the strange shaman said, stepping from a nearby shadow to show himself.

“You can read my thoughts?” Qul asked quickly, suddenly full of fear the likes of which he had not experienced in two decades. “You’ve tricked me again, haven’t you?”

The shaman appeared to mull over the question a bit before responding. “Well, not exactly, King Qul,” he mused. “I truly am happy that you are king.”

Qul tried to stem the blood flowing from his side, but his fingers only slightly held back the stream. “I’ll still kill you,” he growled, though there wasn’t much strength behind his words.

“Oh, I doubt that, my king,” the shaman said. He stepped around to Qul’s side, inspecting his grievous wounds. “But your time for glory will come, Qul. Do not doubt that.”

“What do you mean?” the newly made king said, his vision starting to blur. He hadn’t realized how far down the side of the cavern wall he had slumped. Luckily, he was out of the rest of the clan’s view. He knew he could not portray weakness.

The shaman set himself to a bit of casting, making motions and uttering sounds that Qul had no chance of comprehending. A wisp of smoke issued up from his green hands and then vanished with a quiet pop. “There is a war coming, king of the minotaurs, and I will need your clan before long.”

“What?” Qul didn’t know anything about a war. “Orcs?” he muttered. “Half-orcs? Like you?”

The shaman laughed, tossing his staff from hand to hand as he peered down at the weary king. “Humans,” he whispered, a sinister smile spreading across his lips. “And I need a king.”
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