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Book one

Melton and his stories


I pick at the wall of my cell, steadily working loose a small stone, these hours trapped in here alone are some of the worst. Perhaps even worse than the thundering crowds of the Arena or the monsters I am forced to fight there. It gives me far too much time to sit and think. To think about all the lives I have been forced to take. Most of my arena matches are against other gladiator slaves, some of them had even been friends. I grit my jaw and stare out the bars of my cell watching two guards work their way through a hunk of meat. They rip into it like animals, their beards glossy with animal fat and their teeth bared as they practically fight one another for the next bite.
Scarlet guards are a kind of prisoner too, humans who have been offered slight freedoms, better food, and medical care to keep the rest of us in line. Many of them do it with relish. It takes a certain personality to be promoted to scarlet guard. Unless you were born into it of course. In some ways, they are worse than the free citizens of Shadowsoul, monsters who thrive under the emperor’s reign. 
Shifting my bare feet in the dirt on the floor, I wrap the tattered blanket more firmly around my shoulders trying to hold back the worst of the wind that whistles through the stone walls of my cell. This cell has been my prison for the last seventeen years and never has an effort been made to make it even slightly more humane. Every winter is freezing cold. We are given new blankets once winter arrives each year, but it does little to help against the brutal winds that pick up and blow through the cell like the walls aren’t even there. Food rations increase slightly too but it is never enough to keep us strong, only ever enough to keep us alive so we can continue working.
I don’t remember what it was like to be free, Claire of Katera was four when she was captured. I look down at the pebble in my hands, thinking how much I have changed since my capture. Gone are the days of Claire the carefree child, now I am simply 1408 to everyone but my mother and a few slaves in this cell who risk punishment every time they use a name and not my number. Remembering that I am Claire, and not my hated slave number is one of the few ways I maintain my sanity.
Still, I wonder what I would be like now if I hadn’t been captured. If my life had been allowed to play out as it would have before the self-proclaimed emperor of Shadowsoul launched a series of attacks on the surface. His sorcery and monster army made it possible for him to capture what I suspect is the entire human race only to drag them down into his underworld dominion and force us into slavery.
I rub the brand on my thigh. The bubbled number 1408 with a sword below it marks my enslavement and position as a gladiator slave. I had received this less than a week after arriving here. I try to tug the frayed shorts lower, so it covers more of my leg, but the material rips and I hastily let it go. Sighing I pull my knees up to my chest and wrap my arms around them, using my pitiful blanket as best I can to keep myself warm. Wind ruffles my hair, and a wave of goosebumps rise along my neck and travels down my arm like a thousand beetles scurry along it in their haste to escape the fridged breeze.
My next gladiator match is this afternoon and that means I am not allowed to leave my cell to train like I normally would while the other slaves who live here work in the mines and infirmary. My mother is a medic, she was on the surface too. Renowned far and wide for her ability to nurse almost anyone back to health. Here she is made to treat wounded gladiators almost daily, with basically no equipment or medicine. Many times she has returned to her cell angered by the way someone suffers because of the limited medical supplies allowed to be applied to a slave. There are also days when she comes home completely closed off and sits on her own. Those are the days she lost a life that could have been saved had she been allowed to use the medicine in the locked cabinet specially reserved for Darkmor’s free citizens if they get hurt in the stands of the arena. The medicine is right there in the infirmary, and it cannot be used to save a slave’s life. But it can be used on a free citizen’s broken arm. 
I let go of my arm when I realise I had been gripping it so hard little red fingerprints have appeared, and I shake the elbow trying to get blood flow back to the rest of my limb. Being angry doesn’t actually serve a purpose. It is not like anything will change if I shake my fist at the cavern roof and scream about how unfair it all is. I smile, mother often tells me stories about a legend where someone is going to rise up and save us. It is fanciful, but thinking about it and being consumed by this one-day saviour coming to free us has kept me going more times than I would ever admit.
A clatter from outside my cell draws my attention from my thoughts. Two guard’s half carry half drag a prisoner down the hall. The man hangs limply in their arms, his bandaged feet drag along the cobbled floor and a wild mane of grey hair frizzes in every direction. The guards by my cell spring to their feet and eye the new arrivals.
“What is he doing back?” The older guard spits, making his glistening beard shine somehow brighter in the flickering lights of the braziers. He points at the limp slave being dragged towards him. “He shouldn’t be back yet.”
The guard on the right dragging the limp slave looks up and reveals a red face and a patchy black beard that is all fluff. He cannot be older than seventeen and acne pockets his face in angry red lumps.
He struggles to stand taller and says in a forced deep voice, “1906 has been sent back. He collapsed in the mines and is to await assessment in his cell. A medic and an assessor will come and decide if he has outlived his usefulness.”
“An assessor?” The guard with the glistening beard asks and begins to hurriedly wipe down his disgustingly dirty armour.
The young man nods and doesn’t say anything more as he works with his companion to drag the old man towards my cell. I shift and peer into the dim light. It is old man Melton. I swallow, he is easily in his late sixties now, an assessment is not likely to go in his favour. The cell door is unlocked, and Melton is dropped to the floor. He lands heavily with a thud that launches him into a series of violent coughs and the younger guard kicks him in the ribs. Melton curls into a ball to protect his ribs from any further assault.
“Shut up old man,” the young guard snaps drawing his leg back for another kick.
“Leave him alone,” I growl, springing to my feet and advancing on them.
All four guards take a step back and rush to exit the cell before I can make it to them. The cell door is slammed right as I arrive, and the young guard twists the key in the lock with a satisfied grin. Much more confident now there are bars between us.
“The old man is as good as dead anyway,” he says with a grin.
My arm shoots through the bars and I grab him by the collar of his dull red armour and jerk him forward. His face slams into the bars with a sickening crunch that spills blood from his nose.
He tumbles back and clutches his face. “Fucking bitch!” he screams through his fingers.
He pulls his metal baton from his belt and tries to strike me through the bars. I grab it and very nearly succeed in pulling it through when two other guards scramble to help retrieve it. I hold it firm as the three of them grasp at the base and handle. I sigh, it is a fight I won’t win. I let the baton go and they all tumble back onto the hard stone floor panting, each of them desperately clinging to the baton in case it is somehow still within my reach. I bare my teeth at Melton’s attacker who scoots back further.
The older guard scrambles to his feet and turns on the younger one and screams, “9782! What the hell were you thinking getting her all worked up?”
The young guard with the patchy beard and acne looks down at his feet. “I don’t know sir.”
“If she had of gotten hold of the baton, we never would have gotten back in that cell,” The older guard grunts waving his hands around with more energy than I have seen him use all day. “The status of your father will not save you against her,” he says pointing at me.
The young guard shuffles and says nothing.
“Get out of my sight,” the older one orders and the two new guards hurry down the dim corridor.
I turn to Melton on the floor and crouch down beside him. He is still curled in a ball with his hands in his face. I can hear his laboured breathing from here. He is too old to be taking hits like that.
“Are you okay?” I ask gently.
He nods and grins a small trail of blood running from his mouth. “Oh yes, it was worth it to watch you pummel that guard.”
I help him to his feet. His long grey mane gets in my face as I drag his thin and bony frame over to the water trough so he can have a drink. He probably hasn’t had anything since he left the cell this morning. It is rare for mining slaves to receive any food or water during the day.
He leans forward with shaking hands and manages to scoop a small amount of water into his cupped hands and has a drink. I watch the dirty hands make a return trip to the trough and I turn to retrieve a blanket from the floor. As he leans forward, I wrap the thin material around his shoulders and wait patiently for him to finish drinking.
Finally, he tries to rise to his feet, his long white shirt dangling to his knees. I can see the dirty and bloodied bandages wrapped around his feet. I grit my teeth. These kinds of injuries could be avoided if the mining slaves we just given shoes. I watch on high alert as he succeeds but wobbles alarmingly. I take his arm and guide him to one of the walls so he can sit leaning against it.
“Thank you,” he wheezes gripping my hands with his bony ones. “I know you didn’t choose to be a gladiator, but you are good at it, and I suspect one day Darkmor will regret forcing you to develop those skills.”
I smile at him. “If only it was our hoofed overlord on the other side of those bars.”
He lets out a crackling laugh. “If only. Promise me Claire, you will pop him one for me if you ever get the chance.”
A baton is slammed against the bars. “Use her slave number,” the guard on the other side warns.
I raise an eyebrow. I had assumed they would leave us alone for longer after that display. He must be panicking about the assessor who could show up at any moment without warning. We aren’t the only ones who need to worry about how the assessors view us. scarlet guards are not above their scrutiny.
Melton raises his head. “I will use her proper name,” he declares. “You lot are going to write me off before the day is over anyway. What other threats could you possibly hold over me? You have already taken my wife and daughter.”
The guard seems to struggle for threats before he finally grunts and stomps away. He grabs a cloth off the table and begins to vigorously wipe down his armour. The other guard sits gorging on the meat beside him, a smear of fat across the side of his bald head glistens in the firelight.
“Melton,” I say quietly, mindful of the fact I do still have family to lose. “You shouldn’t talk like that.”
Melton waves his hands. “I will talk how I like. I am old enough not to care anymore.”
I sit next to him and drag my blanket back over my knees. The whistling of the wind through the stones and the crackle of the flames outside the cell are the only sounds to fill the awkward silence.
“How about a story?” Melton asks giving me a grin that reveals missing teeth but also a tinge of hopeful happiness.
I try not to sigh, and I force a smile onto my face and nod. Melton used to tell stories all the time, at least until they took his daughter. But they were always these tales of something so fantastic it couldn’t possibly be true. I used to love them when I was younger, but now, they just make me sad. Like they are the representation of a life I could have had if I had been left on the surface the day Darkmor’s armies conquered the capital Celestia. 
Melton wriggles his fingers and settles with them in his lap. “Have I told you the story of how The Great Taliah became Phoenix touched over five hundred winters ago?”
I shake my head and settle in for what will no doubt be a long story.
“Well, The Great Taliah discovered she was god touched on her eighteenth birthday,” he begins. “She was at a festival to celebrate the harvest when her magic first appeared. The king had given his final speech and the mayor, a brutal fellow, was about to give his. He did something that angered The Great Taliah’s so much her eyes turned purple with layers of silver and white. According to accounts by her companions Chloe and Kent, it was quite unsettling to behold.”  
“So, she was Phoenix touched because she turned eighteen?” I ask, surprisingly dawn in despite myself.
Melton shakes his head. “No, her birthday at the same time was just a coincidence. There have been numerous Phoenix touched in history, ranging from babies to elderly. The god likes to get involved in great changes and chooses a champion. Someone who is not only angered by the injustice of the world around them, but willing to do something about it if only presented with the opportunity.”
“So, Taliah was Phoenix touched so she could save the world?” I ask.
“No,” Melton says slowly. “The god never interferes that much. She was Phoenix touched so she had the ability to save the world. She had to decide to do something with it and as history tells it, it was not an easy journey for her. Taliah lost and gained much.”
I stare at my hands for a long time. If only Taliah could come save us. 
Finally, I ask, “What does Phoenix touched mean?”
“According to history, different things for everyone. Taliah was bestowed great gifts, but others have received more subtle things, like a life saved, a trip through time or sudden knowledge and so on.” Melton reveals his voice shaking and husky.
I can see the sweat on his face from here and I have noticed the way blood keeps pooling in his mouth to run out the side.
“The Great Taliah went on to use these gifts to restore order to her world, but everyone knows that story,” he concludes with a smile.
I shuffle on the hard stones beneath me. I must not have paid attention during that story. Until today I hadn’t ever heard the name Taliah, let alone the legend. I am sure it holds little relevance to my life in any case. After all it was five hundred seasons ago, even if such a story is true how much bearing could it possibly have on my life?
I shake my head, Melton believes history is the key to everything, in a world before captivity he was a famous historian who lived in the palace and advised royalty. His utter determination for history to be the solution for everything baffles me. I cannot help but feel other things are more important, like survival skills and the ability to work with those around you.
The clatter of hard boots on stone announces the arrival of more guards and when I look up, I am surprised to come face to face with a yellow-blue goblin hybrid. You would think the colours would be pleasant, but the yellow is a muddy yellow and the vibrant blue only occurs in patches.  His tall muscular form easily carries the enormous weight of his overly flamboyant armour, long intricate spikes adorn his shoulder plates and wrist cuffs. It must make it hard to do anything. I suspect it would even be a hindrance in battle. Long jagged ears twitch in every direction as he marches along with a woman in bright green clothing. The small woman hurries after him with a basket in her hands and does everything she can to seem as tiny as possible.
The hybrid comes to a stop in front of the cell and the guards nearby spring to attention, one of them knocking over the chair in his haste to climb to his feet. He scrambles to pick it up and the goblin hybrid turns to face him with distain. He doesn’t say a word, but the gaze has the guard positively cowering.
I look over the long snout of the goblin and the too many teeth that stick from it at odd angles. The breeding of goblins and humans has unsavoury effects, but the offspring that survive is stronger than any human and smarter than any goblin. The combination is unpleasant in appearance and frightening in concept. A whole army of these beasts loyal to Darkmor would be something to recon with.
The goblin turns back to the cell, grips the dagger at its belt with a long, wickedly clawed hand and barks, “Open it.”
The bald cowering guard basically runs to the gate, jams the key in the lock and wrenches the gate open. It screeches loudly in protest as it swings towards him, and the hybrid flattens his ears.
He turns to the guards and demands, “Which is 1906?”
The bald guard points at Melton and the goblin backhands the guard with so much force he falls to the ground unmoving. I stare at the trickle of blood and the weird twist of the neck and swallow. It would take an unbelievable amount of strength to do that with a single hit.
“Why is the prisoner not ready to be moved to the assessment room?” The hybrid demands, his oily bristles glinting in the firelight.
The older guard scrambles into the cell and I notice his armour isn’t really any cleaner, his efforts with the rag have only smeared it into clusters of sticky black lines. His eyes are so wide I can see the whites and he doesn’t even think twice about how he is within arm’s reach of me as he grabs hold of Melton’s arm.
Melton turns to me as he is manhandled to his feet and says, “Thank you for listening to this old man one last time.” 
The guard brushes my leg with his and ignores me completely as he drags Melton to the overseer. I don’t blame him, even I am inspired to behave in the hybrid’s presence. The goblin takes hold of Melton by the scruff of his shirt and sets off at a brisk pace dragging him along with a single arm. I rise to my feet and watch Melton disappear from my vision, probably for the last time. I swallow and feel the prickle of tears. Melton and I had never been close, but he had always been there. One of the few constants in my life.
The guard relocks my cage and looks down at his dead companion. “Fucking goblins,” he grunts.
I nod my head. Hatred for the goblins is one of the few things I can get on side with the guards about.
He turns to me and grunts, “The arena guards will be here soon. I think it is best you behave when they arrive.”
I nod, the hybrid might return at any point, and I don’t want to end up like the guard on the floor. I head over to the water trough and have a big drink before I relieve myself in the bucket meant for that purpose. I crinkle my nose at the foul smell, even after all these years of imprisonment there are things I still cannot get used to.
I watch as the old guard struggles to drag the dead man away and he drops him in a corner. He takes a moment to try and position his companions head in a way that is somewhat normal. The old guards’ attempts fail, and he sighs and moves back to the table, sitting with his back to the corpse. He cannot go far, there are meant to be two guards always supervising me. If he was to take him away, I would be left alone and leaving a gladiator alone is a rule punishable by death.
I stand quietly and I can hear the noise of guards down the hall at other cells collecting gladiators from them. They learned very early on that keeping us all in one cell was a bad idea that led to a group of gladiators breaking loose and doing serious damage to the compound. A few even escaped. I don’t know what happened to them, but the others were beaten within an inch of their lives and then made to fight monsters in the arena until not a single rebelling gladiator was left living. It was an effective demonstration of what happens when you revolt against Darkmor and of the lengths he is willing to go to crush a rebellion.
The guards arrive at the cell and shove my armour and boots through the bars, I rush to pick them up and drag them on over my tattered shorts and singlet. Grateful for the warmth as each item settles over my skin and protects me from the freezing wind. The dark brown armour is covered with smears of blood from my last gladiator match, but I can see the cut in the right side of the chest has been repaired. A new, much lighter square of leather has been stitched over the hole. I eye the lumpy leather, that is going to rub uncomfortably.
I am grabbed roughly by two scarlet guards and a third slips metal chains around my wrists binding them in front of me. He tugs on the chain connected and drags me roughly forward.
“It is on. No weak links in the chain,” he says in a monotonous tone.
Another guard nearby with a clipboard checks something off and I raise my eyebrows in surprise. The guard looks to be younger than me and it appears he can read. I had to learn in secret. It is hard to imagine a scarlet guard family taking that kind of education seriously, it seems to have benefited him though. Being one of the few literate humans makes him difficult to replace and the goblins hate coming to the compound. Usually, they complete these kinds of tasks. They aren’t always good at it. Their beady little eyes can hardly see in this kind of light and many of them are dumb as nails, but it seems having them do the final checks has been preferable to giving a human a position of authority.
This guy is a step in a new direction for Darkmor. Or perhaps just a lack of options.
I am dragged forward and lead through the weaving tunnels of the compound cell block until I step out into the dimness of the caverns of Shadowsoul. I look up at the inky black roof high above us and desperately wish to be on the surface. I am jerked forward again and attached to the chain of gladiators already lined up and waiting. I swallow as I realise I know a few of the people in the line.
“All chained up?” A voice barks from the front.
The guard beside me gives the chain at my wrists a vicious jerk and I almost tumble to my knees. He gives me a huge grin before yelling to the man up the front.
“Prisoners secure!”
“Alright, to the arena,” The man up the front bellows. “Keep an eye on them boys, there is an overseer at the other end.”
Our line starts to trudge forward as we head towards the arena. Today is possibly my last day. My thoughts turn sad, who will tell everyone what happened to Melton? I swallow and stare at the ground determined to focus on the next step.
Each one leading me to the place where I will lose a little bit more of myself as I have to fight to stay alive just one more day.
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A LESSON THAT CAN'T BE TAUGHT, AN HEIR THAT CAN'T BE FOUND, AND A GOD THAT WON’T RISE.
Taliah's life takes an unexpected turn when her once peaceful hometown falls prey to the sinister clutches of a malevolent mage. As chaos ensues, she becomes one of the fortunate few who manage to escape. In the wake of the mage's tyranny, the kingdom plunges into turmoil, and Taliah finds herself thrust into the heart of a burgeoning war. Yet, amidst the chaos, something extraordinary begins to awaken within her—an enigmatic power that defies comprehension.
Once an ordinary young woman, Taliah now finds herself burdened with a destiny she can scarcely comprehend. Whispers of prophecy surround her, as those around her see her as the last hope to vanquish the encroaching evil. But Taliah harbors doubts within, wrestling with her newfound abilities and struggling to accept the weight of the world upon her shoulders.
As she grapples with her identity and purpose, Taliah embarks on a quest that will test her resilience, forge unlikely alliances, and unveil shocking revelations. With each step she takes, the lines between love and duty blur, and she discovers that her true power lies not only in magic but also within herself.
Grab your copy now




Katera Rising: Book One
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Old and powerful magic has been uncovered and it is essential to free the world. The problem is no one knows how to use it.
In a world of sorcery and oppression, a young woman named Claire bears the burden of a nameless existence. Known only as 1408 to her captors, she represents the second generation enslaved by the ruthless sorcerer, the self-proclaimed emperor of Shadowsoul.
But fate takes an unexpected turn when Claire stumbles upon a glimmer of hope—a family heirloom with mysterious powers that defy comprehension. With each discovery, she unveils a hidden truth that could shatter the emperor’s iron grip on their realm.
As Claire's journey unfolds, she finds herself distracted by thoughts of a woman whose presence grows more tantalizing with each passing day. Trapped by the cruel hand of fate, Claire's yearning for freedom extends beyond the clutches of her captors. She longs for more than the life she has been handed so far.
However, the Emperor is not one who will yield easily. With his ferocious beasts, boundless power, and vast resources at his command, he will stop at nothing to maintain his dominion and obliterate any threats to his world order. And now, Claire, an accidental escapee, finds herself thrust into the heart of a magical conflict, holding in her possession something the emperor believed lost and fears above all else.
Join Katera Rising and embark on a thrilling journey through a land of shadows and secrets. Will Claire's courage and the mysterious powers of the family heirloom be enough to challenge the emperor’s reign? Can love and determination triumph against overwhelming odds?
Immerse yourself in this captivating tale of defiance, destiny, and the enduring human spirit.
Grab your copy now
 



cover.jpeg
QF
KATERA

i

CLAIRF





images/00002.jpg
KATERA

J.D EVERGREEN





images/00001.jpg
EVERGREEN

N

CELEST I ALSE RS





