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        The Cros Gambit


        
There is no greater thrill than se­e­ing the bru­tal vi­o­lence on the field of a crash­ball game.
—Jacim do Kasin, The Le­ge­ndary Game

Cros switched the rub­ber ball to his left hand as he ducked un­der the guard’s fist. Tuck­ing his head in, he threw him­self a­gainst the gro­und and rolled out of range be­fore the guard could spin a­ro­und and at­tack a­gain. The slick grass cut at his face, one of the only few ex­posed parts of his body, be­fore he was once a­gain on his feet.

He felt a rush of air a­gainst the back of his neck of a near strike. Cri­n­ging, he charged for­ward and hoped his mo­men­tum would keep him safe. His ribs al­ready ached from the last time he tried that, but the skir­mish­er that caught him had al­ready been side­lined and was out of the game.

A de­a­fe­ning roar of a tho­u­sand fans fol­lowed him. It echoed a­gainst the stands and shook the gro­und. The fast he ran, the lo­uder it would get un­til his ears ached from the pain.

Cros ran faster, heart po­und­ing as he pre­pared him­self for the fi­nal oppo­nent stand­ing be­tween him and the cas­tle goal: Pe­nnir Stam.

Un­like most play­ers who wore heavy ar­mor, Pe­nnir chose to wear only padded cloth ar­mor over her sle­nder body. She also re­fused to wear a hel­met, which only drove the fans wild when­ev­er so­me­one got close.

If so­me­one did man­age to tack­le her, hun­dreds of po­unds of mus­cle and leather would have snapped every bone in her body. But, in the five years since she start­ed play­ing for the I­n­fi­nite Ra­zors, only one man had ever laid a hand on her. In re­tal­i­a­tion, she had bro­ken every bone in his body and sent him to an ear­ly grave.

Half a dozen spheres of mud and rock spun a­ro­und her body. Each one was the size of a large fist and sailed smooth­ly in re­spo­nse to every move­ment she made. The last time he got close to the goal, she had hit him with two of her spheres. The mud had turned to sol­id rock at the po­int of im­pact with bone-cru­shing force that de­nted his ar­mor and tossed him across the field. The two skir­mish­ers be­hind him were not as lucky. Both were side­lined and the Ra­zors got a ten po­int bonus for the in­ca­pac­i­ta­tion.

This time, he didn’t have any­one be­hind him to take the blows and there was no time to dodge. He had to get his ball into the goal be­hind Pe­nnir, but it would be al­most im­pos­si­ble with her spheres block­ing the rod-wide o­pe­ning be­tween the two poles.

Cros steeled him­self for Pe­nnir’s at­tack and bore down, sprint­ing at the re­ma­i­ning two chains be­fore he reached the sen­tinel. His boots tore up grass and dirt, the spikes along his soles tug­ging at his ex­haust­ed mus­cles. As he did, he dug into his flag­ging strength and gath­ered up the shreds of his en­er­gy. Light­ning crack­led along his ar­mor, trac­ing along the met­al ridges and jump­ing from the riv­ets. It scorched the air a­ro­und him, suf­fo­cat­ing and burn­ing.

Pe­nnir u­nfold­ed her arms and smiled. She ca­su­al­ly held out her hands, formed her hands into fists, and pulled up. The gro­und buck­led un­der­neath her, the grass te­a­ring open as the earth boiled up like black mag­ma. Be­fore he could take an­oth­er step, the liq­uid burst out of the gro­und and formed an­oth­er sphere of spi­n­ning mud and peb­bles.

He drew on his own pow­er, gathe­ring the light­ing in his hand. The en­er­gy crack­led a­ro­und his knuck­les as a bril­li­ant ball formed be­tween his fi­ngers.

The roar of the crowd grew lo­uder un­til his ears rang out from the so­und.

Cros spot­ted an o­pe­ning to Pe­nnir’s left, a gap be­tween the or­bit of her spheres and the arm of a sec­ond guard. It was a nar­row o­pe­ning that would get him a cas­tle goal. If he missed, it would ei­ther sail into the tow­er goal next to the cas­tle or bounce off the wo­oden pole that se­parat­ed the two.

Thank­ful­ly, the oth­er guard was occu­pied by one of Cros’ play­ers, Tamir. Tamir was the best skir­mish­er Cros knew. He was us­ing one of his wa­ter whips to har­ry the guard, stri­king fast and hard with glitte­ring mag­ic at the same time he threw punch­es with left hand.

Tamir’s oppo­nent was block­ing and try­ing to land punch­es him­self, but his gauntlets kept bounc­ing off the rib­bons of wa­ter that swirled a­ro­und Tamir.

Blood dripped from both of their gauntlets, but Cros couldn’t i­den­ti­fy the source.

His skin prick­led just as a flash of move­ment rushed to­ward him. He jerked back as one of Pe­nnir’s sphere screamed past him. The sphere shat­tered into shards that bounced off his ar­mor. He swore as he re­al­ized he had let his at­ten­tion drift. When he fo­cused on Pe­nnir, he saw that he was only a rod away from her; less than a sec­ond of sprint­ing.

Cros swung his hand, the length of his arm crack­ling with light­ing. He caught the sec­ond sphere with the back of his hand. Be­fore it could crack his bone, he let the elec­tri­cal pow­er ex­plode from his skin and shat­tered the rock in a burst of bril­li­ance.

He swung his oth­er hand out, spread­ing his fi­ngers and threw a blast of light­ing. Blind­ing white crack­led from his hand, catch­ing the next two spheres in mid-flight and pul­ver­iz­ing them.

A fifth sphere shot out of the cloud of dust and mud, blur­ring on the edge of his vi­sion as it a­imed straight for his face.

With a swear, Cros re­al­ized that she wouldn’t give him e­nough time to aim for the nar­row o­pe­ning for the tow­er. He spun and threw the rub­ber ball with all his might to­ward the left tow­er goal. As he came a­ro­und, he braced his hands be­fore him and caught the stone sphere inch­es away from his chest.

The im­pact blast­ed him back, pluck­ing him from the gro­und as the pres­sure crushed his chest and shoul­ders. The force of the sphere car­ried him al­most a chain down the field be­fore he hit the gro­und. Hard-packed gro­und tore at his back, rip­ping open his leather ar­mor as the force car­ried him a few more rods be­fore he slumped into the gro­und.

He gasped for breath, the world spi­n­ning a­ro­und him and sparks slid­ing across his vi­sion. His right arm shook with the ef­fort to hold the crum­bling sphere in his hand.

At first, he couldn’t hear any­thing over the ru­shing in his ears but then he re­al­ized it was the roar of the crowd. He bli­nked and let it wash over him, the words slow­ly sharpe­ning past the ri­n­ging.

“Ham­mer! Ham­mer! Ham­mer!”

One of the a­n­no­un­cers, a perky woman that Cros used to date, screamed out al­most in­com­pre­hen­si­bly with her mag­i­cal­ly-e­n­hanced voice. It was ter­ri­ble du­ring their knock-down scre­a­ming fits but per­fect for yelling over a tho­u­sand fans che­e­ring a goal.

He caught only a few words but “tow­er goal” was all that mat­tered. He smiled even as he gro­aned. His ten po­ints would put them only six­ty be­hind the Ra­zors. It would still take a mir­a­cle to win the game, but he al­ready e­nsured that they would be cel­e­brat­ing his name for weeks to come.

One of the Ham­mer’s guards knelt down next to Cros. “Al­most made it back to our goal, Cros. Next time, catch two and tow­er your­self.”

Cros gro­aned and reached up with his right arm, winc­ing as his shoul­der popped and a bone in his up­per arm gro­und to­geth­er. Pulling back, he switched to his left hand and caught an of­fered hand. “Did it look good as I hope, Ba­nkol?”

The guard chuck­led and pulled him up. “Yeah, got me hard watch­ing you back­hand that cow’s balls.”

Cros le­aned a­gainst Ba­nkol and in­spect­ed his right hand. The leather had scorched off his hand, ex­pos­ing black­ened skin un­der­neath. He tried to re­lax his hand, but his fi­ngers re­fused to move. A sharp pain ripped up his shoul­der and he swayed for a mo­ment.

He lo­oked up to see Tamir co­ming to­ward him. The nar­row vi­sor gave only a hint of the con­cerned look on his face. “Cros, can you stay in?”

Cros glanced at the side­lines. Most of the Ham­mers were off-field, prob­a­bly in the i­nfir­mary. The le­a­gue’s heal­ers would have their hands full re­pa­i­ring shat­tered bones, cracked ribs, and rup­tured ears. He reached up and pressed a hand a­gainst his own ear. When he pulled back, there was blood.

Glanc­ing down the field, he fo­cused on the mas­sive hour­glass that marked the time left in the game. He guessed there was only a minute left, e­nough for one more play. The score over the glass re­mi­nded him that all the time in the game couldn’t re­verse the score: Ham­mers 93, Ra­zors 159.

He turned away. “We can’t win, can we?”

Ba­nkol shook his head. “Can’t slap that cow far e­nough to get to the cas­tle. Even if we did, that’s only fifty po­ints. We’d have to ei­ther get a sub­mis­sion—”

Tamir held up his hand, his gaunt­let had been ripped open to re­veal a long wo­und bleed­ing pro­fuse­ly. Stream­ers of wa­ter dripped from his skin, formed by his tal­ent. It mixed with the blood be­fore spla­shing from his body in a red-ti­nged pud­dle. “Four sub­mis­sions. We need sev­en­ty po­ints if we’re go­ing to beat them.”

Ba­nkol glared at Tamir. “Thanks, Mom. That hand good e­nough to jerk me off too?”

Tamir twist­ed his hand and flicked his thumb at Ba­nkol.

Cros start­ed to smile and then winced as his shoul­der twinged. He rest­ed his palm a­gainst it and felt the heat so­a­king through the ar­mor. It could be bleed­ing, but he would have to strip off his ar­mor to find out.

When he lo­oked up, both Tamir and Ba­nkol were lo­o­king at him. “What?”

“You’re the cap­tain,” said Tamir.

“Want to bend over and let Pe­nnir shove one of those rocks up our ass­es?” asked Ba­nkol with a snort. He rubbed a bru­ise on the side of his face. His large body lo­oked like a wall of stone, not un­like his pow­er to so­lid­i­fy his skin. He crunched his fist into his palm. Dust and blood driz­zled out from the im­pact.

Cros shook his head. “Not for this game. We need the win if we’re go­ing to go af­ter the Spears next.”

Ba­nkol growled. “Damn the Cou­ple, I want to snap that Spears’ leg and shove it through his skull for what he did to Je­ber.”

Tamir shook his head ru­eful­ly, a pa­ined smile on his face. He glanced back at the rest of the team and Cross fol­lowed his gaze.

The oth­er play­ers were all in­jured and bro­ken, be­aten to their lim­its and ex­haust­ed. The two hour game was al­most over and Cros could tell they had al­ready lost. They were just wait­ing out the last min­utes be­fore they could flee back to the team’s heal­ers. Two of them were i­n­ching to­ward the side­lines, as if ho­ping to just give up now.

Cros sighed and ges­tured for Tamir and Ba­nkol to fol­low. They he­aded back to the oth­ers. “All right, Ham­mers, we have a minute to make a de­ci­sion.”

He watched their faces as he spoke. “We can give up right now and head home.”

Guilt washed over their faces, bare­ly vis­i­ble through the mud, blood, and ex­haus­tion.

“Yeah, I thought so.” He wa­nted to give up just as much as them. He could pic­ture his wife sprawled out on her bed, noth­ing but a warm bla­nket and an ice-cold lager be­tween her legs.

Cros lo­oked back at the clock and score. He sighed and turned back. “Damn the Cou­ple. I’d rather go home a wi­nner. My wife could use an­oth­er tro­phy.”

Ba­nkol chuck­led. “I’d rather go back to your wife with a tro­phy, but how do you plan on get­ting four sub­mis­sions and a cas­tle out of this?”

Cros chuck­led and shook his head. “Not a sub­mis­sion, a sac­ri­fice. That’s five po­ints. If I can take out three oth­ers—”

Tamir held up his hand. “And a cas­tle goal, don’t for­get that.”

Cros glared at him. “—and a cas­tle goal, then we can win this thing. If I can take out more of them, then we could prob­a­bly get away with a tow­er.”

“Do you ac­tu­al­ly have that much pow­er in you?” asked Tamir. “Your range isn’t that im­pres­sive, maybe a rod at most. And you’ve been shock­ing eve­ry­one pret­ty hard for the last hour.”

Cross lo­oked across the field. At the far end, the Ra­zors were hav­ing a hud­dle them­selves. All of them stood with heads bowed ex­cept for Pe­nnir who re­ma­ined in front of the cas­tle goal. They didn’t need to in­clude her in any strat­e­gy, she knew her role on the field: stop any­one from re­a­ching the goal.

He sighed. “I don’t know, it’s risky.”

Tamir chuck­led and held up his hand, wa­ter pool­ing. “Would this help? Re­mem­ber when we had that brawl in the rain a few years ago? You shocked eve­ry­one a­ro­und you.”

Sweat dripped down Cros’ face, but he couldn’t wipe it away with­out pulling off his hel­met. He glanced at Pe­nnir who watched the field with a bored ex­pres­sion. “Do you think you can reach her? They are go­ing to pro­tect­ing her with every­thing they have.”

“No, I don’t have the range ei­ther.” Tamir’s shoul­ders slumped. “Damn it.”

Ba­nkol pat­ted Cros on the shoul­der as he stood up. “I’ll get you in range, I pro­mise.”

The large man’s body grew hard and rigid, the skin turn­ing as sol­id as rock. His voice cracked as he straight­ened up, in­creas­ing a few inch­es in height.

Cros lo­oked at his fri­end and nod­ded. “This is go­ing to hurt.”

“Well,” Tamir sighed, “yes.”

“Okay,” Cros turned back to the oth­ers. “Okay, here’s the play. Gro­und fe­int. All of you hold back and we’ll plow a path to the cas­tle. If there is any­one stand­ing, just ham­mer them hard and fast.”

Cros shook and he pre­te­nded it was the rush of bat­tle and not fear. Gulp­ing, he lo­oked at Tamir and Ba­nkol. “Ready?”

A­head of them, one chain from the Ham­mer’s goal, the re­fer­ee set down the blood-sta­ined rub­ber ball. Since the Ham­mers were los­ing, the ball start­ed at their end of the field.

On the far side, the I­n­fi­nite Ra­zors arranged them­selves into a clas­si­cal I­ron Wall for­ma­tion. The tri­a­ngu­lar arra­n­ge­ment was de­signed to slow down oppo­nents from re­a­ching the goal, a stalling ma­neu­ver for a team that al­ready knew they won.

He smiled. They thought they won. He strolled to­ward the ball. Tamir and Ba­nkol jo­ined him. He heard the oth­ers spread­ing out, pre­pa­ring their own parts of the fi­nal play.

“Af­ter this, can I have a chance at both of your wives?” Ba­nkol asked as he set him­self, his body crack­ing with every move­ment. Dust dripped from his joints, po­u­ring out of the cracks of his ar­mor. He gri­nned. “Or ei­ther of your daugh­ters?”

Tamir glared at him. “Would you like to sur­vive this? Beca­use if you men­tion Namor one more time, I’ll sac­ri­fice you my­self.”

Ba­nkol shrugged. “Five po­ints is five po­ints. Be­sides, three a­gainst us and they are go­ing to hit us with all they have. One of us is al­ready fucked.” He chuck­led as he ges­tured to Pe­nnir. “And I don’t plan on tak­ing her balls up my ass.”

Cros chuck­led. He knelt down next to the ball and shoved down, putting more of his weight un­til the ball sank into the gro­und. When he charged for­ward, he hoped they would miss that he wasn’t hold­ing the ball.

Ta­king a deep breath, he sum­moned his pow­er. En­er­gy crack­led along his body, trac­ing the sil­ver-traced edges of his ar­mor. It arced to Tamir and Ba­nkol, the sub­tle diffe­rences in their mag­ics re­sonat­ing with each oth­er.

A sparkling mist sur­ro­u­nded them as Tamir pulled on his own pow­er. Liq­uid rushed along his body, coat­ing his skin in a she­en. It pooled un­der­neath his body but the liq­uid didn’t soak into the gro­und. In­stead, it rip­pled and rose a­gainst grav­i­ty, drip­ping up to hov­er a­ro­und his shoul­ders in crys­talline rib­bons.

Cros took a deep breath. Light flick­ered a­ro­und him, danc­ing on the edges of his vi­sion. In­side, he felt the source of his pow­er, a core that ached from his ex­haus­tion. If he pushed too hard, it would be­come a blind­ing pain. By then, he hoped to see the ball cross the goal.

“Ready?” He yelled.

Tamir and Ba­nkol crouched down, their ar­mored fists grind­ing into the gro­und. Blood, sweat, and wa­ter so­aked through the ru­ined grass. There would be more of it by the time the day was done.

“Rock 4.” It was a fast co­unt, the next num­ber would set them off.

His breath­ing grew deep and pur­po­se­ful. He locked eyes with Pe­nnir, al­most a fur­long away and stand­ing with her arms across her chest. It lo­oked so far away from his po­si­tion on the gro­und, but he would reach her if it was the last thing he did.

“Stone!”

It took all of his willpow­er not to charge as he bel­lowed. A heart­beat af­ter Tamir and Ba­nkol spri­nted to­ward the Ra­zors, he dug his feet into the gro­und, crushed the ball hard, and then threw him­self into rac­ing af­ter them. He clutched his arm to his chest as if he still held the ball.

It was five chains, half the field, to the Ra­zors. It lo­oked like a long dis­tance, but they eas­i­ly closed it in a mat­ter of sec­onds.

Ba­nkol surged a­head, the earth sha­king un­der­neath him as he let out a ter­ri­ble roar and tucked his head down. Stone dust po­ured out of him as he thud­ded along and his foot­steps left im­prints on the gro­und.

Be­hind him, Tamir chased af­ter Ba­nkol, slow e­nough that the dis­tance stretched out to a rod be­fore Ba­nkol struck the front ranks of the Ra­zors.

Ba­nkol’s im­pact blast­ed the skir­mish­er who tried to stop him. The crunch of flesh a­gainst stone shot out across the fields, de­spite the heavy ar­mor de­signed to pro­tect both of them. A body flew back, arms and legs wind­milling be­fore the skir­mish­er slammed into one of the rear guards. Blood burst out of the vi­sor and po­ured out from the hel­met.

The Ra­zor’s guard tossed his own skir­mish­er aside. With a roar, he tucked his shoul­der down be­fore co­ming up with an up­per­cut that caught Ba­nkol un­der his chin. When the gaunt­let struck the stone man, a bril­li­ant light burst from the im­pact.

Ba­nkol shot straight up in the air as if he weighed noth­ing. A con­cus­sion blast ex­plod­ed from the guard’s fist. It knocked into the oth­er Ra­zor’s be­fore stri­king Tamir. A heart­beat lat­er, it punched Cros in the chest.

Tamir ducked un­der­neath the guard who at­tacked Ba­nkol and spri­nted for­ward. His feet tore at the gro­und as he man­aged to slip a­ro­und an­oth­er guard and race out from the first ranks of the Ra­zors.

Cros fol­lowed be­hind him, but the ranks tight­ened up and he fo­und him­self charg­ing to­ward a sol­id wall of flesh and leather. A haze of pow­er crack­led along the air, sparks of en­er­gy ris­ing up from the de­fe­nders. One of his oppo­nents burst into flames while an­oth­er grew sol­id like Ba­nkol.

Ba­nkol’s body slammed into Cros’ right. The im­pact shook the gro­und as the man’s shoul­der snapped and bounced away. There was no blood, just rock dust and a dead ex­pres­sion on the guard’s face.

Cros lo­oked away, a sud­den tear in his eye.

Be­tween the nar­row gap of bod­ies, he could see Tamir rac­ing to­ward Pe­nnir.

Pe­nnir un­crossed her arms and held out her hands, her face dead­panned ex­cept for a slight smile. Globs of mud ripped them­selves from the gro­und and spun a­ro­und her as they splat­tered every­thing a­ro­und her.

The stream­ers of wa­ter a­ro­und Tamir stre­aked for­ward, slithe­ring through the air like snakes.

Cros had to look away as he crashed into the ranks of guards. The two men he hit were pow­er­ful and heavy, one of them had in­cre­ased his weight and the oth­er had be­come met­al. His ribs and arm burst into pain as he smashed a­gainst their im­mov­able bod­ies. Stars stre­aked across his vi­sion, blind­ing him briefly.

With a snarl, he let his pow­er go. Arcs of elec­tric­i­ty be­came bolts of light­ing. It tore through both men in front of him.

The one with the in­cre­ased weight screamed out in agony as his ar­mor scorched and burst open. U­nderneath, the flesh black­ened in­stant­ly.

The met­al guard was un­af­fect­ed by Cros’ mag­ic, but the bolts arced out from him into an­oth­er guard who was. The screams turned into a high-pitched wail as the man fold­ed in half as every mus­cle in his body tight­ened. There were mut­ed crunch­es as the spasms snapped bone.

A skir­mish­er rushed at Cros’ side. He jumped high into the air, his body hazy with pow­er, and then brought his foot down on Cros’ right arm. The im­pact drove Cros to his knees as a loud crack re­sonat­ed from his body. A shard of bone ripped out of the bot­tom of his ar­mor as the arm snapped from the im­pact.

Fight­ing agony and a sud­den de­spair, Cros knew that he couldn’t past the guards. He lo­oked up just as the first of three spheres slammed into Tamir’s chest.

The im­pact shoved the skir­mish­er back three feet in a show­er of blood.

The sec­ond and third slammed into Tamir, pick­ing him off the gro­und and thro­wing him back. A stream­er of blood and wa­ter trailed af­ter him.

Cros caught move­ment on his left side. He turned and back­ha­nded the Ra­zor’s cham­pi­on. Elec­tric­i­ty surged through his body and into the larg­er man. It traced black lines across the cham­pi­on’s face, melt­ing flesh and ex­pos­ing a wide expa­nse of bone that quick­ly cracked from the heat.

An im­pact caught his oth­er hand, this time in the leg. His at­tack a­gainst the cham­pi­on sput­tered as he lo­oked back. His body was tilt­ing to the side and he couldn’t stop it. His leather ar­mor kept his leg to­geth­er, but he could feel blood and bone grind­ing a­gainst the in­side.

He growled as de­spair crushed him. He couldn’t clear a path, he couldn’t even make it to Pe­nnir.

Cros man­aged to catch the gro­und on his good knee. The im­pact drove agony through him and he felt bro­ken bones grind­ing as he bounced. His chin struck his head and more sparks filled his vi­sion.

When he lo­oked up, he had a clear view of Tamir and Pe­nnir.

The sen­tinel had just thrown her hand back and the last two spheres spi­n­ning a­ro­und her shot back, float­ing in the gap of the cas­tle goal. Step­ping for­ward, she threw both of her hands for­ward.

The spheres stre­aked for­ward, blur­ring with speed and leav­ing be­hind rip­ples in the air. The first one caught Tamir in the chest with a mut­ed thump. The sec­ond caught Tamir in the throat, the speed hit­ting so fast there was noth­ing but a splash of red.

For a mo­ment, Cros thought Pe­nnir’s sphere con­ti­nue past Tamir’s body, but then he re­al­ized it was Tamir’s hel­met spi­ral­ing back to­ward him, leav­ing be­hind a spi­ral of crim­son blood as it flew back.

His eyes fo­cused on Tamir’s head­less corpse as it la­nded only a rod away. His body bounced be­fore set­tling to the gro­und.

Cros glanced at Pe­nnir who stood with a smug smile of sat­is­fac­tion on her face.

Rage boiled out of Cros. He sank into it as he glared at the sen­tinel and let the en­er­gy flow. Light­ning bolts shot out from him and punched into the bod­ies of his at­tack­ers.

The man who broke his leg tried to pull back, his scream turn­ing into a high pitched wail as his ar­mor va­po­rized and light­ning black­ened the sud­den­ly ex­posed flesh.

The met­al guard’s body be­gan to melt from the heat, his trans­formed body beco­ming white-hot in an in­stant.

A­ro­und him, the grass ig­nit­ed into flames and the gro­und shriv­eled.

Cros sank into his a­nger and de­spair, pulling on his re­serves and grip­ping with all his might. He surged up on one foot with a scream. More light­ing crawled out of him, spread­ing out in a sphere of elec­tric­i­ty.

It caught his oppo­nents, even the ones try­ing to back away. The smell of burn­ing hair and skin filled the air, the stench of it swirling through the sharp taste of ozone that filled his nos­trils.

Blood dripped from his ears, nose, and eyes as he stretched out with his might. The bolts scraped a­gainst the gro­und, leav­ing deep gouges as they reached the sides of the fields and cut into the rest of the Ra­zors.

The screams were i­naudi­ble over the crack­ling.

Pe­nnir’s smile froze on her face and she stepped back. He could see her fear from where he was stuck.

Twist­ing as much as he could, Cros pulled back his one good arm and then shoved it for­ward. The mo­men­tum pulled the light­ing arc­ing a­ro­und him into a sin­gle bolt that crack­led down the field. It arced along the wa­ter and blood of Tamir’s body, stretch­ing fur­ther than Cros had ever elec­tro­cut­ed be­fore.

Pe­nnir ripped mud from the gro­und, but then the light­ning caught her in the chest. There was a burst of light and then it con­ti­nued for­ward through the ru­ins of her body to tear into the fur­thest end of the cas­tle goal.

The mag­i­cal shield that sur­ro­u­nded the bysta­nders from the goal shim­mered into ex­is­tence, but the light­ing blast­ed through it. He watched in hor­ror as the arc tore into the fans for ter­ri­fy­ing mil­lisec­onds be­fore he could pull back on the pow­er.

But, the mag­ic re­fused to stop flo­wing. More bolts tore out of him, crack­ling as they shot out into the crowds. Stone black­ened, wood burst into flames, and the screams rose into a high-pitched cries.

Cros’ heart ex­plod­ed in his chest. He felt it shat­ter ribs with a wet ex­plo­sion of heat and agony.

Ut­ter si­lence filled his ears, the ri­n­ging from years of play­ing sud­den­ly gone. He lo­oked across the dev­as­ta­tion of the field and felt shame and de­spair spread­ing out.

He hit the gro­und with both knees, the bro­ken leg only slo­wing him down a frac­tion of a sec­ond be­fore he con­ti­nued for­ward. As he swung for­ward, he saw noth­ing but a smo­king field and corpses scat­tered in front of him. His mo­men­tum car­ried him for­ward and he pitched face-first into the gro­und.

Cros hit the gro­und with a smile, only a sin­gle thought echo­ing in his head in the fi­nal mo­ments of si­lence. He had won the game. Five po­ints for each per­son he downed plus fif­teen for their own sac­ri­fices.

He may have lost every­thing, in­clud­ing his life, but at least he won the game.

A­bout

Samus de Goslin is the broth­er of Cros de Goslin and has writ­ten this fic­ti­onal ver­sion of the Gam­bit sta­te­ments from the Ham­mer play­ers, fans, and re­ports at the fi­nal game. He is cur­rent­ly liv­ing at the Cros de Goslin es­tates while ma­na­ging his broth­er’s fi­nal will.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        About D. Moonfire


        D. Moonfire is the remarkable intersection of a computer nerd and a scientist. He inherited a desire for learning, endless curiosity, and a talent for being a polymath from both of his parents. Instead of focusing on a single genre, he writes stories and novels in many different settings ranging from fantasy to science fiction. He also throws in the occasional romance or forensics murder mystery to mix things up.

In addition to having a borderline unhealthy obsession with the written word, he is also a developer who loves to code as much as he loves writing.

He lives near Cedar Rapids, Iowa with his wife, numerous pet computers, and a pair of highly mobile things of the male variety.

You can see more work by D. Moonfire at his website at https://d.moonfire.us/. His fantasy world, Fedran, can be found at https://fedran.com/.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        Fedran


        Fedran is a world caught on the cusp of two great ages.

For centuries, the Crystal Age shaped society through the exploration of magic. Every creature had the ability to affect the world using talents and spells. The only limitation was imagination, will, and the inescapable rules of resonance. But as society grew more civilized, magic became less reliable and weaker.

When an unexpected epiphany seemingly breaks the laws of resonance, everything changed. Artifacts no longer exploded when exposed to spells, but only if they were wrapped in cocoons of steel and brass. The humble fire rune becomes the fuel for new devices, ones powered by steam and pressure. These machines herald the birth of a new age, the Industrial Age.

Now, the powers of the old age struggle against the onslaught of new technologies and an alien way of approaching magic. Either the world will adapt or it will be washed away in the relentless march of innovation.

To explore the world of Fedran, check out https://fedran.com/. There you’ll find stories, novels, character write-ups and more.


    




    
        
    

    
        
            
             
            
        


        License


        This book is distributed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International license. More info can be found at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/. This means:

You are free to:


	Share — copy and redistribute the material in any medium or format

	Adapt — remix, transform, and build upon the material



The licensor cannot revoke these freedoms as long as you follow the license terms.

Under the following terms:


	Attribution — You must give appropriate credit, provide a link to the license, and indicate if changes were made. You may do so in any reasonable manner, but not in any way that suggests the licensor endorses you or your use.

	NonCommercial — You may not use the material for commercial purposes.

	ShareAlike — If you remix, transform, or build upon the material, you must distribute your contributions under the same license as the original.



No additional restrictions — You may not apply legal terms or technological measures that legally restrict others from doing anything the license permits.

Preferred Attribution

The preferred attribution for this novel is:


“The Cros Gambit” by D. Moonfire is licensed under CC BY-NC-SA 4.0



In the above attribution, use the following links:


	Flight of the Scions: https://fedran.com/the-cros-gambit/

	D. Moonfire: https://d.moonfire.us/

	CC BY-NC-SA 4.0: https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/4.0/




    




    