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Her life began as life often does: Suddenly, and with no small amount of pain on her mother's part. Her birth was surprisingly easy, but that was common, also, when a woman had so many children. And still, despite her body’s ease with birthing and the skill of the Healer in attendance, as the babe took her first breath, the mother took her last.

The Healers at the Guild where the girl was born weren't overly affected by the woman's passing, blaming it on her advanced age. The work of a whore never stopped, they supposed, and such things happened.

But now there was the matter of the babe, and what to do with her. It was possible that a family might want her, but boys were prized far more in the country of Rosewood, as they could grow into Heroes.

Though the odds of an adoption were slim, the founder of the Healer's Guild, Sister Francis, sent a runner to put out the word in the towns around Rosewood that a newborn girl was available. After two weeks with no interest, the baby was moved from the Guild to the relatively-new orphanage attached.

They named her Genesis for beginnings, as this was hers, and they raised her as well as they were able given their meager means. Mr. Dickerson- the operator of the orphanage- and the Healers had many orphans to care for- the world outside the Guild was a violent and often dangerous place, full of monsters and villains who cut people down at will- and gold was thin. Sister Francis never fretted, however, for help came when help was needed, and they always managed to get by.

Genesis spent her early life there, learning from the younger Healers to walk and talk, read and write, and teach others to do the same when she was big enough. She became quite a cute little thing, the Healers would say, with sunny blonde hair and innocent sky-blue eyes that hid a quick and often devious mind.

She played with the other children when they were kind enough to let her, and played by herself when they weren't, which was more often than not. Outwardly, she seemed a normal, mostly happy child.

Inside, though, was another story. She was happy enough, but it was in her own 'I know I'm different from the others, and I like it' way. Her mind worked differently. She knew, at a very young age, that she was smarter than the other children. Faster, cleverer, more conniving.

She figured out how to get things she wanted but wasn't supposed to have by the time she was five, using the older kids who just wanted to help the younger ones. By seven, two-thirds of her fellow orphans owed her favors, for she was stealthy as a cat and had eyes like a hawk, seeing everything and hearing more. She made it a point to know everything about everyone- And use it against them.

Except for one boy: Gabriel, older than her by two years. He had a natural darkness about him that scared the other children but made Genesis curious. He was a born scrapper, getting into fights regularly. She knew he was also a thief, as she'd seen him stealing, but he'd never been caught, and she wouldn't be telling. He was the kind of kid you kept close track of but didn't interact with, the one child she knew never to cross. Getting on his bad side could be a dangerous idea, indeed. Not that she was afraid of him, but she was far too smart not to be leery.

Time flew by, and Genesis noticed many of the older boys disappeared one at a time. Boys were rare here, anyway, so a person noticed when one went missing.

When she was eight, she noticed Gabriel was gone, too, and asked one of the Healers where the boys went.

“To the Hero's Training Guild, my dear. Most will be put into servitude, cleaning and fetching.  But one or two may get lucky enough to be shown the ways of magic and fighting, and when they are old enough, they will be sent into the world to rid it of monsters and evil men.”

Genesis found this information fascinating, and wondered why only the boys were sent.

“Well, child, most girls would rather be Healers, or find a nice man to marry, as opposed to becoming a warrior, covered in scars.”

“But a girl could go, couldn't she?” she wanted to know, for it all sounded like exactly what she wanted.

The Healer was hesitant. “Well... I suppose a girl could go, if that was her wish, though none have before. But there is no guarantee that you will be taught to battle. Rather, you would likely end up in the kitchens, or as a maid.”

Done with the Healer, all of her questions answered for now, Genesis turned away without another word, leaving the Healer to stare after her in bafflement.

To be trained as a warrior, as a Hero, would be incredible, Genesis thought as she walked slowly to her room. It was the best thing Genesis could imagine happening to her, ever.

She'd heard stories of Heroes from the Healers at bedtime, about how they were great and powerful warriors that slew monsters and rode dragons, who spoke to elves and attended the court of the Fairy Queen, Mother Arris. They were revered throughout Rosewood, no matter their moral standing, for some were nearly saint-like, others evil, and still others were opportunists who carefully walked the line between good and evil. Genesis thought if she became a Hero, she'd be somewhere between the last two.

She didn't know why she felt this way, just knew that she was darker than most, despite her young age. And now... Now, she had a purpose. Not just to live here until she could go out into the world to survive on her own. But to become a Hero, to fight, and win, to get everything she wanted with the crook of a finger... That was her calling.

But she had to wait until she was ten. That was the age that the Training Guild allowed children to enter, either as workers or to be taught.

So she spent the next two years learning everything she could about Heroes and the Guild. She read every book, spoke to all the Healers- focusing specifically on Sister Francis who seemed to know everything about everything- and even talked to some Heroes who were passing through for healing, though it was frowned upon for a little girl to converse with big, strong men who were alone for long periods of time.

Her studying paid off: Just after her tenth birthday, at her request- and after a long, loud argument with Mr. Dickerson, who wanted to keep her at the orphanage for reasons she didn’t want to think about- she was escorted to the Hero's Training Guild by a large man who worked there.

Many of the other children- and just as many Healers- looked at her as if she were mad as she left with just a small pack on her back, but she knew without a single doubt that she was following her true path.

They traveled out of White Plains, where the Healer’s Guild was, up into Green Marsh, which was a wonderful town built entirely up in the trees, then down a long winding ramp that took them almost to the door of the Hero's Training Guild. It had been raining in Green Marsh, and sprinkled still, so she left the hood up on her cloak, which also gave her the added benefit of being able to hide her excited face.

As she followed the large man who was her guide- He went by Giant and was actually quite kind, if one appreciated that kind of thing- getting closer and closer to the Guild, she couldn't help but stare in wonder at the place that would be her home for the next eight years.

The walls were primarily redstone, with some black and white mixed in, and piled twenty feet high. The doors were made of foot-thick wooden slats that opened only from the inside. Just on either side of the doors at the top of the walls were guard towers, and- she knew from her readings- a path that went around most of the compound.

The doors opened when Giant waved a hand at the guards on duty- barely sixteen if she had her guess, as this was part of their training, which she also knew from her reading.

She followed him in, all eyes though they were gratefully hidden inside her hood. Her belly shook with excitement- She'd made it!- as did her hands, so she kept them tucked away, as well.

They walked through a large room with a big round map on a table in the center. It was ten feet across and showed all of Rosewood and its outlying islands. It was enchanted, she knew, to blink a glowing blue where a Hero was needed, and the quest information would be magically printed on a card and set into the slot that went around the edge of the table for the Heroes to take as they chose.

Past that was the dining hall, the kitchens, the back hallway that led to the training areas.

Off to either side in the entry hall was a staircase that led up to the bunk rooms: Heroes-In-Training on the left, Guides and Teachers to the right- except for the one that would be stationed in the trainee bunks.

The help- cooks, maids, runners- each had their own quarters behind their respective work areas, out of the way- She could have drawn a map of the entire place already, without having seen any of it with her own eyes, simply from memory.

After a brief pause near the Quest Map- where she saw several blinking lights that made her giddy with anticipation- they turned and headed for the dining area, where she knew the offices of the Guild leaders were, off either side. If the books she'd read were accurate, she'd be taken to meet the Head Leader, who would place her with the Guide they thought best suited her.

They were nearly there- She could read the sign on the door: 'Basilius- Head Guild Leader'- when a deep, grating voice called to Giant.

“Hey there, Giant. What kind of lad have you brought us this time? Hopefully a stronger one than the last. I broke him in less than a week.” There was a dark rumble as the man laughed.

His words, meant to frighten, only served to make Genesis more determined, and she turned with Giant to look at the man.

She'd learned from the Healers how to quickly judge a person's stature for healing purposes, and used those skills now to assess him: He was extremely tall, somewhere near seven feet as he was only a foot or so below the ceiling; his body was all muscle, at least the parts that she could see- His shoulder and neck muscles bulged out of the crudely-cut neck hole of his shirt, a sleeveless tunic that showed off massive biceps and corded forearms; his pants, though long enough to cover his very long legs, were tight at the thighs, with a similar situation near his thick calves.

His hair was pitch black and shaved all but bald, except up top where an inch-tall Mohawk ran down the center of his head, the tips of the hairs dyed bright blue. There was also a thin line of it that ran around his mouth in a box, reminding her of pictures of pirates she’d seen in books. His eyes were as dark as his hair, and when she looked into them, she could see a cold, calculating persona she thought would serve him well in battle.

Instinctively, she knew he was like her: Different, darker than most, maybe a little evil. She wanted him to be her teacher, she knew already. They would understand each other.

But his remark about the 'lad' with Giant irritated her; why should he assume she was a boy? Girls could do anything boys could do. Not that he could see her clearly to know she was a girl, with her hood up, but still, the assumption grated.

Defiantly, she lifted her hands and thrust the hood back, revealing her undeniably feminine face, her long plait of golden hair, and her cat-like blue eyes.

His black gaze widened slightly before narrowing as he looked her over quickly. “Oh. A girl,” he said as though bored. “To the kitchens, then.” He turned as if to lead the way.

Anger flashed through Genesis, and she held her ground when Giant began to follow the man.

“I want to see the Head Leader, just like the rest of the children who come here.”

The big man waved his hand dismissively without turning around and continued toward the kitchens.

“There's no need to bother him. You're a girl, and girls are either cooks or maids. Since we just hired two new maids, you'll be needed in the kitchens. So, you're a cook.”

Genesis balled her hands into fists and locked her knees. “No!” she said forcefully.

The man stopped and turned to her with narrowed eyes. “No?”

Though the look in his eyes said he could and would do her harm for arguing with him, she stayed firm.

“No. I want to fight. I want to become a Hero.”

His thick eyebrows lifted in surprise. Then he burst out laughing.

“A Hero?” He laughed some more, the sound hard and scraping along her nerves. “You can't be a Hero. You're a girl, and a tiny one at that.” He wiped moisture from his eyes as he continued to chuckle. He took a deep breath and let it out on a soft laugh. “To the kitchens,” he said with a nod.

“I will not be a cook. I want to be trained to be a Hero, and I'll do it with or without your say so.”

Genesis turned and began to stalk toward the Head Leader's office.

A second later, she felt a large hand at the small of her back and was lifted off the ground by her pants and shirt bunched in a massive fist. He turned her so she was facing him, and she considered spitting in his face.

Self-preservation kicked in, however, when he glared at her as if he knew what she was thinking and dared her to try.

Still, she was determined, and it showed in her blue eyes as they shot daggers at him.

Once more, he looked her over, focusing on her face now: The firm set of her jaw, the fire in her eyes, the spirited way her little nostrils flared in anger. There was a darkness in her that he could relate to. He could see that face ten years from now, just as fierce as she wielded a sword or expertly fired a bow. And taking down any that got in her way.

Yes, he'd seen that look before, and knew that those boys had grown- or were still growing- into some of the best Heroes he’d ever trained.

He knew she'd make good on her threat: She'd become a Hero, with or without his help. But with it... She could be one of the greatest Heroes to leave the Guild. They would understand each other, and he would know better than the other Guides what drove her and teach her the way that would work best for her. And with her being the first female Hero... Oh, yes, that would make him even more famous than he already was.

Everyone knew him, from the days when he was training to be a Hero. He hadn't gotten the name 'Savage' by being kind and generous. No, he bested his opponents by any means necessary, even if he had to be what some would call cruel. Nothing stopped him, and it was this drive that had the Head Guild Leader thinking he would make a good Guide, because few were like him and those that were needed someone who thought like they did to really make the lessons stick.

But he couldn't just let her into Hero training, especially since it went against everything he'd ever believed or even thought possible.

So, he snarled faintly and sneered as he said, “Fight, is it? Alright. Let's see what you've got.”

There was a mean glint in his eyes, but she didn't cower. Instead, she matched it, and the tiny ember of respect he had for her flickered into a little spurt of flame. She would do him proud, alright, provided she could actually fight and wouldn’t burst into tears when she got hurt.

He set her down none too gently and nudged her roughly toward the training areas. She stumbled, giving him the stink eye over her shoulder as she righted herself and walked proudly outside ahead of him.

Out of curiosity, Giant followed.

There was no way they were sticking her in the kitchens, Genesis thought vehemently as she led the way to the training fields. And she wouldn't be doing anybody's laundry, either. She wouldn't have it. She'd show him, them, everybody that she was as good as any boy, better even, and she would be a Hero.

A tiny tremor of anxiety went through her as she thought of how she'd never fought anyone before, with sword, bow, or magic. Not even with her fists. She was a mental being, one who thought things through and figured out ways to do things without using her hands at all.

She shoved the nerves aside with a surprising ruthlessness for a ten-year-old girl and stalked meaningfully into the closest training area.

There were several boys paired off inside, wielding short swords of wood, and a couple more advanced ones using iron.

“Remove your cloak,” the man demanded.

When she narrowed her eyes at him in distrust, he took a deep, annoyed breath, and said, “It’ll hinder your movement.”

Since that made sense, Genesis pulled the item over her head and tossed it to the ground near the gate, revealing a brown tunic and leggings.

The large man nodded. “Much better.”

Uncaring what he thought, she turned to choose a weapon- Just inside the gate were several weapon racks, each holding an assortment of weapons in several different materials: Wood, iron, steel.

Wanting to be taken seriously, Genesis reached for an iron short sword. The big man slapped her hand away and earned himself a dark scowl for the stinging swipe.

He grabbed a wooden sword and pushed it into her hand. “You'll start with this. I'll get my hide tanned or worse if you lose an arm your first time out.”

Genesis rolled her eyes but took the little weapon. As soon as her fingers closed around the hilt, she felt something slide through her, something pleasantly black and empowering and... definite. She'd made the right choice in coming here, in standing up for herself. She knew this for sure now.

The dark man took a few steps away from the gate, and away from her, before turning to face her.

“Come at me, girly.” He wiggled his fingers at her, beckoning her forward.

“You have no weapon,” she pointed out with superiority.

His eyebrow lifted cockily. “I won't need one.”

His confidence that she wouldn't be able to touch him even when he was weaponless was infuriating.

With a surprisingly grown-up sneer, she lifted the lightweight sword and moved toward him.

He watched her closely, but his body didn't shift other than his eyes to keep her in sight as she moved back and forth in front of him, looking for a place to attack.

He was so big, she thought, with so much bare flesh just waiting to be cut into- In a normal situation, anyway, as she doubted the wooden sword would do any real damage- and yet he looked impenetrable.

After thinking it through, she decided the reason he seemed so un-attack-able was because he was so big and intimidating. So she forced herself to ignore that, and look at him as she might another child who was the same size as her.

She kept moving, back and forth like a cobra, seemingly looking for an opening while lulling him into false security. But her brain was working quickly, pushing out even the tiniest trace of fear, replacing it with a calculating coldness that helped her narrow down her possible locations of attack.

His arms were out of the question, obviously, as going near them put her in striking distance of his massive fists. His height was an advantage to her if she went after his legs; though he might still swing at her, they would likely be slower than his hands. And she was quick.

Carefully, planning every one of the next few seconds, she feinted slightly left, then dodged right and swung out at his left calf. He sidestepped, and she missed, realizing she hadn't fooled him at all with her weaving.

Irritated, she tried again, and again, and again. Each time he saw her coming, and each time she missed, growing angrier and angrier, until she was attacking without thought and landing on her face in the dirt over and over.

Finally, after nearly twenty minutes and when Genesis was purple-faced with fury and frustration, he waited for her to come at him, then lifted his left arm and pushed her backward. As she landed hard on her backside with a 'hmph', the crowd that had gathered gasped and muttered at his rough treatment of the girl.

Both ignored them.

Before she could get back up, he raised his hand so his palm faced her. “That's enough.”

Genesis scrambled to her feet. “But I can do better. I will do-”

“I said that's enough.” His tone brooked no argument, and Genesis watched as he turned away from her.

But she'd come too far, too close, to just let him tell her she was done. “No! I can do this!”

The crowd chattered nervously, and Genesis had the distinct impression that no one argued with this man and walked away from it.

He stopped several feet away from her, and she saw him take a deep breath before turning slowly to look at her once more. His eyes were hard as he glared at her.

“We're done here,” he said quietly.

He stared at her, and though she wanted to argue, she could see he would not be swayed.

When he was certain she wouldn't be talking back, he nodded and stalked away.

When Giant turned to follow him, she followed Giant, snatching up her cloak as she went and swearing to herself that she would run away if they tried to put her in the kitchens or on cleaning detail.

They followed the large man back into the building, and to the door of the Head Guild Leader's office. He cast a vague glance at her over his shoulder, and his face was unreadable, even to a child who was very good at such things.

She scowled up at him, her little arms aching from swinging the sword when she crossed them over her chest.

“Wait here,” he growled before knocking on the door.

Moments later he was beckoned inside, and disappeared behind the portal, which he slammed loudly.

With an aggravated huff, Genesis set her jaw and looked around the room.

Amazing, she thought, that she'd finally gotten to the place she'd wanted to be for years, had been here less than an hour, and already she wanted to leave. She could only imagine the horrible things the man she'd sparred with was saying to the Head Leader about her silly attempt at battling for the first time.

By the time the large man reopened the door and gestured her in, she'd worked herself into a contemptuous ire.

She stomped through the doorway, ignoring her sparring partner completely until the door closed. She glanced behind her to snarl after him now that he'd left, only to find him still in the room, blocking her way to the door with his huge arms crossed over his chest.

A tiny spurt of something she refused to acknowledge as fear shot through her, but she squashed it ruthlessly before it could take root. She feared no one, not even a beast of a man who'd shoved her and talked to her meanly.

She faced forward once more when the Head Guild Leader- who had short brown hair, pale blue eyes, and a crooked nose- began speaking.

“Savage here tells me you want to be a Hero,” he said in a quiet, calm voice that gave nothing away.

'Savage,' she thought furiously. 'A perfect name for a heathen.'

“Yep,” she answered the Head Leader, her tone smart and sharp, her arms still crossed, her jaw clenched tight.

Behind her, Savage lifted a brow at her audacity. No one spoke to Basilius that way. The man radiated unnatural power. Even Savage respected him, and Savage respected no one. He nearly cuffed the girl on the back of the head but figured Basilius would handle it.

Basilius ignored her boldness completely. “Then a Hero you shall be.”

Already prepared for the worst, Genesis raised her voice slightly. “I won't- What?” she asked, her volume dropping instantly when his words sank in. She turned just enough to see Savage smirking at her obvious assumption.

“You shall be a Hero,” the Head Leader repeated. “However, since we want you to start right away, you only have two guides to choose from. Give me a moment.” He touched two fingers to one of his temples and closed his eyes for a second, then opened them again and sat quietly.

Genesis assumed he had a headache and wondered what he was waiting for, and was about to ask when there was a knock on the door.

The Head Leader bade enter whoever stood on the other side, and a man came in.

He smiled kindly at Genesis and greeted Savage with a nod as he moved to stand beside the dark man and folded his arms serenely behind his back.

“You needed to speak with me?” he said to the Head Guild Leader.

Genesis realized that the Head Guild Leader had called the man with his mind. If that was something she could learn, she thought in awe, she was definitely staying.

“Genesis, this is Broderick, another of our Guides,” the Head Leader said by way of introduction, though Genesis couldn't remember ever telling anyone in the room her name. “You may choose between Broderick and Savage whom you would like to teach you the ways of a Hero.”

“My choice?” No other child had ever been allowed to choose their Guide, she knew from her reading, and wondered why she was given the option.

“Yes, it's your choice,” the Head Leader said. “Usually we place training Heroes where we think they'll most flourish. But we've never had a female Hero before, and given that we don't have any female Guides, we thought you should have the final decision in who trains you.”

That made sense, she supposed.

She turned to face both Guides: Savage, whom she already knew somewhat, and thought was a bully; and then Broderick, with the kind eyes and gentle expression. Savage had never smiled at her, never given her an easy look, never been friendly. He was a beast, she thought. But something in his eyes matched that darkness in her and made her think she would relate to him more than Broderick.

“Well, if it's my choice... I choose Savage.”

Both men appeared startled by her decision, which she would soon learn was a very rare show of emotion from Savage- Any show of emotion from Savage was rare.

Both men nodded, and Broderick took his leave.

After staring at her for a moment, Savage said, “We'll start in an hour. Change your clothes and be back in the training area then.”

Genesis nodded once. “Okay.”

“Yes, sir,” he corrected.

She waited a beat to see if he was serious, and when she saw that he was, she repeated, “Yes, sir.”

Savage left the room then, not sparing her another glance. Probably wants to go curse up a storm before being stuck with me for the next eight years, she thought with a smirk, and was a little glad that she’d put a damper on his day- possibly his life- by choosing him.

Dismissing that, she turned back to the Head Guild Leader with an empty expression on her face. She couldn't let him- or anyone- know how much she wanted to be here and appreciated this opportunity.

“Well, I can't say I'm surprised,” the Head Leader said. “I quite expected you to choose Savage. There is quite the similarity in your auras, is there not?”

“I don't know,” Genesis said with a shrug, though she'd thought the same not that long ago.

He regarded her for a moment before looking down at his desk to hide his eyes. “Then why did you choose him?”

She hadn't thought about that, about needing a reason for choosing the Guide she had. “Because... I had already sparred with him. I knew him more.”

There was a look of worry on the Head Leader's face for a few seconds, and then it cleared as concern was replaced with resignation. Whatever he'd been thinking hadn't seemed like a good thing, and was definitely directed at her, but she supposed he had many things on his mind that circled around all of the students here and didn't bother asking what it was.

“You will have to bunk with some of the boys for now. I imagine eventually you may get your own room, at least until more females show up wanting to be trained. Either way, you'll be right across the hall from Savage- he’s the trainee quarter’s watchman, since so many seem to fear him- so if you need assistance, you've only to call and he'll come.”

“Alright.”

At the orphanage, they had all slept in one giant room. But she'd never been the only girl in a place filled to the brim with males, and she didn’t know how she felt about it. The only women here were the several in the kitchen, the dozen or so who cleaned the rooms and did the laundry, and the small group of seamstresses that made and repaired the clothes.

She reminded herself that she feared no one, and that she could get out of any situation using just her cleverness, and straightened her shoulders.

The Head Guild Leader stood, drawing her gaze. He was far taller than she would have imagined when he was sitting behind that desk.

“So, Genesis, are you ready to officially begin your training as a Hero?”

“Yes,” she said with certainty, for there was nothing she wanted more.

He nodded. “Then Giant will show you to your room now. Good luck.”

She didn't know if she should thank him or not-

“You should,” the Head Leader said, startling her.

She blinked in surprise that he had read her mind. Did that mean he'd known what she was thinking all along?

“I did,” was his reply. “So remember: I always know what is going on within my walls.”

She nodded. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” She didn't like to kiss up to people but knew when she should.

One side of his mouth lifted the tiniest bit. “You're welcome. You may go now.”

Slowly she turned and opened the door, then closed it behind her after giving him one more disbelieving look.

When the slab of wood had met its frame, she shivered delicately. How eerie he was.

When she had composed herself, she turned to find Giant gazing blankly around the room, his peaceful grey eyes falling on nothing in particular.

“You’re to show me to my room now,” she said rudely.

When he blinked and focused on her, then smiled, she thought, The man is as dumb as a fencepost.

Giant turned, a slow, lumbering movement that made Genesis impatient. She wanted to run up to her room, change into her armor, run back outside to learn to fight. But because she didn’t yet know where her room was, she reminded herself that once she’d seen it, she could run everywhere, all the time. For now, she had to drag her feet to keep from plowing into Giant’s back.

They walked back through the dining area, the entry hall, up the stairs on the left to the Heroes-In-Training’s rooms.

The whole way, Genesis’ eyes were searching for Gabriel, the boy from the orphanage with the white blond hair and ice blue eyes. She knew he’d been sent here a couple years ago to be a slave of sorts, and expected he was probably working now.

She’d find him later, she decided, and rub his nose in the fact that she, a girl, was going to be a Hero, while he worked his fingers to the bone for someone else. Once she’d been wary of him, but time had dulled what superiority now took away. Being a Hero-In-Training, she was better than him, and couldn’t wait to show off.

Halfway down the first hall, Giant stopped.

When he spoke, it was slowly and softly. “This is your room. Across from Savage’s, like Basilius said.”

Genesis thought how Giant hadn’t been in the room when the Head Guild Leader had said that, yet he knew anyway. More mind talking, she thought with a shiver.

Trying to distract herself from the weirdness of it all, she thought about what she’d be doing in less than an hour now. She had a smile on her face when Giant began talking to her, making it fall.

“The boys are training. You can get used to your room. Your clothes are in the trunk at the foot of your bed.” He opened the door for her, gestured vaguely for her to go in ahead of him.

Wary, she crossed the threshold, glancing at him to see if he would follow. But he kept his feet carefully on the outside of the door, not so much as a toe entering the doorway.

She lifted a curious brow, wondering if there was a spell or something that kept him from entering the boys’ rooms, and if so, why.

“Not allowed in, eh?” she asked smartly.

He shook his head. “Makes people nervous.”

“What did you do? Touch too many of the boys?” She snickered, certain the spell would keep him out if he decided to go crazy and try to come after her.

“Never touched no one. Just don’t fit in small spaces.”

“Yeah, right,” she said doubtfully, her eyes raking over him with disdain. “They have a spell against stupid on the doors, then?”

She saw something come into his eyes, something like awareness. He lifted a big foot, stepped over the threshold, and leaned in so their faces were only a foot or so apart, speaking very clearly when he answered her.

“No.”

Then he moved back outside, and the awareness was gone, leaving behind the same dull, blank look as before.

Genesis jolted, her eyes widening in fear. So, he could come in, he had just been taught not to. For someone so dim-witted, he sure followed orders well.

She forced herself to relax, not wanting him to know he had startled her.

Dismissively, she said, “Well, you did your job, you can go now.”

Without a word, he pulled the door quietly closed.

Genesis blinked and shook her head. This place is so strange.

She looked around the room, saw two of the beds had items on them, marking them as used. A third bed was along the far wall beneath the only window. They each had a trunk at the foot of them that she knew would hold all they needed to get started in her training.

Taking a moment for herself, Genesis fell sideways on the bed, her legs dangling off, and grinned at the ceiling.

Regardless of being born to a whore- which she’d learned a few weeks ago from a few mean kids who had tried unsuccessfully to upset her- and being an orphan her entire life, she’d made it. She was exactly where she wanted to be, exactly where she was supposed to be.

She sighed happily once, then jumped up and reached for the trunk.

Ten minutes later- a full half-hour early- she left her room, closing the door behind her. She clunked down the hall toward the stairs, the too-big boots falling heavily to the floor with each step as they didn’t fit her in the least. She was already rather small for her age, and these had been made for boys. Likewise, her buckskin training pants hung off of her, and she’d had to cinch them at her waist by making a new hole in the provided belt. The tunic she wore was the same fabric and drifted off one shoulder to fall down her arm, her thin chest nearly exposed in the large neck-hole.

She didn’t care how she looked, just that she was finally doing what she’d always wanted and was heading out to be trained as a Hero. It showed in her walk: The way her steps were heavy with purpose, her shoulders back in confidence, her face arranged in a cocky smirk. She would become the first female Hero and do whatever she wanted for the rest of her life.

As she moved through the Guild, once more she looked for Gabriel, checking the face of every runner, every Hero’s assistant. She didn’t see him anywhere and thought perhaps he’d been put to work helping the blacksmith or bartender in the dining hall. Maybe he’d even been cast out, for she knew he had a bad attitude and a smart mouth.

She smirked; too bad for him.

She reached the training area a couple minutes later, and saw Savage outside it, leaning negligently against the wooden post-and-rail fence. He spotted her instantly, and his face arranged into a scowl as she approached him.

“I knew it.”

“What?” she asked defensively.

“That the clothes wouldn’t fit. You’re so damn tiny.”

He closed his eyes, pushed the thumb and forefinger of one hand against them.

“We’ll have to get some made especially for you. If I tell them to rush it, they can be done in two days or so.”

Without another word, he turned and headed back toward the main building, then veered along the left path just outside the door to the dining hall.

Genesis followed him silently, her gaze everywhere at once. She knew the place from drawings but seeing it in real life was staggering. Every building was made of the same stones as the outer wall, and she imagined it had taken years and years to build the whole of it.

The main building was the biggest, two stories high and hundreds of feet long, but the outbuildings weren’t exactly small, spreading out rather than up. Between each building was an expanse of grass, some empty for the trainees to use for downtime, some with benches for sitting, one walled in with hedges to make a garden.

Around the buildings were the training areas: a large melee ring with a dirt floor, a slightly smaller archery range, and across a bridge that went over a stream, the magic training area, which was an island surrounded by water.

Outside all of that was the forest, which had several paths leading to little places Genesis figured the older trainees used for gatherings or... other things older kids did.

Savage led her into one of the buildings, and for a moment she panicked when she saw it was the laundry building. She didn’t want to work, she wanted to train. Then she realized it also housed the seamstresses and tailors who made the clothes everyone wore, as well as the leather armor- The metal armor would be made by the blacksmith, whose work area was a part of the main building.

Her Guide walked right over to the seamstresses, who sat in a large circle as they sewed tunics and leggings, gossiping no doubt. He didn’t say excuse me, but rather began speaking without preamble, rudely interrupting one of the seamstress’ stories.

“I need you to size and fit her with a set of leather armor. What she wears is too large for training.”

Each of the ladies turned to look at him. One, older than the rest, stood and walked over.

“A female Hero-In-Training? What the world is coming to,” she tsk-ed with a head shake. “And you of all people stuck with her.”

Genesis bristled, her eyes narrowing, but before she could cut into the woman, Savage stepped in front of her. He gave the seamstress a hard glare.

“Never you mind who I’m training. Just measure her. We have other things to do today.” The way he said it implied that simply being in the building was beneath the Guide and his charge.

The seamstress huffed but grabbed her measuring ribbon and led them to a small dais in front of three full-length mirrors that were angled slightly toward each other for a complete view of the person standing before them.

As the woman got to work, wrapping the ribbon around various parts of Genesis’ body and writing down the numbers, Savage stood nearby, barking orders: “Bigger in the arms to allow for growth. I don’t want to have to come back in a month”; “Longer in the pant leg; she’s not going wading”; and once, when the woman stood back for a moment and looked Genesis over as if she were something unpleasant, he snarled, “Stop looking at her like that, or I’ll make you her first practice dummy with a sword.” The woman continued working, but her lips thinned to a faint line and her eyes widened in fear.

Genesis knew he was simply covering his own ass, protecting his hard reputation by being so mean to the woman. But it still made her feel good, wanted for the first time in her life.

Though she’d thought it before, she couldn’t help but think it again: She was where she belonged. And then a new thought: She was with whom she belonged.

A few minutes later, the seamstress dropped her arms and stepped back. “That’s all I need.”

“Good.” Savage put a massive hand on Genesis’ tiny shoulder and turned them toward the door.

As they moved away, he said over his shoulder, “I want it done in two days or less.”

Behind them, the woman scoffed. “But you want them in leather. That takes longer. And we have other orders to fill that came in before yours. Four days is the best I can do.”

Savage stopped, slowly turned so he could look the seamstress in the eye. Genesis turned slightly, too, giving the adult woman a dark glare she hoped matched her Guide’s.

Quietly, slowly, and with much malice, Savage said, “I wasn’t asking. Do you understand?”

Genesis watched the seamstress swallow, and then nod slowly.

Without another word, Savage led her from the building and headed toward the main Guild structure.

She wanted that, the Hero-In-Training decided. She wanted that kind of respect, that presence, that fear of her when people saw her coming, when they spoke to her. She thought of how Savage’s black confidence had rolled through her, making her giddy. Just imagine how much better it would be, she thought, if it was her own. Just thinking of it made her stomach lift with excited butterflies.

She followed him to her room, and he stood outside after telling her to change into the clothes she’d worn to the Guild. She did so quickly, putting the leathers back into her trunk to wear when they did fit.

For convenience, she braided her blonde hair into a single plait that reached almost halfway down her back. Then she joined her Guide out in the hallway.

“I imagine the provided clothing doesn’t fit you, either?”

When she shook her head, his black eyes slid over her with annoyance.

“You look like you came from an orphanage.”

“I did,” she snapped.

His eyes narrowed. “Let’s go.”

They went back outside and to the melee arena. He gave her a wooden sword but didn’t bother taking one for himself. It irritated her, but she knew she would have to get better before he would deign to fight back. And she would get better. Oh, she definitely would.

He walked to an area of the huge ring that wasn’t already occupied by other trainees- some sparring with their Guides, others sparring with each other. He used his hands on her upper arms to jerk her around until she was standing where he wanted her, then told her to stay and stalked several paces away.

When he stood facing her, he spread his legs a bit, planted his feet, and gestured for her to do the same.

When she had complied, he waved his hand toward himself. “Come at me.”

Following orders, she walked toward him as if she were walking anywhere else.

He rolled his eyes, stomped over to her, and shoved her back to where she’d started.

Anger rose in her little chest, but she tromped it down, and tried again when he told her to.

This time she crouched slightly, stalking toward him as she might an item she wanted to steal unnoticed. He nodded the tiniest bit, giving her confidence that she was doing it right. She moved a little faster, got in close, pulled her sword back...

And was knocked to the ground by his hand, swatting her away as if she were no more than a fly.

The anger rose again, and once more, she shoved it down though it took a little more doing this time. She scrambled back to her feet and moved to her original position without him telling her to.

Once more he nodded, so minutely she almost didn’t catch it. But she saw it, just a flick of his head in an upward direction, and she knew she was learning. It was all she wanted.

Again she tried, and again she failed, to get close enough to him to strike without being struck.

This time, when she landed on her back, the anger in her rose too hot and too fast for her to control it. With a snarl, she jumped up and ran at him without thinking, fury guiding her.

She caught him off-guard; she knew she did, when his eyes tightened just a little. Before she could feel elated and land her blow, he lifted a big, booted foot and planted it in her stomach and pushed, sending her flying backward. When she landed this time, she would have sworn she’d heard something break inside her.

She lay on the ground for several seconds, trying to catch her breath, but she couldn’t draw the air into her lungs. Her vision dimmed at the edges. Her chest hurt so bad, her lungs felt like they might collapse inside her. Her head dropped to the ground, her eyes slid closed, and air whooshed into her lungs.

Savage stared at the little girl, lying on the ground, still as death. He knew he hadn’t killed her. He’d learned long ago exactly how cruel he could be before it resulted in death, even with very small creatures. Undoubtedly, she’d lost consciousness due to lack of oxygen, possibly pain.

He stalked over, crouched beside Genesis as other trainees and a couple Guides came close to see if she was alright. He lowered his hand, put it beneath her nose, and felt her warm breath on his fingers. Annoyance- and a tiny touch of relief- filled him. He wasn’t sorry for what he’d done, but he was glad he hadn’t killed her- Basilius would have had a fit.

“Back up,” he snarled to those who got too close, sending them scrambling away. He put one hand beneath her neck and lifted her head, then very lightly tapped her face. “Wake up.” He tapped her again, a little harder this time. “Wake up, damn it!”

Her brow furrowed, and she scowled. “Get off me,” she mumbled, her eyes still closed.

Pleased with her surliness, Savage dropped her head, letting it fall three inches to the ground unhindered.

She groaned when it smacked the hard-packed dirt, her face scrunching up in pain. Her eyes- as blue as the sky- blinked open. They immediately came to him, crouched beside her, and she edged away from him the tiniest bit. He doubted anyone else even noticed, but he’d trained himself to look for fear in order to use it to his advantage, and Genesis feared him.

Not for what he’d done- she was too tough for that- but for what he could do, given his size and nature. He wondered briefly what she’d seen in her short life to put that kind of fear of men in her eyes.

He stood, walked away, cutting a path through the onlookers. “Get up. Let’s go again.”

He heard her groan again as she sat up, but she stifled it so it was more of a sigh. He had to admit, though he’d only known her a few short hours, he respected her far more than he did most other people he knew.

She was on the small side, even for a girl. Being female was also a strike against her. And yet, she took her lumps and kept on coming with more courage and determination than most Heroes he’d seen trained, including his own. Better even than some adults he’d worked with. He had to respect that.

She stood, a little slower than before, and he knew she’d be bruised in several places and sore in all the rest. But she’d push through it. She wouldn’t let it keep her down. He’d see to it.

As they squared off again, the people that had surrounded them- whom he noticed she’d ignored completely upon waking- gradually moved off and went back to what they’d been doing.

Savage put that from his mind; he had a Hero to train. He looked at her, met her blue gaze with his black one, and gave her all of his attention.

Sometime later, they walked into the dining hall together, Genesis’ eyes automatically darting about, looking for Gabriel.

She was starving, and her entire body hurt. Savage had spent hours pushing her, shoving her, knocking her down. Teaching her to control her anger, he’d called it, and blamed her lack of control for her being knocked unconscious earlier.

So, he’d beckoned her forward over and over, until she’d been able to fall down without feeling heat overtake her, until she’d been able to get up without running at him unchecked. Until she’d been able to harness her mad and hone it to a fine, sharp point that she’d struck at him with, finally landing a blow only a few minutes ago.

It had been weak from exhaustion and hadn’t so much as left a red mark, but she’d hit him. Tomorrow, she’d do it again... If she could move.

He showed her where to go to get her meals and led her to a table near the short stairs to the entry hall. He sat down and began eating without inviting her to sit with him, but she didn’t really care. She plopped into the seat next to him and dug into her food with relish.

She was surprised to find the food was spectacular. She had assumed, given the number of mouths the Guild had to feed, that it would be as piss-poor as it had been at the orphanage. But there was no doubt in her mind that Rosewood took better care of its Heroes than it did its parentless children. She was glad to now be of the latter.

Halfway through her meal, she asked, “So, do I always have to sit with you at meals?”

“Only until you have friends of your own,” he said with his mouth full.

Since she doubted that would happen- she’d never had a friend in her life- she resigned herself to sitting with him at every meal, for the next eight years. But then, she reasoned as she finished her meal, she doubted anyone would understand her the way he did, or the way he would, when he realized she was just like him. So maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.

A couple minutes of silence passed between them.

Out of nowhere, Savage spoke. “Why’d you choose me?”

She’d heard him but wasn’t sure he was speaking to her.

After glancing around briefly to see if he was talking to her, she looked up at him. “What?”

His black eyes came to hers, his neck bent at an almost uncomfortable angle because she was so close to him and so much shorter- Even sitting down, he was nearly two feet taller than her.

“Why did you pick me to be your Guide?”

Startled he’d ask, she thought about her answer. There were a few ways she could respond to him, many of which would be flippant and disregarding, which was likely what he expected. But somewhere in her, she knew it was wise to be honest with him. Being who he was, he would be spending more time with her than any other person until her training was complete. Better not to lie to the person who would soon know her better than anyone else ever had.

“Because we’re the same, you and I.”

He glared at her, as if trying to decide if she was lying. Then he nodded. “I thought so, too.”

Mildly surprised, Genesis watched him turn back to his meal without speaking another word, or even making a facial expression that implied he cared at all about what she’d said. The non-recognition tried to bother her, but she’d decided she wanted to be like him, and if that meant hiding her own emotions and disregarding other people’s, that was fine by her.

She turned to face her plate and finished her meal.

By the time her clothes were done- just under two days later- they’d relocated the boys in her room so she had the space to herself. Which was a good thing, because there were times when she just wanted to be alone, wanted to cry but didn’t, wanted to rage but forced herself to turn it into the urge to fight.

She was getting better at hiding her feelings, or making them work for her rather than against her. Savage rarely had to tell her to “Use it!” anymore. It made her feel like she was accomplishing something, since her fighting skills were still quite rusty though undoubtedly improving.

It was easier to fight in her new armor than it had been in her orphan’s clothes. The leather was made exactly to her body, allowing her full range of motion in all her limbs while still protecting her vital organs.

As she dressed for training that day, she stood in front of the mirror and practiced some of the moves Savage had taught her. One day, she thought, swinging her little wooden sword, she’d have real metal armor, and a real metal sword that would make it possible for her to cut through real enemies.

She continued her search for Gabriel, but still hadn’t seen him, not even washing floors or collecting laundry. It led her to believe he really had been kicked out of the Guild. She wondered what happened to children who had attitude problems and no place to go. Luckily for her, she wouldn’t have to find out for herself, but she could ask.

When next she saw Savage, shortly after lunch the day after she got her armor, she decided to ask him about Gabriel while they were walking to the archery range.

“Sir, do you know Gabriel?”

Her Guide’s face remained impassive, but there was a look in his eyes that she’d come to recognize as his thinking look. “Gabriel? I don’t think so.”

“He came here about two years ago, has white-blond hair and ice-blue eyes.”

The light of comprehension came into his eyes now. “You must mean Wraith.”

“Wraith?”

“Yeah.”

He pointed toward the melee arena, which they were currently passing, and Genesis followed the direction of his finger.

That was Gabriel, all right, sparring with another boy about his age though slightly bigger. Each wore light iron armor and wielded a small iron sword.

He looked good, she decided, definitely healthier than he had when he’d left the orphanage, well fed. Apparently, he’d been taken in as a Hero-In-Training rather than the help she’d assumed. Well, good for him.

She watched the two boys going back and forth for several minutes, and oddly, Savage let her. Normally, he was controlling every second of every waking hour she had.

“Who’s that boy he’s with?”

Savage scoffed loudly. “That’s Tiernan, one of Broderick’s boys. Wraith is also his charge. Word around the Guild is Tiernan could be the next Great Hero, but I think he’s far too young yet for anyone to make that decision. Besides, they haven’t seen you yet. Let’s go.”

He started walking away, forcing her to follow, but she kept her eyes on the two boys as long as she could. Gabriel- or Wraith, as he was now called- was amazingly light on his feet. She supposed it was his slight build that gave him that ability, and she decided she had it, too. She could be as fast as he was, as light on her feet, as quick to dodge.

She waited until they’d stopped in the archery range before asking Savage about it. She pulled her short bow off her body where it had been slung crosswise over her chest, nocked an arrow.

As she pulled the string back, sighted the dummy she was using as a target, she said, “I was watching Gab- I mean Wraith, and the way he moves.”

“Like a ghost, which is how he got his name,” her Guide said.

“Yeah.”

She let the arrow fly, watched it soar over the dummy’s left shoulder by about a foot.

Savage said nothing, gave nothing away with his expression. But then, he never did. And still, she seemed to know exactly what he was thinking or feeling.

She sighted another arrow, let it go before continuing.

“I was thinking,” she said as the projectile soared over the dummy again, this time over the head. “I could be as good on my feet as he is-”

“Better,” Savage mumbled, as if he were simply saying it because it was habit rather than truth.

She sighted, adjusting based off her last shot, loosed another arrow. It whizzed just over the dummy’s head. “Yeah. So, can I learn the way he is, rather than the aggressive, attack-first-think-later way I am now?”

It was a shot at Savage, and they both knew it. But he didn’t comment.

“I suppose we could try... them both. With your build, you would be good at the stealth track. You’ll never get truly large to where your size would be a benefit, anyway. Might as well make your lack in size one.”

She accepted the tiny insult the way he’d accepted hers and shot another arrow. This time, it hit the dummy in the face.

She lifted only a brow, just a little quirk that said she was pleased with herself for learning to adjust her aim on her own.

Knowing she was setting herself up for disappointment, Genesis glanced up at Savage’s face. Looking at him as much as she had over the last several days, she now knew he had several scars that weren’t obvious from far away: One through his left eyebrow, one across the bridge of his nose, and one that made a crescent shape on his right cheekbone.

She was only slightly disappointed: He wasn’t looking at her, but one eyebrow was lifted just a bit and the corners of his severe mouth tilted upward just the tiniest amount.

She’d pleased him, she thought, amazed. So amazed was she that she spoke without thinking.

“Are you proud of me?”

His black eyes cut to hers, nearly slicing her in half they were so sharp.

“Hit the heart,” he growled.

She lifted the bow, strung an arrow, and once more adjusted her aim from her last shot. She did what he’d initially taught her- breath in, breath out, focus on her heartbeat- and released the string between beats. The arrow whizzed through the air and struck the dummy’s shoulder. Disappointment sliced at Genesis, had her glancing up once more.

She saw the dark look on Savage’s face but didn’t wait for him to shout at her.

As fast as she could, she hefted the bow, nocked an arrow, aimed and fired. The arrow thwacked the straw chest, dead center of the red heart painted there.

Shocked, Genesis stared at the arrow, still quivering from the power with which she’d shot it.

“Now I’m proud,” Savage grumbled.

In the half-second it took for her head to pivot on her shoulders to balk at him, he’d turned to walk away. She stared at his back, stunned at both her achievement and his acknowledgment of same, could almost feel herself glowing like the blue mushrooms in the forest.

She rushed to catch up to him, crossing her bow over her body as she did so. She didn’t look at him when she was at his side, but it was difficult to resist.

They went inside for lunch, grabbed plates of food, and went to the corner farthest from where most people sat. She lowered to her seat beside him, as she always did, and dug in, as she always did. If he wanted to talk, he would, but he usually didn’t.

“You know, you picked up archery faster than any of my other trainees.”

Genesis looked up. “Really?”

Savage nodded. “I’ve never had one hit the dummy, let alone the heart, in less than two weeks’ time. You did it in days.”

Pride roared inside her. If this was what being a Hero felt like, she was definitely going to like it.

Since she wanted her disposition to be like Savage’s, and she had very few people she could practice on, she started with Giant, whom she felt relatively secure wouldn’t say anything to anyone about it. She didn’t actively seek him out, for someone was bound to notice. But if she happened to see him, or if he was helping Savage with something while she was around, she would boss him when no one was looking.

She made him fetch her water or a snack if he was convenient. She had him oil her armor a couple times. Once, she even sent him to another town for something she didn’t even need and ended up tossing in the garbage when he brought it to her.

She never asked politely, and she never thanked him.

When this had been going on for about two weeks, she got caught: She was in her room while Giant stood outside it, able to enter but unwilling, and she was cutting into him for missing a spot on her leather when he’d oiled it that morning.

The huge man stood with his head bowed, staring miserably at his shoes, and Genesis forced herself to ignore any guilt she felt for yelling at him unnecessarily.

In reality, he’d done a spectacular job with her armor, but she had to practice her demeanor somehow and this was the best way she could think of.

Being in her room, she didn’t see Savage coming down the hall, or know that he stopped just outside her door to Giant’s right to listen to what she was saying. The big man didn’t move or say a word to signify Savage’s presence.

“How hard is it to oil leather armor?” Genesis snapped at him. “It’s not as if it’s mentally taxing. You simply get a cloth, get it wet, and rub. For the sake of all the gods, how stupid are you?”

Giant lifted his head, looked to his right, then stepped to the left.

“Where the hell are you going? I haven’t finished-” She stopped with a gasp when Savage stepped into her doorway.

Unlike Giant, he wasn’t afraid to enter her room, and after quietly telling Giant he could go, he crossed the threshold and closed the door behind him.

Genesis shrank back; she couldn’t help it. He was so big, and her room so small, that he practically filled the space, and she felt trapped.

“What the hell were you doing?” he asked softly, glaring down at her.

She searched her brain for an answer that wouldn’t get her into trouble. “Nothing. We were... playing a game.”

“Don’t fucking lie to me. Ever,” he snapped at her, teeth bared.

“Yes, sir,” she said, bowing her head.

“I’ll ask you again: What the hell were you doing?”

“I asked him to oil my armor this morning, and I was berating him for missing a spot.”

“Why would you do either of those things? He is not a servant here, least of all yours.”

“I know. I was just-” She stopped and swallowed, unable to make herself answer him.

“Being rude and mean to someone of lesser intelligence than yourself,” he answered for her.

She nodded, ashamed. “Yes, sir.”

“Why?”

Knowing it was stupid to lie, though dreading the truth, she lifted her eyes a bit and said softly, “I was trying to be like you.”

A tiny bit of his anger left his face. “What?”

“I was trying to be like you. Remember my first day, when you were yelling at that seamstress and telling her what to do and not taking her sass?” she reminded him.

“And?”

“And I want to be like that, too. But I need to practice, and no one else would take me seriously, because I’m so small.”

More anger seemed to leave him, though not nearly all of it. He crossed his huge arms and looked at her for a long time.

Finally, he said, “If you’re anything near as determined as I think- and we both know you are- you’ll learn to use your voice and your attitude, no matter how small you are. People will listen; I guarantee it.”

She nodded, glad she hadn’t really gotten into trouble.

“But-”

She grimaced, expecting punishment.

“It isn’t funny or clever to make fun of someone like Giant.”

Genesis started to smile, certain he was having her on.

“I’m serious,” he said, and was using the quiet tone he used when he wanted her to really listen. “Can you imagine a man of his size and lack of brains if he were dark like me?”

He gave that a moment to sink in, and Genesis’ eyes widened as she realized Giant had been raised to be docile to keep him from becoming an uncontrollable monster.

“I’ve known that seamstress a long time. She doesn’t like me; few do. I don’t take her shit because my station is above hers. But she has the wits to fight back, as well as the wits not to. Giant does not.”

“I’m sorry,” the Hero-In-Training said, and she meant it.

Savage nodded once. “Don’t let me catch you at it again.”

She understood he meant it. What he didn’t know, couldn’t know, was that she so idolized him that practically anything he said to her became vital knowledge as far as she was concerned.

“No, sir.”

He turned slightly and opened the door, then snarled over his shoulder. “Stop calling me ‘sir’ when other people aren’t around. I hate it.”

“Yes, si- Savage,” she corrected quickly.

He left the room then, slamming the door.

She stared at the panel with a look of awe on her face. Calling him by his chosen name, even if only in front of him, made her feel respected. Otherwise, he’d make her call him ‘sir’ or ‘mister’.

She wondered if he let his other trainees call him Savage, then decided it didn’t matter, as long as she could.

She relaxed in her need to be surly, trusting Savage’s word that it would come to her in time. Relaxing didn’t mean never, though, so if she got an opportunity to be sharp or demanding with other trainees, she took it.

She realized quickly that it wasn’t about being mean or demanding, but about speaking with authority. If they thought she knew what she was saying, or if it seemed like she had every right to tell them what to do, then they listened, no questions asked, including some of the older kids.

Part of that, she acknowledged, was the fact that she was almost never
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