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      I was losing again.  I tensed the muscles in my calves and thighs with the intention of jumping back, but I wasn’t fast enough.  Mal’s fist slammed into my jaw, twisting my head as I fell to my knees.  The taste of iron filled my mouth, and in response, I spat blood onto the animal skin that covered the wooden platform.  I almost regretted marring the pretty skin.  A hand touched my shoulder and a facilitator dressed in a long dark hooded robe helped me to my feet and led me off the platform.  Mal gave me a look of contrition as I passed him.  Mal was probably the closest thing I had to a friend in this nightmarish place, and even though he won the fight I wasn’t mad at him.  He didn’t have a choice.  I tried to smile so that he would know we were still friends, but my lower lip cracked, and my smile turned into a grimace.  A look of concern furrowed his brow, but it was quickly replaced by a look of determination.  He was likely contemplating his next bout.  I just hoped he didn’t have to fight one of the meaner boys.

      As I descended the rough stone steps, I looked around the rows of benches and noticed that they weren’t as full as they had been a week ago–our number had been dwindling.  I would estimate that we were now thirty in number.  I noticed Gorman, whom I supposed I would almost consider a friend.  He sat surrounded by his gang from the thieves’ guild.  I would’ve tried to make room for myself on his bench, but I didn’t really feel like joining in their conversation.  On another bench, Justin was sitting next to Fallon.  They were both quiet, which was appealing, but even though Justin was one of my roommates, I was convinced he hated me, and Fallon was just vicious.  The two of them had been spending a lot of time together recently.  I considered sitting at the bench with Suzanna, the only other girl in our group, but she wouldn’t even look at me.  When I finally caught her eyes, she glared at me with what I thought was hostility.

      One bench was empty, save Azriel, another one of my roommates.  I sighed.  Even though I didn’t think the others knew what I suspected about Azriel’s past, they still seemed to shy away from him.  What was even stranger was that even the facilitators seemed to not want to be near him.  It could be that I was imagining it.  Maybe it wasn’t the others who chose to make him an outsider.  Maybe he was somehow creating an air of isolation around himself.  I slumped into the seat next to him, not looking at him directly.  My skin prickled and I could feel the hairs on my arms stand on end.  I didn’t trust myself to look into his eyes, for he still unnerved me.  Hopefully he would just ignore me, sometimes he did.  But sometimes he didn’t.  If he wanted to start a conversation, he would.  But I felt compelled to try to shield myself.  I angled my head so that my eyes were clearly fixed on the stage and touched my long dark matted hair, which I had pulled into a messy knot behind my head.  What I would give for a comb or a brush–my hair was a mess.

      A boy whose name I couldn’t remember joined Mal on the platform, and I watched as they started to move around the stage, jabbing and ducking in well-rehearsed movements.  The other boy was bigger than Mal and I worried that Mal wouldn’t get away as easily as I did.  Mal had grown since I had first met him, now he was taller than me by quite a few inches, but he was still one of the smaller boys.  I couldn’t help but notice that his unruly blonde curls were also in sore need of some attention.

      I drew my tongue along my gums, assessing the stability of my teeth.  They seemed okay.  I had lost one of my back teeth last time, and I let my tongue rest in the empty recess.  I could still taste blood in my mouth.

      “You’re not doing so well,” Azriel commented.  “You still have the lowest ranking.”

      “I am aware of that, thank you,” I retorted, not looking at him.  My poor standing was hardly news.

      “I’m being rude again, aren’t I?” Azriel laughed tightly.

      I didn’t respond.  I traced my cheek with my finger; I could feel the growing soreness.  There would be a nasty bruise if I didn’t do something to prevent it.  I touched the corner of my mouth, letting my finger become covered with a layer of my blood, and then put my hand in my pocket.  I had taken to carrying a small clump of dirt for just such an occasion.  As my blood interacted with the soil, I had access to the threads of energy available in the earth.  I maneuvered the threads through my skin and into my veins.  I had a lot of practice healing myself since the fat man started the fighting sessions.  The hardest part was stopping, which was why I only carried a little clump.  Once the dirt was empty of energy, my desire to keep feeding myself with it ebbed.  I traced my jaw line; my face wasn’t sore anymore.

      “You don’t bruise easily,” Azriel said.

      My eyes narrowed in concern.  Did he know what I did?  It wasn’t possible. I had been subtle enough.  Hadn’t I?  I wished he would just leave me alone.  I didn’t know why he was suddenly trying so hard to enter into a conversation with me.  I clenched my teeth.  It didn’t seem like I was going to get away with silence this time.

      “No.  I don’t,” I muttered.  “But, you must have noticed that everyone is healing quickly.  There should be more broken bones.  Don’t you think?”  With the question asked, I had opened the conversation wider than I had intended, and I seemed to have no choice but to look in his direction.  His profile unnerved me.  He had somehow managed to stay so clean and precise, with closely shorn dark hair and not a splotch of dirt anywhere.  His nose was a little too long, his lips were a touch asymmetric, and his neck scarred but those seemed the only flaws in his appearance.  It was more than a little unfair.  Boys shouldn’t be so pretty.

      Azriel nodded.  “I think the fat man is using his ties to us to mend any serious damage.  We’re valuable commodities after all.”  He paused.  “But the others have bruises.”

      “Perhaps I’m better at taking a punch.  I certainly have the most practice.”

      “Perhaps,” he said, his agreement thick with reservation.  He didn’t believe me.

      He was right, of course.  Every other kid in the room was sporting at least one purple, black, yellow or red lump of evidence that they had been knocked around.  I would have to be more careful.  No more self-healing, even if it meant I would have to suffer unnecessarily.

      I turned my attention back to the stage where I watched as the other boy took Mal down in a series of clean well-placed blows.  I was grateful that the other boy ended it smoothly.  I wondered where Mal would sit now that he was finished.  Mal looked torn as his eyes shifted between Justin and me.  I think he wanted to sit with Justin, who was his best friend; they had traveled here together with the purpose of entering this place.  But, Mal didn’t care for Fallon, and Fallon was sitting right next to Justin.  So Mal was likely considering sitting with me to avoid interaction with Fallon.  But, if Mal sat with me, Justin would be livid.  I turned to see that Justin was watching Mal carefully, ready to explode if Mal made the wrong move.

      A facilitator tapped Fallon on the arm, indicating that he was next to fight, and I could see relief well in Mal’s eyes, at the simplification in his circumstances.  Mal walked over to sit by Justin’s side and Fallon replaced Mal on the stage.  Fallon came from the thieves’ guild like Gorman.  Strangely, however, he didn’t fall into Gorman’s clique; he had been forming his own group, which consisted of the bigger meaner boys.  I generally tried to avoid him, which had been fairly easy up to this point, as Fallon and I were rarely grouped together for activities.  I watched as Fallon danced from one foot to the other, moving around the other boy in well-placed steps.  I was surprised by how graceful he looked up on the stage.  I had considered Fallon something of an oaf, he was taller and broader than even Justin, and had a tendency to leer at me whenever he saw me.  But, there was no denying he could move.

      Fallon should have stopped punching after the other boy fell, but Fallon’s hands kept moving.  Punch after punch.  The other boy was cringing in a ball on the stage, and the facilitator had to pull Fallon off him.

      I grimaced.  I worried that the boy was seriously injured.

      “Do you think Fallon will be kicked out?” I asked Azriel.

      “I doubt it.  Fallon is exactly what the fat man wants.”

      I frowned.  The fat man wanted sadistic maniacs.  How was I supposed to react to that?

      The facilitators led Fallon and the other boy off the stage and through one of the doors in the back, and then broke us into groups of four and five.  I was grouped with Gorman and two of his cronies from the thieves’ guild.  We were taken into a room and we sat in chairs that circled a round table.  We were each handed a small box and a thin curved knife.  Inside my box was a small white mouse.  I watched it scurry from one end to the other, and then it stopped and looked up at me, its little nose twitching back and forth.  I already knew how this would end and I wasn’t happy.

      “You are to remove the mouse’s tail, head, and heart, and then cut the mouse’s body into four sections as evenly as possible by mass.  You may begin now.”

      This wasn’t our first dissection.  I couldn’t imagine why in the world we had to do it.  It was so awful.  I put my hand in the box and trapped the mouse.  As I tried to grab it, it nipped at my hand and I dropped it back in the box.  “Ouch!” I cried, pulling my index finger up to my mouth.

      I looked around the table.  All three boys had already killed their mice.  Shyte!  I knew the facilitator would not look well on my dallying.  It had become quite clear that the kids who were too slow at any given activity were kicked out.  However, by that measure, I should have been removed from the training facility ages ago for poor performance on the fighting stage.

      I put my hand back in the box and grabbed the mouse, squeezing it tightly in my hand.  How did you kill a mouse so that it didn’t feel pain?  I had no idea.

      My face scrunched up in a grimace while I hacked the mouse’s head off.  At least the cut was clean with minimal spurting.  Cutting off the tail was easy; it was the heart that would be tricky.  I slit open the skin that covered the mouse’s chest and sought out the little muscle.  There was a pinkish mound encased in a miniature rib cage that was likely the heart.  I scooped it out with the tip of the knife and then cut the mouse’s limp body into four sections.  I eyed the pieces; they certainly didn’t look like they were even by mass.  I considered picking them up in my hands to give me some idea of their relative weight, but the guts of the mouse were spilling out and I really didn’t want to touch any part of it.

      I looked around the room.  The others were gone.  I hadn’t noticed them leave, but that wasn’t surprising, I had been immersed in my task, and we had been trained to move quietly.  The facilitator walked up to me, took one look at my mouse and nodded while pointing at the door.  I shrugged.  Happy to leave the dead mouse, I left the room.  I touched the floor lightly with the heel of my soft leather boot.  We had been provided with new clothes and shoes after our first few days, and it quickly became clear that the main function of our wardrobe was to the muffle the sounds of our steps.  I had first expected us to be issued black robes like the facilitators, but that didn’t happen.  We were given tight long sleeved black shirts made of an odd stretchy material and snug fitting black pants, which held three hidden pockets down each leg.  We had to keep the hem of the pants tucked into soft-heeled leather boots.  I had to admit that our wardrobe did permit us to be very nimble and very quiet.  The clothes never snagged.

      I saw Mal enter the corridor from another door.  He didn’t notice me at first.  His lips were twisted in a savage frown.  Perhaps he also had a hard time with the mouse.

      “Mal?” I said, startling him out of his thoughts.

      “Oh, Anais, it’s you.”  He smiled.  “I’m so sorry about hitting you today.”  He threw an arm around my shoulder.  It was hard not to notice that he didn’t stand at my height any longer.  He must have grown four or five inches in the past few weeks.  My brothers had both shot up that way too, with no warning.  Perhaps all of the food we were being fed had precipitated a growth spurt.  I could benefit from a growth spurt too, but it didn’t seem like fortune was going to hand one to me.

      “Not your fault,” I responded.  “If I could have knocked you down, I would have.  Where are you now in the rankings?  You’ve won most of your matches.”

      “I’m number five.  Justin and Fallon are both ahead of me, along with that kid who took me out today and one of the other kids from the thieves’ guild.”

      He didn’t ask me where I ranked.  I think he was very aware that I was dead last, and didn’t want to embarrass me.  Even Gorman, who only stood one above me in the rankings, was now consistently beating me in every match.  He and I had started out on fairly even footing, winning and losing against each other in turns.  But then he had shot up just like Mal, and I was convinced that his added mass was giving him an advantage against me.  At first there were a few kids who both Gorman and I could beat consistently, but each of them had been eliminated from the training.  I was at the bottom now.

      I paused, my stomach growling.  “I hope we get to eat next.”

      “I wish you hadn’t said that.  All I think about these days is food,” he said with a heavy groan.

      “Well, it’s no wonder.  You’ve been growing so fast.  You need to eat.”

      “That’s right,” he agreed.

      As we walked together down the corridor, another door opened and Suzanna stepped out.  She was pretty in a way–all curves, hair and big eyes.  Most of the boys seemed taken with her, although she didn’t seem to reciprocate any of their feelings.  I didn’t envy her.  I couldn’t imagine having to deal with all of that attention.

      She looked at both of us, and then took off in a fast pace.  She clearly didn’t want to talk with us.

      Mal leaned down to me.  “Not the friendliest girl, huh?”

      I shrugged.  “She might have a good reason.  You see how the boys look at her.  It must be inconvenient.”

      Mal reddened, which was surprising, since he was clearly not one of the boys who fawned over her.

      At the entrance to the next chamber, a facilitator ushered Mal and me inside.  We looked around.  I was disappointed, for there was no food.  There was just a single chair and two facilitators.  The floor was dusted with a thick layer of shorn hair of many colors. Suzanna was sitting in a chair, tears streaming down her face.  I had never seen her cry.  “But you can’t do it.  You just can’t.”  She was covering her face with her hands.  One of the facilitators removed her hands and held her in place while another cut off her hair.  Her golden brown waves fell to floor and got lost among the growing pile of hair.  After the facilitator had gotten it relatively short, he pulled out a razor and removed the rest.  Her eyes were rimmed in red, and her lips trembled as the facilitator who held her down released her and ushered her out of another door.

      The facilitator who held the razor looked at Mal and me, and inclined his head.  I felt frozen in place.  I wasn’t entirely happy about losing my hair either, but I suppose we had no choice.

      Mal looked at me and then shrugged, walked to the chair and plopped into it.  “No need to hold me down gentlemen,” he said to the facilitator who had staid Suzanna.  “I won’t make a fuss.”

      I watched as the facilitator made quick work of removing Mal’s blonde curls.  He seemed oblivious to the process, and even grinned at me when the facilitator finished.  “Let’s hope that took care of the lice, huh?”

      I grinned back and snorted.  Sharing quarters with what amounted to a raggedy gang of street children, although perhaps you wouldn’t call us that anymore, had led all of us to be plagued with the little critters.

      I took a deep breath as Mal disappeared and stepped forward.  It was my turn.  I was determined to keep myself composed.  I kept my body frozen and closed my eyes as the facilitator removed my hair.  When I opened my eyes, I could see long black strands on the floor that were clearly mine.  I reached up and ran a hand across the prickly surface of my head.  It felt very strange, but as Mal had said, at least the lice no longer had a place to hide.

      The next room I entered was full of familiar tables laden with food.  We always ate in this room.  It was so big and open with hanging stalactites making it clear that we were in a cave deep below the ground.  I sighed in relief.  My stomach was plagued with a heavy yet hollow feeling, a contradiction in sensations that I was well used to.  The other kids, most of them laughing, eating, and sporting closely shaved heads, were surrounding the other tables.  The only person who didn’t appear altered was Azriel, whose hair had always been cut close.  I paused.  His hair had always been short.  Did that mean something?  It had to.  In the dream I had about Azriel, he was so much younger when he met the fat man.  Had he been here this whole time?  That would have been years, if he had arrived here shortly after I met him in the market.  Did I have the timing wrong?  Should I confront him about it?  Or was I completely mistaken?  Was I just confusing him for the boy in the market, the boy I had dreamt about?  Was he just some boy who had never been afflicted with those eerie black eyes or the rage and bloodlust I had felt in him in the dream?

      I closed my eyes and let the smells of food wash over me.  I picked out the scent of peaches, and drifted over to the table to see if I could find something sweet.  I wasn’t going to solve my problem with Azriel anytime soon, so I may as well eat.  There were peach tarts available in a wicker basket.  I pulled out a tart and devoured it, fully enjoying every gooey morsel.  However, a tart was hardly going to satisfy me for long.  I knew I needed something sturdier that would stay in my stomach longer.  I took a handful of nuts and berries and ate them quickly, before pulling a greasy leg of mutton off a gilded silver platter.  My hands were a mess after I finished devouring the mutton flesh, so I wiped them casually on my shirt.  I looked down at my black shirt and frowned.  You would think that wearing black would mask the stains of food, but it doesn’t.  I was going to have to learn to be more careful.

      Gorman edged over to me, abandoning the swarm of kids who reveled in his company.  Their eyes stayed on him though.  He was the sort who would never be alone.  He licked his lips, preparing to say something, but no words came out.  He opened his mouth and then closed it again, while scratching his closely shaven head.  He was clearly unused to his newly cropped hair.  He looked so different without the oily tangles that had so distinguished him.

      “Tell me what you want,” I said.

      “Okay, look, I’ve been talking to some of my friends, and we were wondering if...well we noticed that you could read, and we think we better learn and there aren’t so many of us who know how.  Could you teach us, do you think?”

      “Oh.”  I paused.  “I would.  But, I don’t know when we would have time.”

      “Before the facilitators wake us.”

      “But we’re locked in our rooms in the mornings.”

      Gorman snorted, and showed me his thieves’ guild tattoo again.  “There’s no lock that can hold me.  I can get into your room whenever I want.”

      I nodded.  “Okay.  We need some books though, and paper and quills.”

      Gorman smiled.  “I can work that out.”

      Gorman’s request proved prophetic, for as soon as it was clear that we had each had our fill, two facilitators led us into the room with the desks, as they often did after the big meal.  I had started to think that the food-induced lethargy was part of the fat man’s efforts in mesmerizing us.

      As usual, the fat man sat in his throne at the head of the room, watching us as he ate a large meal similar to what we had in front of us moments before.  He always seemed to be eating.  So much food must be necessary to sustain such a girth.  We took our seats at the small desks and waited for instruction.  A facilitator stood before us, hands clasped at his side.

      “You each have a book in front of you.  Please copy the pages onto the sheaths of paper to your left, to the best of your ability.  That will be all.”  The facilitator moved to the back of the room.  I turned my head over my shoulder and peered at Gorman, who gave me a plaintive look.  It must be torture for him and the others who couldn’t read to be forced to copy symbols that meant nothing to them.  I would help them, I decided.  I could do that one thing, that one good thing.

      I turned my attention to the book, which possessed a thick leather cover embroidered with odd symbols.  The pages were filled with a script formed of neat block styled letters.

      As the war ended, the kingdom of Illium fell into civil disorder.  King Sirmon died shortly after the final battle, leaving no heir. The mages of the monasteries, whom had in times past ensured smooth transitions between leaderships, were themselves disbanded.  Fighting for power, the remaining members of the nobility eliminated each other, leaving the kingdom in chaos.  In order to stave off a second war, Illium was split into seven parts, and renamed the Seven Shires.  Five shires were cut from Illium proper, and two shires were created that fell east of the Barrier Mountains.  Seven of the most powerful merchants of the time were elevated into a new nobility, and named lords of the shires.  They were to rule as a community...

      My eyes went wide as I copied the passage.  This was an incredible history, one I was loosely, but not entirely, familiar with.  It should have been easy to stay focused, but of course it wasn’t.  I struggled.  I tried so hard to absorb the material I was copying, but it didn’t take long before a familiar haze blurred my thoughts.

      When I came back to myself, a facilitator was shaking my shoulder.  I looked around.  Every desk was empty save mine.  I had gotten used to being the last one left, it either meant I was very good at this activity or very bad.

      I shook my head, trying to sharpen my mind.  I wanted to try to remember what I had read.  But, I was so tired.  I expected the facilitator to lead me back to my room, but instead he led me up to the fat man’s throne.  I stared into the fat man’s beady eyes and I could feel a sense of desperation overcome me.  I knew what was about to happen.  This was it.  I was going to be thrown out like the others who weren’t good enough.  I hadn’t qualified.  I was the worst of the fighters.  I was the slowest.  There was no other possible reason for me to be standing here.  I couldn’t breathe.

      How did I feel about this?  Shouldn’t I be happy?  I didn’t really want to be here.  I only agreed to the fat man’s proposition to save Cedric, Thomas and Clara.  But I wasn’t here for them anymore.  I was here for me.  I was here for the promise of purpose, the promise of adventure and the promise of intrigue.  I had new ties, new bonds, and new intentions.  I wanted to be here.  My entire life I never chose anything.  I just followed the path set out in front of me.  But here I was, in this awful place, and I should want him to let me go.  I should want to leave.  I could find a ship and sail off to the new world, and find my father and brothers.  I could do that.  But I didn’t want my freedom.  I wanted to be here.  I wanted whatever it was that we were supposed to gain from this training.  I wanted to be strong.  I wanted to fight.  A streak of indignity and anger shot through my veins.  Why wasn’t the fat man saying anything?  Shouldn’t he be telling me I wasn’t good enough to be one of his skins?  I hardened my jaw, preparing for the blow.

      “So are you throwing me out?  Is that why you brought me here?”  I asked, breaking the silence between us.

      He laughed.  “No, my dear.  Do I hear concern in your voice?  I wonder if that means you like it here with us.  But I digress, there’s a small problem that we need to work out.”

      “What is it?”  My voice softened as I accepted the reprieve the fat man had offered.

      “Well, have you noticed that your fellows, well the smaller ones at least, have been going through growth spurts of late?”

      I nodded.  Both Mal and Gorman had grown more than a few inches in the last few weeks.  But that was normal, wasn’t it?  Boys of their age, especially ones being fed as well as we were, were prone to shooting up.  My older brothers had gone through the same thing at around the same age.

      “That’s normal, isn’t it?  What does it have to do with me?”

      “You’ve been holding yourself at what–twelve or thirteen?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said as I took a step backwards.  “I’m fifteen.”

      “Perhaps you’re in your fifteenth year of life, but you’re not developmentally fifteen.  I think you’re preventing yourself from getting older.”

      “I don’t understand.  How could I do that?”  Was he right?  Was I somehow holding myself at a younger age?  Why would I do that?  Was he implying that I was using my magic somehow?

      “It’s a fairly common thing for a mage to dabble in.  I myself do it.  Of course, I don’t have a choice.  If I let my age slide naturally, I’d be dead.  As for you, perhaps I can see the appeal.  By remaining a child, you shield yourself from the uncertainty of adulthood.  Not that you’ve really managed to accomplish that.  It seems even with your attempts, you’ve bound yourself with heavy responsibilities.  The problem is that I can’t use you unless I can expedite your aging process.  I need to get you to at least eighteen.  I want you in a better condition to fight, and it’s easier for
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