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Shari yawned, rubbed the sleep from her eyes, and slowly rose to sit on the edge of her bed. I wonder if today will be different? she thought. Probably not, she sighed.

Every Friday at the orphanage, the girls rose early, put on their best clothes, ragged as they were and after a small meal of rice, they were lined up for the visitors.

Some who came were wealthy families who wanted to adopt one of the girls. It changed the lives of those who were picked forever. Other visitors came to purchase household servants, or worse.

Shari had been in the orphanage for three years. Every week after the choosing was over, she fought back the tears. No one would ever want her, and she knew why.

She tried to hide it by holding her hands behind her waist, but in the end, her twisted left hand was always discovered. Rich people didn’t want a deformed girl. Those looking for girls to work wanted her even less. Each Friday night, Shari cried herself to sleep. Today would be no different.

In the country where Shari lived, it was bad enough being an orphan. Add to that, a less than perfect body, and your fate in life was sealed. The future was set and there was no hope of changing it. 

It didn’t help that her father had left her mother right after she was born. The shame of having a daughter was miserable enough. One with a twisted hand could never be accepted. 

This left her mother to beg in the streets for food and after a few years, she had no strength left. She died without a penny. Shari knew that her fate would be the same. Every Friday made her more certain that this was true.

The first thing Shari noticed about the man who stood before her in line this morning was his foul breath. Dressed all in black, with a heavy black beard and greasy hair, he reached out and pinched her chin to turn her face up to check her teeth. His very touch sent shivers down her back.

While she had been closely inspected before, she had never been afraid. Now she was. “Hold out your hands,” the man hissed. Of course, she knew that as soon as her left hand became visible, that would be the end of the matter.

“She should be cheap enough,” the man scowled, holding up her withered hand. “I just might have something for her to do anyway, if the price is right.” 

Shari could hardly believe her ears. Why, of all the people who had come to the orphanage over the years, would she draw the attention of this horrid man? It was her worst nightmare. Better to stay in the orphanage forever than end up with this wretched man.

[image: image]The man turned loose of her and began a whispered conversation with the woman who ran the orphanage. After what seemed forever, unbelievably Shari saw the nod of the woman’s head and a small pouch of coins pass between the two. The deed was done and Shari was sick to her stomach. The worst had happened.

“Go get your things,” the woman said to Shari, “and come back here immediately.”

Shari couldn’t move at first and then slowly she turned and walked back to her bed, barely able to find her way through her tears. She finally reached under the cot and pulled out her everyday dress and the extra pair of sandals she was given only the previous week by another girl who’d been adopted by a very rich family. Why couldn’t it have been me, last week, and someone else today? She thought bitterly.

Shari hardly remembered her journey through the dusty crooked streets. She felt the tug of the rope around her waist her new owner pulled her wherever he went. They stopped once, and she was, silently, handed a cup of water and given something to eat. It was not recognizable as food, but at least it stopped the growling in her stomach.

By nightfall, no words having passed between Shari and the man, a huge, dark outline of an ancient castle came into view. Some towers were crumbling and, as they drew closer, whoever it belonged to had neglected it for a long time.

[image: image]

As they approached, giant iron doors at the entrance silently swung open without a request or command by anyone. Shari was
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