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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   In the beginning there was only Chaos. The Final War left most of the world dead and barren. There was no fresh food, only whatever could be salvaged from the bombed out stores and empty homes of the dead. The water was tainted, and the sky sent down poisonous clouds of sleet and hail and the ground would not grow anything edible. The animals died or mutated and people had to learn which were safe to kill and eat all over again.
 
   The centuries went by. People struggled to recover from the Final War but it looked as if they would lose that battle. Then, a miracle. Arutela was discovered by a small band of weary nomads led by the great Barkley, a warrior whose skill had kept his people alive and fed for a decade.
 
   Arutela sat empty and silent, its great walls tumbled and its buildings crumbled into the sand around it but there were two buildings which remained: the Place of Law and the Arena.
 
   ~~~
 
   Reena’s eyes popped open. Rain splattered down from the winter stripped tree branches above her head and soaked her face. She rolled over, seeking shelter from the bear skin she was wrapped in but the hide was waterlogged and offered little protection.
 
   There was no fire, not on a night like tonight. The soldiers of Arutela were out, Culling the men and women from the Outside. The great city required a workforce, and the people born beyond its walls were mere slaves to be taken as the soldiers saw fit.
 
   The men would be taken to the Pit, a quarry that produced the stone and marble that the city used constantly in its building projects. To go to the Pit was to die. The heat would bake a man inside his own skin, the scaffolds could send a man to his death hundreds of feet below and the rocks could tumble loose and crush bones. There were no old bones in the Pit, but there were bones—yes, and plenty of them. Dozens died daily.
 
   Some women would be taken into service in the large homes of the nobility. Others would serve in the smaller houses. The size of the house guaranteed nothing, one could starve as a servant no matter how grand the table they laid out for their Masters.
 
   Occasionally a young girl would be deemed beautiful enough to be sold at auction. Usually they were sold to a high-ranking man; others were bought to serve in the pleasure halls. The pleasure hall girls sometimes made it out, their freedom bought by a man who adored them and kept them as a mistress until they grew too old or worn out. Some of them were able to save some money and keep their homes, most lived together in the temples—swearing their lives over to the gods or goddesses they held most dear. 
 
   The rain trickled below the fur, tracking down the long curve of her neck. She tried to curl up on her side, pressing her back against the unforgiving rock face of the wall they had sheltered against. The trees swayed in the wind and the sound of her father’s light snores rose to her ears. He was sleeping, finally, and she was grateful for that.
 
   They had been on the run for long days now, ever since the Culling had begun. The Outside was huge and not always completely patrolled but there was no way to know where the soldiers would show up. They Culled as they saw fit; there was never any warning.
 
   Part of that was so nobody could flee before the soldiers saw them. Part of that was because the government thought it wise to keep the citizens of the Outside in a state of constant fear and gratitude. When the Culling ended there was weeping and celebrations.
 
   Reena and her father were outlaws. Reena had never known life inside a village or on a farm. She had never seen the city. Her father, Liam, had chosen to flee and live on the land, at least that was the law’s view of things and the law did not allow for anything except itself.
 
   Liam had seen no choice other than to break the law. Love and the law rarely went hand-in-hand but love had caused him to rebel, to become an outlaw. Many years ago Reena’s mother Carinda had been Culled. She had been marked to be sold at auction and Liam had killed the soldiers who held her, and then taken her and run. They had been deemed outlaws, and there had been no going back for either of them. To go back meant instant death. Outlaws had no right to trial, no right to defense. They were killed for their treason, and always would be. It was the law.
 
   Carinda had died giving birth to her and Reena sometimes saw her father staring at her with sorrow carved into his face. She knew she looked just like her mother: long incredibly black hair, blue eyes fringed by thick eyelashes and a small slight body that belied her strength.
 
   The tapping of the rain grew louder. The storm that had been on the horizon all evening was beginning. The lightning flashed out past the rock face, illuminating the landscape with silver and lighting up their hiding place.
 
   Liam was already awake and moving. Reena did not need to be told what to do; the lightning was laying them bare to the sight of anyone who might be passing by. If the soldiers were within any kind of distance they would spot them.
 
   There were no fissures in the rock face, if there had been they would have already taken shelter within them. The trees offered scant shelter either, but not far from where they had camped was a small river. The shores of it were sandy and loose and the water was low. Beyond it was a small farm.
 
   The farm was one they knew well. It was owned by a man named Cleese, whose family was large and cheerful despite the harshness of their lives. The lightning flashed again, showing them the stark bones of the barn and the sagging fence posts that kept the family’s cow and sheep hemmed in.
 
   Reena began to creep toward the small house that the Cleese family lived in. The lightning hit again, striking a tree. The tree split down the middle, smoke flaring up from the shattered bark. She froze in place; it was a bad omen, the worst. The smoking tree was bad but the soldiers that the lightning had illuminated were worse. They were coming across the hills and there was no real way out.
 
   “Father?”
 
   “I saw.”
 
   Of course he did. “What do we do?”
 
   Liam’s hand came up, a gesture that meant silence. The tapping grew louder, became a drumming. It was not from the rain, it was caused by the sound of hooves meeting the road! Lights began to flare on in the windows of the house.
 
   “Run for the stacks.”
 
   The hay? How could that possibly shelter them? There was no recourse, the soldiers were coming. If they were caught there not only would they be hauled off to the city to face death, the Cleese family would be branded as criminals, and they would be named abettors.
 
   Reena took off, her thin body streaking between the denuded trees. She clung to every clot of shadow that she could wedge herself into and Liam did the same. In that manner they managed to cross the distance between the farmhouse and the small hayfield to one side.
 
   Almost sick with fear, Reena burrowed into a pile of the scratchy sweet smelling stuff. She reached her hands through the stack, picking up most of the scattered straws but leaving some on the ground. The wind would have scattered some and she knew it. The soldiers would be suspicious of a too neat stack in this weather.
 
   At least she hoped they would be. The inside of the stack was warm and fairly dry. She had left a small space, large enough to see out of and breathe through, making sure to keep enough straw in the hole that her face could not be seen, nor the wet vapor from her breath. To see she had to squint through the golden stalks.
 
   The soldiers filed into the small yard that sat in front of the house. Their horses, small sturdy creatures, whinnied at the sight of the hay. Fear exploded into Reena’s veins: what if the horses were allowed to graze? She did not fear being bitten as much as she feared being exposed, but both were bad.
 
   She forced her body into stillness as the Cleese family came outside. Like all farmers they were almost painfully thin from the hard labor they engaged in daily. Arutela needed food for its citizens and little grew within the city proper; there was simply not enough room to grow the food the two hundred and fifty thousand inhabitants required. Farmers from the Outside provided most of the food, and in return they were allowed to keep a small portion of what they grew, enough to get them through the winter if they were lucky, and had few children.
 
   The soldiers did not dismount, their faces were covered by the hoods of their cloaks and the ones they had already Culled were chained in a long tether line. The chains jangled almost musically in the rising wind. What would happen if lightning hit that chain? Would the soldiers even care? Reena doubted it.
 
   Everything about the tableau made her stomach clench and her fear crank up a few notches with every other breath. Sweat beaded up on her forehead; the rain began to sluice down harder and she bit her knuckles when she saw Talon being shoved toward the tether.
 
   The voices of the Cleese family and the soldiers were torn away by the wind; snatches of words came to her in her little nest. She heard his mother wail out his name and she wished she could too, Talon was a friend. She did not want to see him Culled. Nobody ever returned from a Culling, they were as good as gone forever.
 
   She did not want him to be gone! He would be taken to the Pit, most likely. That thought terrified and hurt all at the same time. They had played together for years, and his father was a sympathizer who often fed the Outlaws who showed up on his farm. Not directly, but he always chalked the loss off to birds or to weather, and no Outlaw would take so much as to leave the farmer starving. Renegades would, but they were different. Even the soldiers feared renegades.
 
   Talon stood straight and tall. How could he do that? Why was he not running away or fighting back? How could he be so brave or so cowardly? Was he accepting of his fate or was he just stunned into compliance like some of the deer they sometimes hunted with lanterns?
 
   Tears leaked down her face. She tasted salt on her lips. Talon was tethered with the rest and they set off into the rainy night. They would make the city by dawn and the soldiers would go to their beds or to the pleasure houses to drink and play cards and whatever else it was they did there, but their captives would get no sleep or pleasure at all.
 
   They had to save him! She began to reach for the straw, intending to throw it off and rush after Talon but she stopped. Her heartbeat accelerated until her head swam from the blood pounding into her ears. There were at least a dozen soldiers, all mounted and all in full armor. Her father was a great fighter, and he had taught her well but the Cleese family was farmers and what weapons could they have? Why would they want to fight? They had expected to lose at least one child to the Culling, but they had been fortunate in that they had not lost their patriarch or matriarch as many families did. Farmers were often exempted from that, it was a cruel bargain but they struck and held to it.
 
   To try to save Talon now would only result in death, his and hers as well. His family would be killed in front of his very eyes; she would see her father die. It was too risky. She had just been wondering if he was a coward, but she was the coward.
 
   Her tears stung her eyes, raced down her cheeks. The smell of the burning tree was very strong now. How had the soldiers ignored that warning? Perhaps they no longer believed in omens, or the gods for that matter.
 
   The Cleese family stood in the yard; Talon’s mother, Petal, crumpled to the ground, her sobs sounding out above the roar of the storm. Reena cried along with her, silently and desperately. Friends were hard to come by, especially when you were an Outlaw.
 
   **
 
   The dawn was breaking across the horizon when Liam’s hand shook her awake. She woke silently, as she had been trained to do, with all of her senses already alert. She crept out of the hay slowly, then scooped up the damp hay and rearranged it on the bale.
 
   Liam had a hot loaf sticking up from his leather shirt and the sight and scent of that warm fresh bread made her belly growl. She knew that he had been in to see Petal, and the eggs in his hand had come from their coops. They had given them food, and all they had done was take refuge and watch as their son was taken away from them.
 
   Shame and sorrow filled her. She said, “Father, we should have done something.”
 
   “You already know there was naught that we could do.”
 
   She did know, but it did not ease her pain or her guilt. They set off, following in the churned up tracks of the horses until they came to the river. The horses had gone toward the city; they went the opposite way.
 
   The eggs had been boiled in their brown shells and Petal had even added a tiny pinch of salt! The salt was in a tiny twisted leaf; how she had managed to spare some of the precious stuff was anyone’s guess and the sight of it made Reena ashamed all over again.
 
   Liam broke off a chunk of the loaf and handed it to her. It had the nutty moist flavor that could only come from starflowers and wheat. Butter would have been a luxury that the Cleese’s only used on special occasions so she did not expect it, but the bread had been split and spread thinly with the rich stuff.
 
   Guilt choked her. What was Talon eating? Likely nothing but the dust of the auction block, if he was not being herded off to the Pit. Still she ate, she had to. No food meant death and she was not ready for that, not yet.
 
   “Werebane,” Liam said, pointing to a small plant with large three-point leaves that shone glossy and green.
 
   Reena stripped some of the leaves carefully but expertly, not even slowing her stride. Gathering was a way of life, and death—the werebane was lethal. Boiled and drunk it would cause instant death; if a blade were dipped into it that blade would become poisoned. 
 
   The woods beyond the Cleese farm thickened with every mile. Large ravenings flew overhead, their grotesque bodies dipping and wheeling under the branches. The fallen leaves, rotting and soaked, muffled their footsteps and their breath hung in gray streamers around their faces.
 
   Liam said, “I smell smoke. Those damn fools built a fire.”
 
   “The Culling is over, I heard the cannons.”
 
   “As did I, but that means little.”
 
   Reena pointed out, “The harvest is in and the Culling over. There will likely not be any soldiers on this part of the Outside until after spring. They felt safe enough I suppose.”
 
   “Until the Games begin nobody is safe enough. They have to have their blood Reena, don’t you ever forget it.”
 
   “I won’t Father.”
 
   The smoke scent grew stronger. “They are roasting meat too, smells like rabbit.”
 
   “And no sentries.”
 
   Her pack bumped against her back as she quickened her pace to keep up with her father’s increasing pace. The sound of voices came to her ears and the smell of hot food made her mouth water. They were practically running by the time they made the camp.
 
   The faces of the people around the fire were surprised, then relieved. Liam dropped his own pack and stared around at them. He spat into the earth and said, “I smelled the fire a mile off. You can see the smoke from half on.”
 
   Warrin stood, his lean frame showing every wiry muscle below the roughly sewn garments he wore. “The soldiers are gone, Liam. Culling is done. We found fresh meat, it was a sign.”
 
   “It was stupid,” Liam retorted.
 
   The rabbits were spitted on wooden sticks that had been set into branches that had forks on them, the forked branches held up the long sticks that the rabbits turned on and the fat dripped from them, sizzling and causing the fire to spark and jump up in blue and orange points.
 
   Warrin and his people, all eight of them, had become Outlaws late in the summer. Most of them were refugees from the broken villages to the north. They brought with them the news that the Governor had begun to try to push past the borders of the Outside. 
 
   Nobody knew why, there was nothing beyond the borders but the vast wastelands. It had been centuries since the great and heroic Blakely had brought his people from beyond the wastelands and into Arutela and nobody had ever been able to cross it again. Nobody ever came from there, or went into it either.
 
   Liam sighed and sat down. Everyone gathered around the fire relaxed. Reena did as well. She was tired from the long trek and the days spent running. Warrin’s group was not the first they had stumbled across but the first to have meat and fire.
 
   Outlaw rule was simple. What you had, you shared. Liam took out the twisted leaf with its scattering of pure white salt and the remainder of the loaf. The group’s eyes lit up and soon Reena was boiling a second small pot of water and stewing the werebane in it.
 
   The weather had shifted, the rain had stopped but the cold had grown worse. Reena was sitting close to the fire but she still shivered. Her wrap was drying, giving off a smell that made her wrinkle her nose.
 
   She was absorbed in her tasks, trying hard not to think of Talon and staring at the brown and crisp skin on the rabbits. All those things took her mind off what it should have been on, her surroundings.
 
   She was dipping Liam’s blade into the cooled and thickened werebane when she heard the first twig snap. At first she thought it was simply a small log in the fire but Liam went stiff beside her and then he grabbed her wrap, tossing it over her shoulders.
 
   She made it to her feet, running before she was even fully erect. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, and she ducked just as the sword crashed through the air over her head. The fire scattered, sparks leaping to the trees and there was a harsh and guttural scream that abruptly cut off in a gurgle. Reena did not need to look back to know that someone had just died.
 
   “You don’t want us, you don’t want us!” Warrin shouted. “That man there; that is Liam and the girl is his only child!”
 
   Traitor! Reena heard Warrin’s scream of fear and then the heavy thud of steel meeting bone. She ran faster, branches whipping across her face. Her wrap fell to the ground and she held her pack more tightly. The things in it were all that stood between her and death in the woods. It contained every possession she had ever owned and likely ever would. 
 
   An arrow hit the tree she was running past. Bark flew, and a raven screamed, banking sharply as it came toward the earth. There were more screams from the direction of the fire. Her heart throbbed in her chest and she zigzagged across long tree roots that had risen up out of the ground, just waiting to trip her.
 
   She screamed when a hand grabbed her and yanked her up by her hair. She was tossed over a horse, face down. Her breath left her lungs in a long whoosh and her ribs ached. Her fists came up and connected with the tough armor and leather worn by the man behind her on the horse.
 
   He hit her, his hand leaving a trail of fire running down her cheek and into her jaw.
 
   She grabbed a section of his cloak and twisted it around his neck, hoping to strangle him. He punched her in her back right where her lungs were. She lost what little air she had been able to regain and slumped down onto the horse for a moment while she tried to think.
 
   His knees, above the leather thongs that laced up his legs, were bare. Her nails were sharp. She dug them into his skin and he screamed in pain and rage. Savage joy burst through her, and next she bit deep into his thigh. His hand twisted into her hair in retaliation. Her scalp burned and tingled, her eyes watered from pain.
 
   She fought on, she could hear the other soldiers laughing as she did, could hear them jeering and cheering. One soldier drew closer, close enough for her to see Liam lashed onto his horse.
 
   “You should have tied her!” The soldier whose horse carried her father shouted.
 
   Reena managed to roll over and sit up, shocking all of them, especially the one she was riding with. Her bottom was on the horse’s shoulders and both her legs dangled off one side. She gripped the horse’s mane with desperate fingers and lashed out with a hard foot. It struck her father’s captor on his jaw. Her foot ached through the thin leather of her handmade shoes and her toes cramped. The soldier snarled angrily and she tensed, waiting for the blow.
 
   It came, but not on her body. He struck Liam, hard. Blood spilled down the side of his horse, mingling with the blood already staining the animal’s sides. Terror and rage twisted her emotions every which way.
 
   “Do that again and I will kill your father while you watch.”
 
   The words defeated her. Liam was unconscious, his eyes closed and his head bobbing with every step of the horse. Reena wanted to weep but to weep in front of these men was something she would never do. She stared stonily at the horse carrying her father as it wound to the front of the column of soldiers.
 
   “You need to sit differently or you will fall off.”
 
   His voice was soft, deep and warm. She dug her fingers deeper into the horse’s mane and retorted, “Before I can jump you mean?”
 
   “If you jump they will trample you with their horses. It would be a terrible way to go. Your father is the prize. It’s too bad they know he is your father, they are going to use you to wound him far deeper than a sword could.”
 
   Tears stung her eyes. She swallowed hard. “That traitor Warrin,” she whispered. “May the gods take no pity on him.”
 
   His hands were gentle as he lifted her and said, “Swing one leg over. Have you ever ridden a horse?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You are going to be very sore tonight,” he actually chuckled. His chest was strong and his arms were too. His legs pressed against her hips; she could feel the muscles in his thighs moving, and a strange heat came to her face. “What’s your name?”
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   The wind grew stronger, screaming as it struck the trees and shook their branches, making a sound that sent chills down her spine. It sounded like bones dancing, like the denuded skeleton she had seen once, as a child, dangling from a hanging tree.
 
   “My name is Praxis.”
 
   “Your name is bottom sucking soldier.”
 
   He laughed, silently. Neither of them spoke above a bare whisper. Reena knew he could be killed for talking to her kindly, and she wondered why he was doing it. Why take such a risk? The horse moved below her and she began to drift away, her body grew stiff and sore and her worry over her father was overshadowed by exhaustion and stress.
 
   Her eyes dropped closed and her head nodded. Praxis spread his cloak open slightly, not noticeably but just enough that she had some protection from the harsh weather and she went to sleep, tumbling into darkness as the sky turned to indigo and lavender.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   When she awoke it was full dark. The horse had stopped moving and she was bitterly aware of what Praxis had meant when he said she would be sore. Her inner thighs, under the rough leather pants she wore, were chafed almost brutally raw.
 
   Praxis told her to get down. She stared off the horse’s back at the ground, wondering just how she was supposed to do that. Praxis solved the dilemma by grabbing her by one leg, flipping it to the side and shoving her head. She went down in a crumpled heap. Her aching legs were unable to support her for long seconds and the other soldiers laughed. Hatred for them grew in her heart, and intensified when she saw the one who held her father remove him from the horse and lash him to a tree.
 
   She started toward Liam but Praxis stopped her, his gauntleted arm barring her way. “Make yourself useful. Start a fire and cook dinner.”
 
   More laughter. She glared at him. She was not a slave! She was free! Her eyes went back to Liam and she saw that his eyes were open, just slightly. He winked at her and nodded. He wanted her to do as she had been told, but why?
 
   She saw why. The werebane grew lush and thick under a tree. To people in the city it was foreign, out in the Outside it was only seen in the deep woods. Most had no idea of what it was or what it could do. So, they wanted her to cook for them, did they?
 
   Her stomach trembled. She had never killed anyone although she had seen death up close more times than she liked to remember. She knelt on the ground and began to dig a pit for the fire. Someone kicked her, a hard blow to the ribs. Through the pain she heard Praxis say, “Never kick a dog when it’s down, the gods do not approve,” and the laughter that followed. 
 
   Her vision lured. The wind froze her hands and body. Her fingers shook as she started the fire and she wanted to warm himself at it, but she was not allowed to for long. There were small bags of foodstuffs tossed down at her knees as well as a battered cooking pot. She opened the bags to see dried meat and grain, a small packet of salt and loaves of hard bread. The worst things were the now cold rabbits that had been taken from Warrin’s camp.
 
   She tore the meat from the bones, broke the bones and set them in the water that she poured from a bag into the pot. The pot began to boil and she added grain and salt, wincing at the waste, and hunks of the rabbit—leaving only a tiny bit of it in reserve.
 
   The werebane was easy to gather, and nobody even noticed. The soldiers were too busy laughing and congratulating themselves for having captured Liam. Liam was the Outlaw that everyone wanted to capture. He was famous, and the soldiers were sure they were going to be richly rewarded upon their arrival back in the city the next day.
 
   Reena made a big show of sampling the savory smelling stew and got exactly the results she wanted. One of the men roared in anger and kicked her, knocking her nearly into the fire.
 
   “She touched our food!”
 
   Praxis said, “Of course she did. She is cooking it. Be glad she tasted it, that keeps you from having to worry if she poisoned you.”
 
   Reena could not look up. She was afraid her face would betray her. Her breath stuck in her throat and her nerves tightened. Did he know? Had he seen her gather the werebane? If he had, why had he not warned the others? Had he seen and just thought she was adding something to the pot because she liked the taste?
 
   The men gathered their eating utensils and took the pot from the fire, letting it cool as they finished making camp. Reena looked up to see the soldier who had captured her father looking at her with a speculative gleam in his eyes that she did not like. She looked away.
 
   “What do you think she would fetch in the auction?”
 
   Praxis answered, “I’m sure she would spark a bidding war Nero. Why?”
 
   Nero, that was the name of the man who had humiliated her father. She hoped he ate from the pot first. “Because I hate to see that kind of sweet flesh go to waste. Perhaps we could convince the Governor to allow us to sell her rather than execute her.”
 
    Praxis said, “That will never happen and you know it.”
 
   Nero snorted. “Maybe not but it would be worth a try.”
 
   The soldiers sat near the fire. Their faces leaned close over the pot. Reena’s blood pounded in her ears. She could not watch. They were people, regardless of what they also were and she was about to murder them all. She stared at the banked-down fire, seeking some sort of solace from it, but there was none.
 
   One of the soldiers grunted and she heard the sounds of chewing and swallowing. A single tear slid down her cheek but she dashed it away. A long gurgle and rattle sounded out and one of the soldiers gasped then another choked.
 
   “What did she do?”
 
   Reena rolled to one side, already anticipating the blade that swung for her head. The wind whistled past her cheek, the blade sang loudly but she kept her head, literally. Nero stood over her, his sword still raised. He had been well trained, but he was still just a man and she kicked him right between his legs, pistoning her own leg up into that sensitive area.
 
   Nero collapsed, his face gone red and his eyes squinted almost shut. One soldier staggered through the campsite, his fingers clutching at his throat. He fell into the fire and his screams rang loudly through the air. Reena scrambled to her feet, determined to escape.
 
   All the soldiers but Praxis and Nero were dying. It was hellish, and gut wrenching. Nero would recover soon, so she ran to her father, her fingers fumbling at the bonds. Praxis was at the edge of the bushes, staring at her and for the first time she realized how handsome he was. 
 
   His thick wheat hair had been cut short, and his skin was as gold as the small highlights in his hair. It was too dark to see his eyes but she thought that they might be blue. His body in the white, red and gold uniform that he wore was thick and solidly muscular but not bulky.
 
   Nero came after her again. She ducked behind her father, her fingers working at the ropes until the edge of the sword went to Liam’s throat. “Come out of there girl. I will gut him like a pig. Do you hear me? There is nobody here who will stop me.”
 
   Reena knew he was not lying. She came out from behind Liam. She felt him lean against her, his warmth a reassurance, a silent approval. She had done all she could, and it was plenty. The smell of the man burning rose into the air, thick and nauseating. The other soldiers who had eaten lay where they had fallen, their faces contorted in death.
 
   Nero took the blade from Liam’s throat and put it to hers. The cold steel lay against her flesh, a direct threat she could not deny or escape. Her breath stilled, her limbs shook—a fine trembling that made her afraid she would fall down. His eyes were filled with hatred, anger and an enjoyment that made her know exactly how much he really wanted to kill her.
 
   “If you kill his daughter he will make sure we don’t take him to the city. Imagine how pissed the Governor will be if he manages to kill himself before we get there,” Praxis said softly.
 
   Reena could not look away from Nero’s gaze. It was so hostile, so filled with a longing she recognized as blood lust. He killed not because he was a soldier, but because he liked it. “She killed our command Praxis.”
 
   “All the more reason to take her to Arutela. Let her face the crowd at the Arena.” Reena was tempted to just jerk her head, to let the blade take her life. That was a mercy compared to what would happen to her in the Arena, and she knew it. “Perhaps the Governor will give her to you Nero, as your slave. That would be a fit punishment, would it not?”
 
   Why had she ever thought he was kind? She wanted to kill him, kill them both. Why had they not eaten? Had Praxis seen her putting the werebane into the food? Did he know what it was? Had Nero been suspicious or just slow to the pot?
 
   The steel left her skin. A tiny bead of blood ran down her neck, stained her collar. The wind cracked against her skin, stinging like a slap. Nero backed away, his voice tight with anger.
 
   “I hope the Governor puts you up for sale if he does not give you to me personally. I will buy you even if it bankrupts me and I will kill you so slowly. You will wish you were dead long before you are.”
 
   “You will die before she does,” Liam said. “You have my word.”
 
   “Your word,” Nero spat out.  “The word of an Outlaw is a lie, and nothing more. Praxis, get him up. We go to the city tonight.”
 
   “The horses are tired.”
 
   “Well, I guess it is a good thing we have spares now. I am your commander Praxis, don’t you forget it.”
 
   “I have not.” Praxis turned away. The last thing Reena saw was the hilt of Nero’s sword coming toward her face.
 
   **
 
   She woke to a pounding headache and the sun. How long had she been out? She was not sure, all she had were hazy memories of a horse moving below her, darkness and trees, the whinnies of tired horses and the sound of the rain as it began again.
 
   She rubbed her eyes and stared ahead, unable to believe what she was seeing. They had never ventured this close to Arutela, ever and so she had never seen the great wall that wound around it, nor had she ever seen the tall statues of the gods and goddesses. She had seen rough- hewn facsimiles in many of the temples in the villages of the Outside but none of them were like the graceful, marble sculptures that adorned the wall and gates.
 
   There was a shout and the gates opened. There was a long line of people waiting, some on foot and others on horseback or in carts. They were allowed in one by one, the guards at the gates questioning all who wanted to enter.
 
   Reena stared up at the gods and goddesses. There was Diana! And Mars! She looked over to see a statue of Pluto and another one of Mercury. Mercury, of course, was directly over the gates and many raised a hand to him as they passed below his gaze.
 
   The guards stepped forward when Nero announced who he had as prisoners. There was avid curiosity in their faces. One of them asked where the rest of the squad was and Nero said they were dead, they had been lost in battle.
 
   Lost in battle? They had been dumb enough to eat werebane! Reena felt a mutinous need to sing that out but Praxis tightened his grip on her, and she stayed silent. She was actually stricken into silence; she could not have spoken. All of her life she had lived Outside, and now here she was, riding through the main thoroughfare of the city!
 
   Everywhere she looked buildings lifted their heads to dizzying heights. Temples of the purest white stone, their carved columns decorated with bouquets and wreaths, sat everywhere. The scent of incense—strong and perfumed—rose over the streets.
 
   People dressed in multi-hued robes walked or ran or rode past. She saw a littler, a long conveyance carried by four strong men, lurch past and the gold curtains that enclosed it swung open for a moment, revealing large pillows and a woman reclining against them.
 
   Her stomach filled with flutterflies. What was this? The houses on the main streets were magnificent structures as large as the grand temples, smaller houses crowded the hills that rose above the main street. Beggars and sellers of wares cried out to them, a little boy with a wooden sword ran beside the horse yelling at Praxis that one day he would be under his command.
 
   Praxis tossed the boy a coin. He caught it and grinned  before vanishing. Women, most of them wearing robes so thin it was almost possible to see right through, lounged on the steps of the pleasure houses, their hair hanging to their shoulders in clean shining waves and their white skin glowing like pearls.
 
   Reena put a hand up to her dirt and blood-crusted face. One of the women saw that gesture and laughed, elbowing one of the women next to her. “If we see you here honey we will strip that sun glow right form your face, no worries!” the woman cried and Reena blushed, turning her eyes away from their bared skin and lovely robes.
 
   A man ran up to them, holding a pair of sandals thonged with silver and small sparkling jewels. “For the lady Sir?” he asked.
 
   “She’s no lady,” Nero snarled and hit the man with his horse’s rump, sending the peddler into an overflowing gutter.
 
   Reena’s eyes went to her plain hand-sewn leather shoes and clothes. Wearing robes was impossible for those who lived as Outlaws. There was no warmth in them, and were impractical. Instead they wore breechlets fashioned of whatever skins they could tan and cobble together. There were no sewing materials on hand so the breechlets were cut so that the outside seam was the only thing that needed fastening. Small holes punched into the leather and threaded through with rawhide lacing kept them closed on the leg. They were cut to fit in the crotch, but since they were basically just doubled over leather with more of the crude fastenings on the right hand side they were baggy and often shapeless.
 
   Shoes were made the same way. Leather was cut to fit and fastened by means of rawhide drawn through small holes cut into the hides. The clothes worn by the people around her made her all too aware of just how ragged and dirty and primitive her clothing was.
 
   That made her angry. How dare they make her feel ashamed of what she had fought to earn? Life as an Outlaw meant eking out an existence and nothing was ever free. Nothing.
 
   The beggars were badly dressed in smelly cloths and strips of rag. The scent of their bodies hit Reena and she shuddered. She was usually clean, at least. The smells of the city crowded into her nostrils, overwhelming her senses. Food was cooking from too many fires, street vendors were selling meats and gutted animals, a pig ran through the crowd, oinking merrily while kids gave chase.
 
   “Steady,” Praxis whispered into her ear. “It is just like the Outside but more crowded. The hunters are more plentiful too.”
 
   How would he know what it was like Outside? His armor ate into her back and hips, so she shifted, trying to move away from him, but the impression of his body remained behind; she could still feel him on her skin like a phantom.
 
   The street widened and she gaped at the building they were passing. It stood monstrously high, its walls rising to an impossible height. It seemed to almost touch the blue vault of the heavens above. 
 
   “The original Arena,” Praxis said. “It is in disrepair now of course and unusable, but the Governor refuses to tear it down. He thinks it is a good reminder.”
 
   “What are you a tour guide for the Outsiders now?” Nero asked.
 
   “No, just bored and passing time until we get to the palace,” Praxis said in a mild voice, but his entire body tensed. Reena felt it.
 
   On closer view it was crumbling; pieces of it had fallen away and the giant doors held the rusted steel that had once housed glass, if what Praxis said next were true. Reena did not believe him. Glass was too precious, who would have put that much of it into an Arena? Why?
 
   Praxis had no answer. He said, “They say in the days before the Final War glass was plentiful, so plentiful that it decorated every building in great long sheets.”
 
   “You lie!”
 
   He chuckled at that outcry. “No, but history might.”
 
   They stopped and she stared in dismay at the dark and glowering face of the guard that came to take her from the back of the horse. Nero leaped down and said, “I request permission to keep the girl!”
 
   “Permission denied.” The man speaking was large, scarred and possessed of only one eye. Reena felt cold just looking at him. “You know the law. She is an Outlaw, she goes to Arena. And now, since there is a fight today and the crowd is hungry for blood.”
 
   Nero muttered something. Praxis said nothing. He stopped for a moment beside Liam and then he was gone, his robe swirling out behind him and his armor gleaming in the sunlight. Reena’s chest went tight with dread. They were to be taken to Arena! Now! She made a wordless sound and Liam, freed of his bonds, reached out a hand and placed it on her shoulder. She knew he was telling her to have courage, to have faith, but she had nothing but terror left as they were prodded into a large cart whose sides were made of ironwood.
 
   Other people crowded into the cart. Some were obviously beggars, one man was dressed in rich robes and a young girl with a long scar on her neck gave the guard a one-fingered salute as he kicked her when she fought him. She came into the cart with swear words ringing around her head and her face tight with rebelliousness.
 
   The man in the robes cried out, “This is a mistake!”
 
   “Oh shut up,” the girl said nastily. “Being rich won’t save you today.”
 
   The man cowered and put his face into his plump white hands. “It was a simple mistake! I forgot to pay my taxes.”
 
   “Yeah well all I did was decide that I should be able to be a free woman if I wanted to be free. Everyone has a story about why they are here blubberguts.”
 
   “Leave him alone,” Reena said.   
 
   “You will have to face him in Arena you know. All of us, actually.” The girl prodded the robed man with her bare foot, “Hey, do me a favor and run for the lions so I have one less to worry about.”
 
   “Stop it!” Reena yelled.
 
   The whole cart fell silent. Liam patted her back, tears squeezed out from her eyes and she had to lower her head so the other girl would not see her cry. If she sensed any weakness at all she would go after her, and while Reena did not like what she said, she knew it was true.
 
   In the Arena there was only one outcome for Outlaws and criminals—death. Upon rare occasions the Governor would spare a life, but that was based on his whims. If the other girl succeeded in surviving the tigers and other beasts as well as the other people in the cart he might spare her life. 
 
   Would he spare an Outlaw? Probably not. She closed her eyes, waiting for the dizziness to pass. Before it could the cart came to a halt and  the door was yanked back open. Her impressions of everything was vague: soaring building with the gods and goddesses dancing in the niches carved to hold them, the distant roar of the crowd, the sound of metal meeting metal and songs being sung.
 
   She was hurried down a long hallway that reeked of sickness and blood, the catacombs beyond were dim and filled with people, many of them sobbing or screaming. A guard shoved her toward a small room where other women and girls huddled. There were only four of them total, including herself and the girl from the wagon.
 
   “What do we do now?” Reena asked but the guard did not answer.
 
   “We wait to die.” The woman who said it was pale and filthy, her hair hung in limp straggling threads to her torn robes. 
 
   The cart girl looked down at the dirt floor, shrugged and lifted her head again. She had clear blue grey eyes, and under the dirt, hair that was a pale and pretty silver. “I’m Nemia. Who are you?”
 
   “Reena,” her mouth was terribly dry and she wanted to cry. To scream, to run away as fast as her legs would carry her. None of those things were possible. She was going to die there.
 
   “I’m not keen on waiting to die,” Nemia observed.
 
   “What else can we do?”
 
   Nemia slanted a look at her and then she smiled. “I thought you Outlaws were tough and ready to fight to be free.”
 
   That made Reena angry. Her scalp prickled and her fists balled, “We are. We live free and we accept that the price for that is death.”
 
   “It seems to me you would be more intent on staying alive and living free than dying for a notion.”
 
   “It is not a notion!”
 
   ‘Until all people are free nobody is free,” Nemia said flatly. “That is where Outlaws go wrong. Instead of isolating yourselves into tiny groups and fighting for individual freedom you should be fighting for freedom as a whole.”
 
   Reena’s mouth fell open. She had heard those words before. Her own father had said them, more times than she could count. Who was this girl that she shared Liam’s thoughts so closely?
 
   The guards came and indicated that it was time. They stood, Reena still feeling faint. Liam was ahead of her; she could see his hair and the familiar shape of his body but she could not reach him. She saw him turn his head slightly and scan the area, looking for her without seeming to. He must be worried that someone would kill her to anger him in battle, or kill her just to cause his mind to be less clear.
 
   Time slowed to a mere crawl. The tunnel’s mouth stood ahead, a beacon of light in the dimness. Her belly ached and then they were out of the tunnel.
 
   The harsh strong sunlight made her blink. Her vision blurred and doubled and she realized she was weeping silently. The crowd was on its feet, screaming and cheering and throwing things into the arena, tiny bouquets of herbs and flowers and silk bands; favors for those about to be dead. Even that struck her as ironic: she had never known the touch of silk in her life.
 
   There was a roar from the crowd and then a long rattle, a melodious tinkle that reminded her of sweet bells. These were not bells however; these were the long chains that fastened to the collars around the necks of the beasts as they were freed from the tiny pens behind the barred doors.
 
   Reena gasped, her eyes going wide. She looked around her, terrified and frightened. Her hands came up as she fought to block the furry body of a starving beast from her own.
 
   Fangs dripped saliva into her face. Her back met the earth and she wanted to scream but she had no air left. She rolled to the right and the beast came with her, snapping and growling. She could hear cheering in the background.
 
   Liam was there, his hand slipping her the knife, his knife. The one she had dipped in werebane just…had it really only been days before? It felt like centuries. The beast lunged at a man running away. She heard a high-pitched scream and then the hard cracking that meant breaking bones.
 
   She got to her feet, her legs barely able to support her and her head rang from hitting the ground. The man was still trapped under the beast but the tiger had not yet bitten him. Liam was trying to help the older woman who had spoken to Reena earlier avoid having her leg taken off by a horribly mutated crocodile-like creature.
 
   She had the knife, so she had a chance. Sorrow filled her. Her father had given her the only chance any of them had and by doing so he had insured his own death. There was only one knife…
 
   She saw that the tiger wanted to bite. It was starving and desperate but human was not its natural food source. It was hesitant and furious at the same time.
 
   She ran, her feet churning up dust. Her body stretched out, and she went past the tiger with the knife hidden in her palm, and she struck it a mighty blow in the back, right along its side.
 
   The werebane hit its bloodstream almost immediately. It fell down on top of the man, its roars sounding out. The crowd howled with delight, sure the man was about to die—and he did die, crushed beneath the tiger, something Reena had not considered. Even as the horror over that consequence struck her, a lion raced in, scenting blood and opportunity.
 
   The lion grabbed the massive tiger and shook it. More blood spattered and ran and then the entire pack of beasts was at each other’s throats.
 
   The humans gathered in a tight little knot, watching it happen until the Governor stood, and amidst the boos and yells for death from the crowd, summoned the beast keepers to the ring. The animals were taken away and the people that had survived (Reena, Liam, Nemia and a boy with a crooked grin and a head of fiery red hair and the older woman) stood silent and waiting.
 
   Would she have to kill the other people there in order to live? Reena was terribly afraid that the answer was yes. She had never killed a person before and she did not think she could; it was so wrong! Nemia deserved to live, so did she and her father! They all did!
 
   The Governor came into the Arena. Nobody moved. He drew closer and Reena flinched and uttered a low little whimper when he took a sword and killed the head beastmaster. Her insides quaked and her fingers tightened on the blade of the knife even as she drew it up and into her sleeve to hide it from sight.
 
   If the Governor got near enough, she would kill him. 
 
   The Governor was young, surprisingly so. Reena had expected him to be older, and ugly. He was neither of those things: his hair was a rich chestnut brown, his face unlined. His sharp blue eyes looked out at her from under eyebrows the same color as his hair.
 
   He opened his mouth and began to speak, his voice mellifluous and pleasant. “You have surprised me; that does not usually happen. Most of the time you Outlaws come out here and either you fight each other to the death in order to save your own sorry skins, or you die screaming in terror.
 
   “What made you think to attack the animal?”
 
   Reena did not know what to say at first. The sun beat down on her head and shoulders and she longed, yearned, for the freedom of the forest. She wanted to stab him — take the knife and drive it deep within his heart. If he had not created the Laws That prevented so many of the citizens from having the right to live as they chose none of them would be here.She could think of nothing to say but the truth, “a long time ago there was a man who traveled with us. He told me of the great seas of the past. And the monsters that live within it. He called them sharks. He said that when men would capsize into the sea on these things that they called boats, these monsters, the sharks, would come after them and feed upon them.
 
   “He said that the only way to survive would be to kill one of the sharks so that the other ones would attack it. When I saw the tiger trying to attack him,” she pointed at the quaking man that she had met in the cart, “I only wanted to save his life. I thought about the shark thing later, after the lion attacked.”
 
   The Governor’s eyebrows lifted almost all the way to his hairline. “Did you say that you had heard a tale of men riding upon the sea in boats?” He had lifted his voice, and his words were heard by many in the crowd. A titter started and even though she did not hear what he had said began to laugh. 
 
   Reena’s face burned red. She held the knife between her fingers, its hilt pressed deeply into her palm. She should kill him, stab him right here and right now while she had the chance, but she was frozen, unable to move.
 
   Sweat trickled down her face and underneath her armpits. The smell of blood hung in the air, coppery rich and thick. The few animals that had escaped the carnage were being slaughtered at that very moment. The crowd cheered wildly with every death and it took everything Reena had not to bend over and be sick on her own feet.
 
   What was wrong with those people up there in the stands? They come out for a day of entertainment, dressed in their finest robes, wearing jewelry and laughing and clapping. Her eyes scanned the first rows and she saw, to her horror, that many of the people sitting there were actually eating!
 
   They were feasting and eating and laughing and down here in this sand, in this dirt, life was being played out. People have been led out to the slaughter and the fact that they had survived it was nothing more than a mere passing moment of entertainment to these people. 
 
   How would they feel if it was them down here in this damned arena?
 
   The Governor raised his hands and the crowd began to scream and cheer. Reena’s heart sank all the way down into her stomach as she heard the chant being taken up, “Kill! Kill! Kill!”
 
   Nemia nudged her. So, the other girl knew that she had the knife. Reena’s palms were slicked with sweat and her heart was beating so rapidly she was afraid she was going to faint. How could such a lovely day — a day so beautiful, with such a blue sky and wonderfully beaming sun — bring such misery?
 
   He was going to order that they all die. She knew it. She lifted her hand just as the Governor lifted his and a knife blade glittered momentarily in the sun, causing the Governor to blink, but his thumb was already moving in the crowd screamed again assist him pointed toward that sunny sky.
 
   Reena quickly lowered her hand. The Governor stepped closer, and Nemia crowded next to her. Nemia took the knife so quickly that nobody saw it happening. With this free hand the Governor reached out and grabbed Reena’s hand just as the knife left it. The touch of his fingers on her wrist made her shutter, and she reacted instinctively, her other hand coming up balling into a fist and careening wildly toward his face.
 
   Her father grabbed her arm just in time. She could feel the heat of the Governor’s cheek on her knuckles. The crowd went silent. The silence was so profound that Reena could hear the distant scream of a hawk riding high on the currents in the air above the arena.
 
   “Well, you are a fighter aren’t you?” The governor looked toward the crowd. Reena could see their shocked faces: pale with wide-open mouth and a few hands pressed to eyes as if they could not bear to see what had almost transpired. “Behold, you are witnessing a momentous occasion! Here, today, we the population of this mighty city have seen something that we have never seen before! So today, I bring to you, my people, a wondrous thing. I give you your very first female gladiator!”
 
   What was he talking about? Who was he talking about? Reena stared about her dazedly. Her father’s hands were warm and solid on her shoulders and Nemea’s shoulder brushed against hers. The crowd began to cheer again, their fists and feet pumping and stomping, louder than any before it. Reena was confused and unsure of what was happening but it did not take her long to figure it out. The Governor smiled at her, a cold and vicious little smile that did not reach his eyes.
 
   “Let’s see how much of a fighter you really are.” To the soldiers ranged around him he said, “Take the rest of these convicts back to the cells. Take her to the training field.”
 
   What was happening? The soldiers surrounded her and began to force her to march in the opposite direction of her father. Reena panicked; she began to fight kicking and screaming, but the soldiers wore heavy armor and her blows did not faze them.
 
   “Let my father go!” Her cries lifted across the echoing silence in the arena. “I am going to kill you if it is the last thing I do!” 
 
   One of the soldiers grabbed her arm and dragged her along. Her feet stirred up the sand, making little eddies in the wind The man holding her arm had a stoic expression on his face, but when he spoke, his voice was far from stoic. “You should have killed him when you had the chance, you will never have another one.”
 
   “Are you saying that because you feel sorry for me or because you’re happy for him?” Reena heard the venom in her voice. If the soldier she was speaking to heard it, he pretended not to.
 
   They took her to a tall building located on the other side of the city. Reena stood in front of it staring up, her entire body trembling with fear and rage. The building was unlike any she had ever seen before. The high walls were made of solid white marble and there were long columns running from the tall arched roof all the way to the ground. Behind those columns and between them and the actual structure stood fountains. Reena had never seen anything like those fountains before either. The water splashed and danced and sang, like a creek trapped within a basin. 
 
   Women lounged on silk and satin covered things that looked like a cross between a chair and a bed. Many of them were dressed in the thinnest and most transparent of togas.
 
   Reena could see their bodies below those togas and she blushed and looked away. What kind of woman would lie about in the open like that with most of her body on display? A few of the soldiers glanced at the women and the women giggled and waved. Heat filled Reena’s face once more as she realized exactly who those women were and why they were there.
 
   The huge doors that led inside the building opened and a draft of cool air came out, causing Reena to shiver. She was dragged along her feet and toes scraping the cold stone floor. Inside there were more columns, all of them carved with fantastical figures; statues of the gods and goddesses peered out from a tiny niche carved into the walls and smaller doors – most of them closed – sat in small recesses between the statues.
 
   At the end of a hallway they turned right. They entered into a large and mostly open chamber with a huge altar at one end. There was a woman in front of that altar, and Reena gaped at her as she was led to where the woman stood. She was taller than any woman Reena had ever seen and her skin was almost as white as the stone around her. Her red hair hung unbound, festooned with small stones and glittering threads all the way to her waist. She wore a simple red toga bound with a gold girdle. On her wrists and upper arms were beaten gold bracelets and armlets, all of them bearing the same shape: that of a snake.
 
   “Why do you bring me this girl?”
 
   One of the soldiers shuffled his feet and looked at the other soldiers. “She is to go to the training fields.”
 
   “So I heard.” A long finger came out and touched Reena’s cheek. Reena shuddered; that finger was as cold as the grave. “Perhaps you misheard your ruler. I do not believe that this was the training field that he had in mind, not if what I heard happened at the arena earlier is to be believed.” The smile on the woman’s face was predatory, almost unpleasant. One of the soldiers took a step forward and said, “You heard correctly Orleanians.”
 
   Orleanians said, “I repeat, then why is she here?”
 
   “You know that the men in the training field must conserve their strength and energy.”
 
   “And what has that to do with me? They don’t come here, that is for sure. That is until they already win a few fights and are allowed to ask for something that they enjoy.”
 
   “She must be housed.”
 
   “Then take her where you were told to take her.” Orleanians waved her hand at the soldiers. “Do not bring me your problems, because that is all you are doing. You are attempting to bring me your problem rather than solve it yourselves, gentlemen. Let us be honest; if you leave her here I could be killed for your insubordination. I refuse to allow her entry here. I bid you to take her where you were ordered to take her. Now leave this place.”
 
   Reena was stunned: this woman, she had power! Reena did not understand it, or how it was possible, yet she did. In a city where women had no authority, this woman was giving orders to soldiers! And they were listening to her!
 
   The soldiers turned around and Reena was shoved and spun until she was also turned around. They began to march her out again, and she could feel their discontent in anger. They wanted to lash out but they were afraid to. How was that possible, who was this woman? She was determined to find out.
 
   The soldiers walked her down the bustling crowded streets. People stared and Reena was glad that she was in the center of the soldiers because they hid her somewhat from those wide – eyed gazes and hard scrutiny.
 
   Murmurs rose up and she knew that people were talking about her. By the time they breached the gladiator’s training fields Reena was exhausted, her limbs trembling from a combination of leftover adrenaline and fear. All she wanted to do was to find a place to sit down, maybe get a drink of water and close her eyes for a few minutes.
 
   Instead she was shoved through the gates of the high gray stone structure and then into a tiny room with a barred window and a barred door. The door clanged shut behind the soldier who would shelter within the room and Reena stared about.
 
   There was not much to see. The bed was a meager pallet laid on the floor. There was a wooden hook hanging from the wall probably to dangle clothes from, not that she had any to dangle. There was a small shelf; presumably it would hold someone’s prayer relics and small personal items. She had none of those things, so she ignored the shelf and seated herself on her pallet. 
 
   Reena drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around it resting her chin on her knee. Tears came to her eyes, filling them. Where was her father? Would he be forced to go back into the arena again tomorrow, or even sometime later on today? How could she have been named as a gladiator? What did that even mean for her? The Governor had known that she was going to kill him; he had seen a knife even if he’d not been able to catch her with it. He had named her as a gladiator for a reason, and that reason was probably incredibly simple: he wanted to watch her die.
 
   He was not inclined to be merciful about it either.
 
   Her tears flowed, wetting her knees, but she made no sound as they spilled from her eyes. The room was chilled, almost dank and she was starved and tired but eventually her natural and young spirit revived itself. She stood and placed her hands on the bars that would prevent her from escaping through the window and stared out at Aretula below her. She could place her hands outside the bars and did, allowing the sun to warm her skin. She rested her head on the bars and closed her eyes, concentrating hard.
 
   She could imagine it, the woods – her home. Deep shadows, the songs of birds, the smell of moss and wild mushroom. The feel of the uneven ground below her feet, and the sound of water running in a small babbling brook. She could even taste that water if she wanted to; she could kneel beside that brook and slide her hand into the cool clear blue waters, cup her palm and bring it to her mouth.
 
   The water touched her lips, slid between, then ran down her tongue, and her parched throat opened to receive that gift.
 
   “You. Girl.”
 
   The words sent her spinning around, her fantasy forgotten. The man standing on the other side of the door was huge, scarred, and wearing nothing more than a simple cloth belted around his waist and sandals that extended halfway up his legs.
 
   “My name is Reena.”
 
   “I do not care what your name is. Here you are nobody, you are nothing. Do you understand me?”
 
   Rebellion surfaced and refused to be tamped down. She took a few steps closer to the door. Her voice shook as she replied, “My name is Reena and I do not have to prove anything.”
 
   For a fleeting second she was almost certain that she saw approval on his scarred face. “As I said until you prove yourself you are nothing and nobody. Your training will begin in the morning. I suggest you get a good night sleep.”
 
   Reena laughed, a jagged little thing that left her already aching throat feeling rawer than ever. “Get a good night sleep? Are you out of your mind? I have been dragged out of my home and into this city; I’ve been forced to go into an arena and I killed a tiger. 
 
   “My father has been ripped away from me and I do not know where he is or if he is safe and yet you come here and stand outside that door and tell me to get a good night’s sleep. Are you insane? Have the gods robbed you of your senses as revenge for something?”
 
   “I know it seems impossible. I know all of these things seem impossible to you. You seem impossible to me, a girl! I am supposed to train a girl to be a gladiator! If you fail, if you die I will be the laughing stock of all who have ever trained to gladiator.”
 
   “I am sorry to put you in such a bad position.” Reena did not even bother trying to disguise the sarcasm in her words.
 
   “You should have used the knife you know. Either way, you’re going to die. If you had simply killed the Governor and allowed yourself to be punished for that treason, life would’ve been so much easier for so many people.”
 
   “As I said I am sorry to inconvenience you so.” Reena refused to look away, this man wore all his scars proudly. That he was a veteran of many battles was visible and she knew that if anybody could help her survive it would be him. She also knew that to back away right now or to back down would be to guarantee that he would not help her.
 
   She had no idea how she knew that, she only knew that she did.
 
   “I will have a meal brought to you. Make sure you eat it all, and drink well. If you need to relieve yourself there is a bowl in the corner.” Reena refused to follow his finger toward the corner at which he pointed but she was secretly glad to have that knowledge.
 
   “My name is Reena.”
 
   His eyes met hers in a steady gaze. “If you are lucky, one day that will mean something. If you are unlucky, or unable to fight then your name will be forever lost. You will simply be the girl who foolishly pulled a knife on the Governor and died in her first battle as a gladiator.”
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “I am Hector. I am head gladiator here on the training fields.”
 
   “Were you a gladiator in the arena?”
 
   Hector’s teeth showed between his lips and what may have been a smile, “of course, there are ways for gladiators to survive the arena.”
 
   “What ways? Tell me!” Reena demanded, her hands gripping the bars to the door. As she drew even closer she pressed her face against the bars almost pulling the skin from her cheeks as she said, “what do you mean by that? Tell me!”
 
   “I will have your meal sent to you.” Hector turned and walked away without another word.
 
   Frustrated by his silence Reena paced the small cell. Where was her father? Could she possibly get out of here? How could she use the bowl without anybody seeing into the cell and seeing her do so? She had a feeling that she had been tucked into the cell for a reason. The wall opposite her door was blank, but there was no telling if anyone would walk by. Finally her need to relieve herself outweighed her concern for modesty and she ran to the bowl used it then tossed the contents out the window.
 
   She had just replaced the bowl when footsteps sounded in the corridor leading to her cell. A thin towheaded boy appeared, holding a tray. He set the tray before the door but did not open the door, “Here is the meal I was ordered to bring you.”
 
   “How am I supposed to get it?”
 
   “Reach through the bars.”
 
   Everything in Reena rebelled at that. She would have to get on her knees, reach through the bars and pull the small container of water and the accompanying cup through the bars. Then she would have to remove the bread, white soft cheese, and fruit from the tray piece by piece and pull it into the room with her. The thought of being on her knees, practically in a beggar’s position in order to eat upset her, but she had no choice, and she was starving.
 
   When she had removed all of her items from the tray the boy picked the tray back up and turned away but then he turned back. “Is it true?”
 
   “Is what true?” Reena looked up at him from her seat on the floor. The water in the pitcher beckoned her and she was so thirsty she could barely get a word out of her mouth.
 
   He fiddled with the plain rope belt he wore around his homespun robe, “Were you really going to kill the Governor?”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   “They say he killed his father you know. The whole city has been in an uproar ever since the old Governor died and the new one took over.” He left without another word.
 
   Reena drank straight from the pitcher, too thirsty to care about manners. She gathered the bread, fruit, cheese and the pitcher all up in her arms and went to her pallet. Her first instinct was to wolf the food down. Tear into it and eat every morsel of the bread and every delectable little nibble of the cheese.
 
   Experience kept her from doing so. She knew that food could be scarce, that bounty was never guaranteed to last and so she split the foodstuffs in half and hid the rest for later. As she ate she considered what the boy who had brought her tray had told her. No wonder the Governor was so young; he was the son of the Governor.
 
   Had he really killed his own father? Could he honestly be that bloodthirsty?
 
   Of course he was. She had seen it in his eyes there in the arena. He was not a kind person at all. He enjoyed blood, and seeing it spilled and she was just lucky that hers had not been spilled there that day.
 
   It would be spilled soon enough though.
 
   The thought was enough to make her lose her appetite. Reena wanted to cry all over again but there were no tears left inside of her, at least not at the moment. She stood back up and went back to the window. Looking down, looking out into the world gave her a sense of purpose. She could see the city, she could see the people on the streets, and that gave her hope.
 
   If she craned her neck she could see right beyond the walls of the city. She could see the beginning of the long green fields that stretched away from the city and toward the woods that she called home. Oh, to be home! 
 
   Yes, there she was hunted. There she was an Outlaw and death waited around every corner. But there she could run, she could fight, and she had hope. Here she was trapped in this forsaken little stone room, robbed of her ability to conceal herself, to run and to hide. 
 
   They had robbed her of her very identity; she was Reena. She was the daughter of Liam…
 
   She was the daughter of Liam. That gave her courage. She was the first female gladiator, so be it. Hatred towards the crowd surged up in her and a determination to survive. They wanted to see her die, they wanted to see her lying in a pool of her own blood out there in the dust and sand under a faultless sky while they sat in the stands cheering and drinking their wine and eating.
 
   She was not going to give them the satisfaction. If she died, if she had to die, she would do it her way. They could keep her prisoner here in the cell, they could entrap her body, but they could never imprison her mind. They could never force her to do and be something she was not.
 
   She was going to have to kill people if she was going to survive. That was what they were telling her. They were making the rules by which she would live, and she had never in her entire life lived by the rules that the Governor of this city had set out… And she was not about to start now.
 
   The door rattled. Reena turned to see the Governor standing there with a nasty smirk on his face. “How do you like the accommodations?”
 
   “I should have killed you out there on the field.”
 
   “I knew you had a blade. Tell me, whatever did you do with it? I had my soldiers search every member of the party that went to the arena with you but it was not to be found. Now why is that?”
 
   “Maybe the gods concealed it from you.”
 
   He tapped a finger on the bar, a thoughtful look on his face. “I think you are going to amuse me very much before it is all over.”
 
   “I could say the same about you.”
 
   “You are tough aren’t you? Well we shall see how fast you lose that toughness. Tomorrow, you begin training.”
 
   Reena lifted her chin, “you cannot force me to do anything. Just because you want me to be the first female gladiator does not mean that I will be. Perhaps I will kill myself long before I ever go into the arena and rob you of the satisfaction of being able to tell me what to do.” Had she really just said that? The fact that she was being so rude to him frightened her. She needed to be smarter if she was going to live but that question of what did she have to live for and why live according to their rules kept racing around in her head; it would not let her be silent
 
   “You could do that, yes. Of course, then you could not save your father’s life.” His smile grew nastier than ever.
 
   “What did you say?” She took a step closer, her own hands reaching around the bars. The soldier standing next to the Governor rapped her knuckles smartly with the hilt of his sword. Pain lanced through her hands and she shrieked but she did not let go of the bars. She reached through them and grabbed the Governor by his robe pulling him closer to her. 
 
   “Release the Governor!” The soldier flicked his sword so that the blade edge was under her chin, the sharp point tickled her throat and she saw the Governor’s smile widening, growing even hungrier.
 
   “Your father can live if you will battle for him.” 
 
   Reena’s hands fell away from his robe and she took a step back. She had to take a long breath to keep control of her voice as she asked, “What do you mean?”
 
   “For every battle that you win in the arena I will release one of the people that you fought with today. Your father will be the last to be released.”
 
   He had to be joking! There had been almost a dozen of them in that arena today! How could she win twelve battles? How could she not?
 
   The Governor backed away. “Enjoy your evening, gladiator.” The sneer on his mouth when he said the last word left no doubt in her mind that he did not think she could do it, that this was all set up. He had known how hard she would take it if she had to battle for her father’s life, and what it would do to her to know that she could not survive long enough to free him.
 
   Or at least, he did not think she could.
 
   Finally, something on which they agreed.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Reena was sure that she would never be able to sleep, but eventually she did. When she awoke, gray and rose colored streaks colored the plain walls of her cell. She lay there on her pallet, looking up at the ceiling and wondering what today would hold.
 
   Her belly rumbled and she took out the bread and cheese from the night before, eating it slowly and drinking what water was left. She left the fruit for later, wondering bleakly if there would even be a later for her.
 
   She heard Hector’s footsteps in the hall and when he stepped in front of her door, she stood to face him.
 
   “These are for you.”
 
   Reena looked at the garments dangling from Hector’s skewed hands. He had to be joking! “No thank you. I will wear my own clothes.”
 
   “Every gladiator wears the same uniform while training. There is no room for argument here.”
 
   “Do I look like the other gladiators?”
 
   “No, you don’t. The Governor himself sent word that you would be clothed as the other gladiators. You have to learn how to pick your battles girl, is this really the one over which you want to die?”
 
   Reena glared at Hector, “I cannot wear that! I would be practically naked!”
 
   Hector scratched his bare belly with one large hand, “I agree with you. I think this is a distraction for the other gladiators; I think you are going to have an unfair advantage over your partners in training today.”
 
   She stepped closer to the bars, her eyes intense, “Now tell me Hector, why would the Governor want me to have an unfair advantage?”
 
   “I am sure I have no idea.”
 
   Reena had a very good idea of why. If she developed a false sense of confidence out there on the training fields she would take that with her into the arena. That alone would guarantee her death, and would it would not only guarantee her death, it would guarantee that the citizens of Aretula would be happy to see her die.
 
   “Are there any blind gladiators Hector?”
 
   Again she thought she saw an almost imperceptible twinkle in his eye, and a slight twitch at one corner of his mouth. “No, but we have several who do not appreciate women. At least not in that way.”
 
   “Would it be possible for me to train with them?”
 
   “I believe so.”
 
   He tossed the uniform through the bars of the door and said, “you better hurry because breakfast has already been served in the hall. Get there too late and you will get only scraps.”
 
   He turned his back, but he did not leave. Reena gathered up the training uniform and stared at it. She would have to wear this and she would because she had no choice, but she was not going to like it.
 
   She took off her own clothing and put it away carefully hiding it below her pallet. She pulled on the thin leather shirt: it had no sleeves and it stopped right above her belly. It barely covered her breasts. The kilt was a solid piece of leather with multiple strips of leather over it. There was a plain belt that came with it and she had a tight knit all the way to the last hole and then passed it in order to keep it up on her narrow hips.
 
   Hector unlocked the door and stepped back to allow her to pass. If he noticed that she had worn her own shoes instead of the sandals they had provided for her, he pretended not to.
 
   The gladiator’s dining hall was a huge echoing chamber filled with plain tables. Long benches sat in front of the tables and every table was covered with wooden plates, most of them bearing the remains of breakfast.
 
   Hector and Reena sat at one table, and the same boy that had brought her tray the night before hurried up to them. He plopped down tankards of water and something that looked like wine and then dashed away again. When he returned she had two wooden plates, one in each hand, and almost plates were piles of soft scrambled eggs, dense brown bread covered in butter, and some kind of meat.
 
   Reena was too hungry and too nervous to take her time with the food. She ate quickly, her only thought that she should’ve saved her bread and cheese that morning. When they were finished eating Hector said, “it is time to go to the fields.”
 
   He stood and she stood as well. Her legs trembled and her mouth was dry despite the amount of water that she had drunk. She followed him out of the hall and out into a large courtyard.
 
   She stood there, blinking in the sun and was dazed by the sight before her. Men, and some younger boys, fought viciously. They held wooden swords and some held long spiked wooden balls on narrow chains attached to sticks; they swung those things around their heads aiming at straw stuffed figures propped up along the walls.
 
   Some of the combatants grappled in the dust, their arms and legs flailing as they fought to gain control over their opponent. How was she to survive this? How could she survive this? There was no way, she was going to die long before she ever went to the arena.
 
   Hector called one of the men over and Reena wanted to shrink backwards as he approached. He was huge! He wore no shirt and his muscles bulged, veins stood up from those muscles pulsing under the skin. Scars marked his chest, his belly, his legs and his face. That he was a gladiator who had survived many battles was obvious, and that he was not happy about being called over to where Reena stood was equally apparent.
 
   “What is it Hector?”
 
   “Kale, this is Reena.”
 
   “And what do you expect me to do?”
 
   They were talking about her like she was not even there. Or even human! Reena stepped forward, “I do believe he wants you to be my training partner today. Do you know you’re named after a leafy green vegetable?”
 
   Kale narrowed his eyes, “Are you trying to get me to kill you? It will do you no good, you must know that we’re not allowed to kill you on the training field.”
 
   “I also know that to even say that to me could get you killed for treason.”
 
   They faced each other, the untested girl and the battle-weary gladiator. Hector broke the silence, “I told you she had spirit.”
 
   Kale shrugged. “Spirit alone will not keep her alive in the arena.”
 
   Reena said, “Then tell me what will. Show me what will. I have got to win twelve battles.”
 
   “You are never going to win twelve battles.” Kale sounded almost sorry.
 
   “Not if you don’t help me.”
 
   “Perhaps not even if I do.”
 
   “I suppose we won’t know until you try. Would it kill you to try?”
 
   “No, it would not.”
 
   Hector asked, “Do you have a weapon that you prefer?”
 
   “Werebane.”
 
   Both men laughed. “That would be a neat trick wouldn’t it?” Hector looked at Kale who simply shrugged. “You need to pick a weapon, you need to get good with at least one weapon. You need him to become skilled enough with it that you can take on an opponent and kill them with it.”
 
   How could she kill somebody? It was different in the woods, and even so she had never killed anybody out there on purpose, not until she killed the soldiers with the werebane. To just walk up, to thrust the blade deep into somebody’s body; she was not sure she could do it. She had not been able to do it in the arena when she placed the Governor, as much as she had wanted to.
 
   Still, there was no choice. She looked around taking stock of the men who were fighting in the arena. “Which one of these will I have to fight?”
 
   Hector looked surprised, “what do you mean?”
 
   Reena asked again, “when I go into the arena, which one of these men will I be fighting?”
 
   Kale said, “oh, I forgot. She has never been inside the city in her life. She has no idea how the teams work.”
 
   Reena said, “Well don’t just stand there! Illuminate me! Explain this to me because I feel like you’re laughing at me and I don’t like it!”
 
   Hector said, “Nobody is laughing at you. You will fight none of these men; these are gladiators. Your battles will be against those who are convicted, who are sentenced to die in the Games. Or at least, your first battles will be. If you survive those then you will move up to the next tier. Then you will be fighting against those who are seasoned by battle; this is only one of the training fields. On the other side of the wall there are others. Those convicts who have survived their battles are trained over there just as are gladiators are trained over here.
 
   “Also over there, are those who were Culled, but deemed unfit or they were too rebellious, or they committed some other form of treason. Or they were just found to be perfect to fight. However they wound up there that’s where they are.”
 
   “How am I supposed to know how to fight somebody if I can’t see them fighting?”
 
   “That is part of being a gladiator.” Kale looked around him, his eyes scanning those fighting there in the courtyard. “We need to find a weapon that will suit you. You do not have the arm strength that these men do. And you don’t have the body strength either. You need to be able to keep somebody at bay; if they get you on the ground you are dead.
 
   “A sword might be ideal, but a sword is usually not any good against a mace.”
 
   Reena asked, “What is a mace?”
 
   Hector pointed to a man swinging one of the spiked balls on the chain and stick combination. “That is a mace.”
 
   Crap. How was she supposed to fight against somebody holding one of those things? It looked incredibly deadly, and if that was just one used for training instead of actual battle she was in a lot of trouble! “Could I use one of those?”
 
   “Yes, the training ones.” Hector stepped one sandaled foot into the sand. “The ones used in the arena are far heavier, almost ten pounds heavier. It surprises a lot of the people on the other side of the wall.”
 
   “You mean the Game is fixed.” Reena knew that accusation would not be taken lightly and it wasn’t. Hector grabbed her by her shoulders and shook her so hard that her head flopped about on her neck her hair flew all around her face.
 
   “Don’t you ever say that! If you are ever heard to say that out loud you will be murdered before you can ever take your next breath or step, do you understand me?”
 
   Hector let her go, and she stepped back dizzy and slightly sick. She had to blink several times to clear her vision and Kale stood there looking at her, his face unreadable.
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Then let’s begin,” Kale said.
 
   “I would like that very small blade thing that that man is carrying,” Reena pointed to a man standing on the sidelines. He was the only one not fighting and unlike the others he wore a simple brown homespun robe tied with a rope belt. Tucked into the rope belt was a small dirk, its silver handle gleaming in the sun.
 
   The surprise on Hector and Kale’s face was almost laughable. Hector said, “What do you think you’re going to do with that? It is practically a toy!”
 
   “It is something I can fight with,” Reena said.
 
   Kale called the man over and he came, his feet puffing up dust as he walked. Kale said, “Give me your blade.”
 
   The man lifted an eyebrow, “Whatever for Kale?”
 
   “Because I said to.”
 
   “Surely the girl is not going to try to fight with an eating utensil?” He was laughing at her! It was obvious, Reena felt her shoulder stiffen her chin came up. “It does not matter what I fight with,” she said in the sternest of voices she could muster up. “Only that I fight.”
 
   He plucked the knife from his belt and handed it to Hector, “May the gods be with her, because if they are not then surely they will not be with you either Hector. The arena will not be the same without you.”
 
   He walked away and Reena looked at Hector, a frown between her eyes. “What did he mean by that Hector?”
 
   “I told you, if you fail I fail.”
 
   She was responsible for his life too. The Governor was indeed a sadistic and cruel man. If she lost the fight Hector would die; he was her trainer and he was responsible for her. Just as the Governor had killed the beast master whose beasts had failed the day before in the arena, he would kill Hector if his beast failed. To the Governor she was nothing — as insignificant as the tigers and lions that had been chained up and let into the arena to fight and die.
 
   “I will not feel you have.”
 
   “Perhaps you should put a hefty bet on her Hector,” Kale said.
 
   “Why would he do that?”
 
   Kale said, “The man whose knife you just demanded is the one who sets the odds for the matches; he watches all of the training and reports back to his own masters. I am quite sure that now the odds he gives you are going to be very low, but then again he has not seen your spirit just yet.”
 
   They were betting on her. They were going to be betting on her very light. She would have been right; she was nothing more than entertainment — a way to while away an afternoon. Some people would make money on her death others would lose money on it. That depressed her more than she could say.
 
   Kale said, “It’s time to start your training.” A fist crashed into the side of her head knocking her three feet backwards. She landed on her bottom in the dirt with her feet spread out and her hands flailing as she tried to catch herself. She landed wrong, bruising her shoulder. She stared up at him stunned and unsure of what to do.
 
   “Get up! Get up right now!”
 
   Reena scrambled to her feet. Kale circled her and she instinctively crouched down circling in the opposite direction. He was so focused on what she was doing that she did not notice the others in the courtyard pausing in their own battles to watch her. Kale’s arm snaked out, and he had her again that time on the other side of her head.
 
   She saw that one coming, however, and managed to turn her head just enough to deflect most of the force of the blow. It still knocked her sideways, but it did not knock her down. Liam had taught her years ago to never get angry. It had been one of the things he always said to her, if you had to fight — fight smart, do not fight with anger.
 
   That was harder than she would’ve imagined. She wanted to be angry; she was angry underneath the surface. She held that at bay however, keeping her eyes on Kale’s hands. That turned out to be a mistake because while she was watching his hands he was using his feet. He gave her a hard kick in her belly that doubled her over and took all her air.
 
   In the woods there was an animal called a loosome. The loosome would pretend to be dead to lure its enemies in so that it could attack them while they were off-guard. Reena remembered that an idea came to her. She rolled her eyes back in her head and fell to the ground, where she lay still.
 
   Silence reigned. Reena kept her breaths slow, shallow and steady. She resisted the urge to open her eyes to see if she was about to be murdered right there where she lay. The sand below her body was fine, gritty and it covered her body with a powdery dust. The breeze ran across her body, cooling her down and she could feel the shirt rising up along her back showing more skin than she would’ve liked. The temptation to reach behind her to pull that down to save her modesty was strong but she resisted it.
 
   Finally she heard the sound of footsteps crunching along the sand. One of them was coming closer! She waited, not moving, pretending to be motionless and limp. She could smell him, smell the sweat and aroma of the food on his skin.
 
   With her eyes closed all of her other senses took over, and she could hear him, sense him squatting down beside her, with one thick finger prodding her in her ribs. She allowed her body to move slightly but she did not open her eyes.
 
   “Did you kill her Kale?”
 
   “I did not think I hit her that hard.”
 
   Reena was lightning fast; the blade came down as she rolled over and Kale let out a surprised yelp. Reena was on her feet, crouched down, the blade in her hand and her eyes glowing as she said, “You have a gigantic hole in your sandal.”
 
   The look on his face was almost comical. Hector roared laughter. “That was good! We might make a gladiator out of you yet! Or, you might at least survive the first battle.”
 
   “I have to survive an even dozen.”
 
   Kale asked, “Why a dozen?”
 
   Reena replied, “To save my father’s life.”
 
   “Then you better learn faster. Your first battle is in two days.” Hector’s face was grim.
 
   “Two days? How can I hope to be able to win in the arena if I’m only allowed to train for two days? Did I answer that, I already know the answer. Do you know who I am up against?”
 
   Hector shook his head, “No, they never tell the trainers for fear that we may give you an unfair advantage.”
 
   Reena dusted her hands off. “It seems to me that whoever I fight will already have an unfair advantage. I am a girl, they are going to be bigger, faster, and stronger. The two of you were gladiators; you had to have seen people when they did not think you could. You have to help me. I do not want to be responsible for your death Hector.”
 
   Kale said, “Then let’s get back to your training.”
 
   **
 
   By the time Reena was allowed to go back to her cell that night she was bruised, bloody, and her body ached all over. Hector escorted her herself and said, “I will send food for you.”
 
   Reena knew he was doing her a favor. All the other gladiators had to go to the Hall to eat. At some point during the long day she become aware that all of them were staring at her, that none of them thought that she could win, and that the gladiators were taking bets amongst themselves as to how quickly she would die.
 
   To have to go and sit in that hall next to them, to have to eat with them knowing that they thought she was on death’s door was too much to ask. She could not face that. To her surprise a small pitcher of water, several soft cloths, and a bar of soap as well as a basin sat on the shelf in her cell. She washed and put on her own clothes once more. She barely finished dressing before the young boy once again showed up with a tray of food and a small pitcher of water. That time Reena did not even offer up a protest; she simply gathered up the food that was on the tray and went to sit on her pallet, too tired to talk or to care about anything else except eating and getting some rest.
 
   The food that day was thick pieces of bread with more of the meat that had been at breakfast stuffed in between them. Alongside that was another huge hunk of cheese, this time yellow and firm instead of soft, sweet, and white. There was a small stem of grapes, and several peeled and cooked vegetables sitting in a small bowl that almost tipped sideways when she dragged it through the bars of the door. She could not identify the vegetables; they were unlike any she had ever seen before, but upon tasting them she discovered that they were delicious and wolfed them down.
 
   Loud laughter and shouts erupted from the street beyond her window. Reena staggered to her feet and stood, wrapping her hands around the bars of her window once more so that she could see out. There was a parade! There were people dressed in outlandish costumes, and others who looked like priests; or what she had been told priests look like anyway. She had never seen one in real life since they were not very abundant in the woods.
 
   What were they doing? She was not sure. The priests carried large silver containers that dangled from chains which they swung before them as they chanted and sang. There were people dressed in the skins of animals, she even saw one man with the head of a wild boar stuck over his own head. What were they up to? Were all of these people insane?
 
   The procession stopped at the building that housed the training fields. Drumming began and those who played the drums came to the front of the lines. Dancers whirled and clapped, and women laughed and threw small favors: handkerchiefs, flowers, perfumed ribbons and the like into the open gates of the building.
 
   “They cannot wait for tomorrow’s game.”
 
   The young serving boy was back. He stood looking at her, his face pale and tired. Reena asked “Why are they doing all that out there?”
 
   “It is tradition. The gladiators who are most favored get gifts, and the women and men out there are announcing who they favor the most.”
 
   He had seen all of that before; it was obvious. Equally obvious was that he was starving. Reena watched his eyes float down to the food she had not yet eaten and then yanked away. She had heard that in Aretula it was possible for servants and slaves to starve to death in the grand palaces of their masters. Apparently that was true.
 
   “What is your name?”
 
   “I don’t have a name.”
 
   He did not have a name? Was he saying that just to mess with her head? Hector had said that until you proved you were somebody you were nobody. “My name is Reena.”
 
   He scratched his arm with thin fingers, “Is it true that you came from out there?”
 
   “Out there?”
 
   “Past the villages that are protected by the city. They say you were an Outlaw and that you lived in the woods past the rule of the Governor.”
 
   “What do you mean past the rule of the Governor?”
 
   “They say you lived on the edges of the Free Land.”
 
   “Free Land? I have never heard it called that before. Why is it called that?”
 
   “Because the Governor cannot rule it.” He looked at her as if she were simple, “Everyone knows that.”
 
   “No, not everyone knows that. Out there – there are people who are living in terror. We are called Outlaws, and we’re caught, we are dragged here to the city to die. There is no such thing as free land.”
 
   Before he could say anything else, Reena went to her pallet and took out the food that she had been hiding. “Here, have something to eat.”
 
   He backed away, his hands coming up as if to ward off an evil spell. “I must not.”
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   “Yes, I am always hungry.”
 
   “Then why do you not take it?”
 
   “It is against the rules. Gladiators must be fed, I am just a serving boy.”
 
   “Are you not a person? Do you not need food in order to survive?”
 
   He was hungry. It showed in every line of his body, in the way his eyes stared at food: mesmerized and haunted. He nodded slowly, and then he moved closer to the bars. “If I am caught they will kill me.”
 
   Surely he was joking! They would actually kill him simply for eating? Before she could ask him to explain that remark, he did, “if I were to dare to touch the food that belonged to a gladiator, then I would care to touch the food that belongs to a soldier. Or Governor. We’re not allowed to eat until all of those who are of importance are fed. I’m not allowed to put myself above those who are actually important.”
 
   Rage burned deep and low in her belly. “You are important. Never let them make you think that you are not. Take it; I have been fed. Step a little closer to the bars, and eat quickly but eat.”
 
   “I cannot.” Tears glistened in his large brown eyes, he was starving – but he was also terrified.
 
   “Yes, you can.”
 
   He took the bread with trembling hands, and began to stuff it into his mouth – barely taking the time to chew it. Reena’s heart almost broke, how could it be fair for a boy whose job it was to deliver food to others be go hungry? How could anyone live under that kind of rule?
 
   What did he mean by free land? If there were lands beyond the rule of the Governor — where were they? She had never heard of them. Perhaps it was just a tale that they told here in the city, maybe it was just one of those places that had existed long before the Final War.
 
   He ate every morsel of food that she offered. When it was all gone, he looked slightly better: the rose color returned to his cheeks and his eyes were a little brighter. He stepped back from the bars, carefully wiping his face with a ragged sleeve of his robe. “May the gods favor you.”
 
   “And you as well.”
 
   He nodded and turned away but Reena called out to him to stop for a moment and he did. “My name is Reena,” she repeated. “You have a name, you have the right to a name. Never let them tell you that you don’t.”
 
   “Before I was brought here to work, my mother called me River.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you River.”
 
   He practically fled. She could hear his plain rope sandals flopping on the floor as he went. Alone again she flopped down on her pallet and closed her eyes, thinking hard. Tomorrow would be her last day of training, the day after that – she would be in the arena, fighting for her life.
 
   But not just her own life, no. The Governor was far too evil to allow her to simply fight for her own life. She’s fighting for the lives of all those who had been in the arena with her on that first day, as well as Hector’s life.
 
   Where was her father? Was he okay? Was he being forced into hard labor and starvation? Was he being beaten or mistreated? All those thoughts swirled around her head. Reena knew that Liam was a survivor; he was tough. Liam had been an Outlaw most of his life. He was used to surviving under the harshest conditions and against the longest odds.
 
   It would have been easier if she were fighting simply for her own life, and she knew the Governor had known that. It would’ve been far too easy to give up. To allow her own death, to just lay down and die and be free of it all..
 
   That brought her back to the thought of the free land. Could it possibly exist? Past the woods there was only the Barrens. Nobody ever crossed them, nobody had since Barkley and his small band.
 
   River had not called the Outside the Outside as others did within that section of land. Perhaps he had heard tales of those who had once lived Outside: exaggerations of life beyond the walls of the city. It had to be so.
 
   Once the idea of a place where the Governor could not rule became rooted in her mind, Reena could not dig it out. It was not possible, she knew that and yet it was such an incredible idea!
 
   What would it be like? Would there be no arenas? Would there be no starvation? What about Culling, would it exist? Supposedly the gods themselves lived in a land without any type of pain, hunger, or even death.
 
   The dream of a free land was nothing more than the dream created by a starving populace, people who had no patience for death to take them away from the deprivation that they knew in their daily lives. Reena had heard that somewhere, where?
 
   She could not recall and she was really too tired to try to remember it now, so she slumped into her pallet and went to sleep almost as soon as her head touched the rough pillow.
 
   **
 
   The next day’s training was even more intense. Both Hector and Kale attacked her, coming in at her from both sides. All through the long and tiring day Reena heard the other gladiators laughing, saw them pointing at her. She knew that nobody thought she would survive her first battle. She did not even think she could survive her first battle and that angered her as nothing else could have.
 
   At the end of the day when she was allowed to go back to her cell, she washed and put on her own clothing. She wanted to pray, but the gods had never seemed so far away as they did that moment.
 
   River brought her food. Reena removed some of it from the tray but not all of it. “You must eat River.”
 
   “And you must have your strength for tomorrow.”
 
   “I am sure they will feed me well in the morning. The condemned eat a hearty last meal and all that.”
 
   She was trying to joke, but there was nothing to laugh about. In the morning she would be led into an arena. She would have to murder another human being in order to save her own life, and the lives of both Hector and one of the people who had been hauled into the arena with her, was it worth it? Were three lives worth one?
 
   Who could say? It was too difficult. It was not something she wanted to think about, much less try to answer. River reluctantly took some of the food and even more reluctantly began to eat, but after a few bites he gladly accepted more when she pressed it upon him.
 
   After River was gone and she was alone, Reena stood at her window, staring down at the city below her. She wondered how the people down there could stand it, how could they stand living in such close quarters to each other? How could they stand the stink of the gutters, the noise that was constant? There were no trees within the city, and no grass either — or at least none that she could see. The ground was covered with odd stones that looked as if they had been broken into bits many many years ago and put back together badly.
 
   She longed for her own home. If she managed to survive all these battles, if she managed to survive the arena, what then? Reena was not a fool — she knew very well that the Governor was not about to let her go. He would make her fight until she was dead and that he would still come up with an excuse to kill her father and all the others.
 
   There it was, the truth that she had refused to think about before.
 
   There had to be a way! Hector spoke up from behind her, interrupting her thoughts. “I have brought you something.”
 
   Reena turned, “What is it? Is it the key to this cell and the one holding my father as well?”
 
   “You are a funny girl.”
 
   “I see nothing funny about this Hector.”
 
   “Neither do I. That is why I am here; if I were caught here I would be killed. Since I’m probably going to be killed tomorrow anyway, I figure what the hell.”
 
   “Do you really think that I will not survive tomorrow?”
 
   “I just got word of who it is you are fighting. My prayers are with you, but I do not know if they will be heard.”
 
   “Who am I fighting Hector?”
 
   “You are fighting a soldier. He was a deserter, or so they say, and now he has been brought into the arena to fight. No matter what his crimes, he is used to fighting. He’s an older man and well- seasoned in battle.”
 
   Reena’s heart sank. So that was it then. She was going to fail, and everyone was going to die because of it. Why even bother? Why not just figure out a way to do herself in right here in a cell and save everyone the trouble?
 
   Hector held out an amulet on a rough leather string. She took it, looking at it closely unsure of what it could be. “What is it Hector?”
 
   “It is small enough that you could wear it around your neck and carry it as a weapon.”
 
   “Hector, it is an amulet.”
 
   “One that opens quite cleverly. It is, in fact, a tiny jar. Be careful, don’t open it now. You will need it to survive tomorrow.”
 
   “Hector, it’s a jar.”
 
   “Yes, it is. It’s just a jar. But even a jar can hold death.”
 
   Her heart filled with hope. “Is there anything in there?”
 
   “There is. The god’s fire is in there.”
 
   The god’s fire? It was impossible! Only the highest up of soldiers were allowed to use that, only the most skilled alchemist knew how to create it! What had this cost him? Dear gods, what if it escaped the amulet and touched her skin? Her very flesh would melt from her bones! “Hector, what have you done?”
 
   “Every gladiator is allowed two weapons. You have your knife, and now you have this.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do with it? Hand it to him and ask him to drink it?”
 
   “No, as soon as you’re close enough – throw it into his face. Make sure it goes into his face — hear me well on this one girl. It must hit his face for you to have any kind of chance in the arena tomorrow. You understand me?”
 
   “Yes.” She didn’t, not really. What was so important about it hitting the man in the face? Either way it didn’t matter. She was going to use it, she had no choice. This jar and the small knife were all the weapons that she had to take with her into the arena.
 
   Hector turned to leave and she said, “Thank you Hector.”
 
   His voice was gruff and he did not turn back around, “Do not thank me. I was not the one who provided it for you.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “You have a Protector, one that must remain nameless for many reasons. Chief among them is the fact that the Governor has ordered that none shall offer Protection to you. It is a move that is already causing some anger among the spectators.” 
 
   He left before she could ask anything else. She did not really need to ask anyway, she had seen the procession the day before — people coming bearing gifts for those that they had chosen as victors in the arena. Somebody had chosen to favor her! But who?
 
   Hector was not allowed to tell her who she was fighting. It could mean his death and it probably would mean his death. He had known that and come to help her anyway. He had brought her something that could get him killed for treason, and not just him but the person who had sent it.
 
   People all around her were taking high risks for her and she had no idea why. In a way it made her happy but in a way it worried her deeply. Reena knew damn well that there was nothing free in this world…
 
   “A distant heaven is useless to a hungry man.”
 
   Where had she heard that before? She closed her eyes, trying to think and she managed to summon up a vague memory of her father’s beloved face highlighted by the flickering yellow-orange flames of a small fire, the gray outcroppings of rock behind his head and…
 
   There had been another man there, but she could not remember who he had been—only that her father had said in his mildest voice, “That is not how it was said. The quote was ‘a distant utopia is of no use to a hungry man’s belly.’ But you are right—and wrong too. Some are willing to fight for a better future, even if they are not going to be in it.”
 
   “You stubborn fool!”
 
   The memory broke and snapped, leaving her more tired and saddened than she could bear. Her heart ached and she was terrified. The little amulet weighed heavy against her heart when she put it on, it swung across her shirt and she tucked it in carefully.
 
   Her hair swung around her face as she sat on her pallet and she gathered the long black strands up, pressing them to her face, hoping for a last dim smell of the forest in the strands.
 
   She looked up and whispered, “Please help me to be strong. That is all I ask. Let me be strong enough to save the ones I love.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   The sun rose, sending long rose and gold fingers into her cell, banishing the pearly fog that had rolled in a few hours earlier. 
 
   To her surprise she had slept, and well. She was aching from all the training and hungry but clear-headed and awake. The fear was still there, she could feel it coiled up inside of her belly like a snake. 
 
   It would attack her if she let it, she could not let that happen. Too much was at stake. The amulet lay on her breast and she looked down at it, tears pricking her eyes. She would die if she had to but she would not go down without a fight. She would make her father proud of her, even if she failed to save him.
 
   That was all she could do, that was all he would have expected from her and she knew it.
 
   That did not mean she was not going to try to save him though.
 
   Hector did not come for her, two large guards did. She stared at them through the bars and they stared back at her, their faces impassive. Reena wondered what they saw when they looked at her: a young and too-thin girl with hair the color of the raven’s wings? An enemy of the Governor? Nothing at all?
 
   The lock parted with a heavy snap and her heart took an instant dive into her belly. Her breath came in a hard and ragged pant that she could not control and panic began to set in as they took her by the arms and led her down the hallways of the building in which she had been kept.
 
   The sun dazzled her eyes and her feet froze to the street surface. People were thronged around and they began to cheer at the sight of her. She was an oddity, entertainment. The only girl to have ever been a gladiator. They wanted to look at her, to see her and touch her.
 
   Reena knew that but she still recoiled from their hands and their shouts and the things they tossed at her. A tiny silk ribbon drifted across her face, almost blinding her and she yanked it away. It clung to her finger for a moment before it fluttered away on the breeze.
 
   On the ground level the stench was even worse. The incense from the temples mingled with the open gutters and the smell of fresh meat hanging from the wooden posts in the open air marketplace.
 
   Unwashed people and ones who wore far too many oils on their bodies pressed against her. The colors were too bright, the sounds almost deafening. Reena’s heart hammered and her body was weak. Would she shame her father by not being able to walk to the arena, much less into it?
 
   No dammit she would not!
 
   That was the longest walk of her life. The crowd was screaming and chanting. Some were cheering for her but others were laughing at her.”Kill, kill, kill, kill!” The word became a mindless, numb roar that echoed in her ears as she was led down a long stone stairway and into a cool and dim underground chamber.
 
   A man met her there at the door to what would be her holding cell. He said, “Hands open,” and she stared at him, not understanding what he wanted.
 
   It became clear very quickly as he patted her down, checking her for hidden weapons. “Declare your weapons.” His voice was bored as his hands patted at her breasts and legs.
 
   Reena’s face burned at his intrusive touch. How was this allowed? Why was this allowed? “I have my blade…” she knew better than to mention the amulet. She sensed it would be taken if she did. The god’s fire was illegal.
 
   His fingers reached for it and she said, “I am allowed two weapons.”
 
   “Is this a weapon?”
 
   “It carries my god.” Okay, that was a lie but who cared? It was close enough to the truth for her to be able to say it with a straight face.
 
   “Fine. You’re ready. You’re next to battle.”
 
   He left her there alone. The silence spun out and time stretched like warm and stringy goat cheese held over a low fire. That had been one of her favorite treats; would she ever taste that again?
 
   Now was not the time for such questions. She studied the amulet to keep her mind off things, her fingers memorizing its clever little clasp and her thoughts closing off until only one remained. Survival.
 
   The barred door to her cell clanked open and her guard appeared. He led her down darker passageways and she had to squint to see. It was bright outside and she knew it. She also knew that if her opponent decided to attack her as she walked from the tunnels she would have no chance against him, she would be blinded by the light.
 
   The crowd roared and screamed. Chants filled the air and she deliberately stared at the light as they walked toward it, trying to prepare her eyes for the assault of the sun. Terror had left her; there was nothing inside her but a deathly stillness.
 
   Reena did not know it yet, but that would be what saved her life that day. She entered the arena and the crowd roared and cheered or booed. The Governor sat in a long, heavily decorated box that jutted out over the arena and she looked up at him and he stood.
 
   “Ladies and gentlemen, people of Aretula, I give you—the first female gladiator in history!”
 
   Hatred filled her but she sloughed it off like dead skin from a snake’s back. She could not afford hatred, not now. The gates across from hers opened and she looked, thinking she would see the man she was to go up against, but all she saw was the chubby man who had been put into the arena with her. 
 
   Her heart sank. This was who she was saving? Where was her father or the girl Nemia? Why this man? He was the biggest coward she had ever seen and even now he was crying and shaking like a leaf about to fall from a tree.
 
   The crowd hissed and howled laughter as he fell to his knees, spouting out gibberish. The Governor called for silence and then he announced, “I hereby decree that this man’s life shall be forfeit if she loses but shall be saved if she wins.”
 
   Reena stood, stony and calm. There was nothing else she could do right then and she knew it. There would be plenty of time later for emotions and thoughts. Right now there was only her, the hot sand below her feet and the gate swinging open to reveal a scarred and brutal looking man striding out toward her.
 
   A mace swung from one of his hands and a sword was buckled to his side. He was going to kill her! The mace whipped around and the crowd cheered. The fight had begun!
 
   Reena had fought a few times in her life, mostly little scuffles between herself and other outlaw children. None of them had prepared her for this, neither had her training. This man was as desperate to live as she was, and there was no way to fake that in training.
 
   His hand reached out and caught her long hair, dragging her toward him while the mace arced down.
 
   Reena’s scalp tore as she twisted down and sideways. A cry of pain came from her mouth and her hands shook. The blade came out and she tried to drive it into his chest but he knocked her aside easily, sending her crashing to the sand halfway across the arena.
 
   The blow made her dizzy but it also got her out of his reach. She scrambled to her feet, her hand going back to the amulet but before she could open it he had drawn the sword and come after her again. The blade left a shallow nick on her right arm but the sight of her own blood galvanized her; she kicked out hard and connected with his testicles.
 
   Obviously that was not a move they generally taught to soldiers, because he doubled over with a high keening wail and many in the stands laughed and others jeered at her bad sportsmanship.
 
   His head was down and she took advantage of that fact by kicking him again, that time in the top of his thigh. That took him to one knee and she felt hope rising but then he shook off her feeble attack and came after her again, the sword glimmering and glinting in the sunlight.
 
   Reena kicked at the sand and it flew up in a gout, struck him in the face and his gaze wavered just long enough for her to sidestep the blade.
 
   She was just hanging on, hoping to find an opportunity to throw the god’s fire into his face, but the fear that had dissipated was back and in full force, making her unable to think clearly.
 
   He swung the sword and caught her just as she was turning to flee; blood spilled from her left arm that time. A neat slice opened in her flesh and she knew that if she did not do something soon he would simply hack her to bits right there where she stood.
 
   She did not want to kill him. That was the problem. She was seeing him as another human being, one forced into this battle just like she had been. She knew that was a bad way to think, but it was still true. He deserved to live just as much as she did.
 
   The blade! His face came close to hers again but the mace was whipping around it. She could hear the swish and fall of that heavy weapon as it swung on its chain’s axis. Her heartbeat slowed and time stood still.
 
   Reena pulled the blade out of her belt and threw it in an almost causal gesture, the same gesture her father had taught her years ago. The blade hit him in the throat and he staggered backward. She reached for the amulet but he dropped to his knees, a long gobbling sound coming from his mouth.
 
   He was injured and badly, but he was not dead! Reena’s eyes widened in horror as he reached for the blade and yanked it loose from his throat. Blood came out in a small fountain that made the crowd’s cheers reach a maddened peak.
 
   “Girl,” he said in an almost wondering voice, regaining his feet and stumbling as he came toward her with the mace once again twirling.
 
   He had to know his wound was fatal! He had to know it and yet he was still trying to kill her! Reena’s horror gave way to a deeper emotion, the will to live. She spotted her blade in the sand; there was no way to reach it and to use the god’s fire now, as it would be wasted and it would be seen now. She had lost whatever opportunity she had to use it in stealth as Hector had told her to do.
 
   The mace swung and she barely got out of its path that time; she felt the wind from its passing on her shoulder. She went down and as he came toward her, she shot a leg up high below his leather kilt, kicking him in that soft and unprotected flesh again and more seriously this time.
 
   The crowd shrieked along with her opponent. He toppled over, and his blood made small caked up designs on the sand. Reena rolled over, her fingers clutching desperately at the ground as she tried to get her blade.
 
   His hand came down on her heel and he began to haul her towards him, reeling her in like a fish, just like he had done with her hair. Reena fought back but the sand was slick and her fingers slid right through it, granting her no purchase.
 
   Frantic to get away, she rolled over and jackknifed her body upward, her forehead connecting so solidly with his that she saw stars exploding in her vision field. His eyes glazed over and Reena grabbed the sword he had dropped.
 
   She kicked her way to her feet and stood over him, the sword in her hand. She knew she had to do it, to kill him. She could not bear to. The crowd was screaming, holding their thumbs out in the down position that meant they wanted to see her opponent die.
 
   She stared down at his face, at the bloody wound in his throat and her lips trembled as she spoke. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “No, kill me. Send me to Elysium. Soldier’s death.” His hand waved at the air and she took a long breath.
 
   The Governor raised his hands and silence fell again. Reena looked up to see him walking to the front of his box. He held out one fist and then he turned his thumb down.
 
   He was ordering her to kill that man.
 
   Reena dropped the sword and raised her own hand. There was a salute that her father had taught her years ago a one-fingered thing that meant defiance. She used it and the silence grew even thicker.
 
   Below her the solider gasped once more and lay still, his blood a thick maroon spill on her shoes. “He’s dead!” Reena shouted. “I’m your victor!”
 
   The whispers of the crowd were too loud and she could see that Governor’s face from where she stood. It was white with anger, and his mouth was turned into a thin hard line. Reena knew what she had just done was the same thing as treason but wasn’t that why she was here anyway? What could he do to her now? Put her in the arena?
 
   The crowd began to chant and she took a deep breath, staring at the sea of faces in the stands, “Victor, victor!” 
 
   They were leaving the Governor no choice, although Reena did not know that. All she knew was that he was seriously angry but there didn’t seem to be anything he could do about it. She had won her battle.
 
   “Release the prisoner!” The cry echoed across the arena and the large man that had been sobbing in a corner near a wall looked up, his tear-smeared face holding an emotion Reena could not stand to see. He began to run, screaming and still sobbing, his flesh wobbling, toward the walls and the guards opened the gates for him, letting him pass through them.
 
   “Remove the gladiator. Bring in the next battle, I grow tired of this one!” The Governor’s words brought a cheer and Reena began to cry silently as they took her out of the arena.
 
   As they marched along the passageways she dried her tears. She would not let them see her cry. The Governor appeared, his face filled with rage and the soldiers guarding her came to an abrupt and silent halt.
 
   “You surprised me.”
 
   Reena wanted to say many things but she was afraid that if she spoke her voice would shake and betray her so she stood mutely while he looked at her a little more closely. When she did not answer he spoke again. “Now I shall surprise you. Your last match has been decided. I decided it. There is a boy named Talon, he will be your last battle—if you make it that far.”
 
   He walked away, leaving her staring after him.
 
    
 
   **
 
   


  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Reena managed to keep an inscrutable mask on her face until she was alone in her cell, but once there it fell away.
 
   Talon! Her final match was against Talon! Her mouth formed a perfect O and tears fell down her cheeks before she could stop them. How could she possibly fight him? He was her friend! He had been Culled, she had watched that happen with her own eyes. His father had fed her and her father, had sheltered them as well, despite the fact that doing so could have been a death sentence.
 
   How could she fight Talon? How could she not? Her life depended on it, so did…her heart twisted sickly in her chest.
 
   The cell door clattered opened and she looked up, not caring that her tears were visible, not caring that she was covered in blood and gore. Hector stood there, looking down at her, his face unreadable.
 
   “You lived.”
 
   “What good is it?”
 
   “Ask the gods.”
 
   “Maybe they don’t care.” Her own bitterness startled her. Today she had watched a man she had only met once run across an arena screaming and crying as he was allowed his freedom, freedom she had earned with the life of another man. “I killed a soldier to save a coward. Perhaps the gods find that amusing.”
 
   “The man you killed died as he wanted to—covered with blood and in battle. That was his life, and he died as he lived. Do not mourn him, celebrate him.”
 
   Reena used the blanket to wipe her streaming eyes. “You are not helping Hector.”
 
   “I was sent here to make sure you are ready for tomorrow’s battle.”
 
   “Of course I’m not.” Her words were hollow but they fell into the silence like bricks and lay there just as heavily. “Even if I live through all the battles to the one that will set my father free I will have to fight a friend in order to…don’t you understand? Talon is a friend. Can’t you do something to help me Hector?”
 
   “Yes, I can. But I won’t.”
 
   Reena jumped to her feet, her anger nearly blinding her. “You bastard!” Her shout echoed around the small chamber. She lashed out but he caught her hands and held them, so she kicked out instead, nearly shattering her foot on his tough shins.
 
   “Let me know when you are done with that useless anger. All you are doing is tiring yourself out and tomorrow you have a battle.”
 
   “I have killed someone. Do you know what that means?”
 
   “Yes, I do. It means you are alive.”
 
   “Hector, I can’t fight Talon. I won’t.”
 
   “Then you will die. That boy is not the one you knew, not anymore. They saw to that. He was trained in the Targut camp. Over there they wash their minds clean of everything so they can turn them into killing machines. They have always held the most victories of any training camp. They turn out gladiators who become legends. Remember that when you go up against him, you remember him—but he does not know you, not at all.”
 
   “Maybe he will know me when he sees me.”
 
   “What he will see is a moving target.”
 
   The silence spun out. Finally Hector sighed and said, “I came here to give advice, do you want it?”
 
   “Run like the place is on fire?” The humor in her voice was false but it was all she had.
 
   “Cut your hair Reena. It almost got you killed today. Don’t let it get you killed tomorrow.”
 
   She looked away from him. Cut her hair? No! That was all she had left to remind her of her mother! But he was right, and she knew it. Grayson had almost killed her today and might have if he had been able to use her hair as a rope to haul her in. She remembered what that felt like all too well and her heart pounded against her ribs.
 
   “Why is this happening to me Hector?”
 
   “Because the gods chose you.”
 
   “Chose me for what?”
 
   “I don’t know but they had to have a purpose in mind. Keep your head up, there are still many more battles before you have to fight your old friend, maybe things will change before then.”
 
   Reena sat there, her arms wrapped around her legs, every limb trembling. She had murdered a man today, and yet nobody thought what she had done was wrong. If she had done that out in the woods, trying to protect her home or her family or even her own life she would have been branded a traitor and an Outlaw. She would have been ordered to die.
 
   Again.
 
   She ripped the bloody clothes off, tossing them out the window of her cell. She watched them float to the ground below but they did not stay there long. Two little boys wearing rags and carrying a plain woven basket snatched them up and ran away with them.
 
   “They just took my clothes,” she said in a wondering voice.
 
   “They will sell them in the marketplace. You just gave them enough money to eat for a week.”
 
   Reena screamed and whirled around to see River looking n at her. She grabbed the blanket off her pallet and hastily covered her nude body with it. “Why are you spying on me?”
 
   “I brought your meal.”
 
   Reena was instantly sorry; she had no business screaming at him, his life was hard enough. “Thank you. How was your day?”
 
   He blinked at her. Reena could tell nobody had ever asked him that before and she wanted to weep with the unfairness of it all. “You’re going to need clothes.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “My mother is a seamstress for one of the houses along the river. I’ll go to see her tonight; maybe she has something you could wear. You can’t go in the arena naked.” A slim grin lifted his lips. “Not that there is anything wrong with you naked.”
 
   Reena tried to give him a lofty stare but it failed. She took her meal from him and broke the chunk of bread in half, divided the steaming fowl into pieces and pushed them at him. River looked at her, his eyes grave as he said, “You need to eat that.”
 
   “I am going to try to eat what I have here but…after today…” Her throat closed and she had to fight to keep her eyes dry. “Look at me River, am I a monster?”
 
   ‘No, you’re just what they are making you be.”
 
   Her voice shook, “And what is that?”
 
   He came a little closer to her door and he looked up and down the hallway before he spoke in the softest of whispers. “They are chanting your name out in the streets. They say you are making the Governor look like a fool. The people think you are going to be the straw that breaks the Senate’s back and makes them decide to overthrow him once and for all.”
 
   What? Thunderstruck, all she could do was stare at him. River ate hastily, wiping his hands clean on the rushes that lay on the floor so that no grease or crumb would betray him. When he finished he said, “I will see you in the morning.”
 
   He left before she could say anything else and she went back to the window and peered out at the darkening streets. The people never noticed the time here in the city, or so it seemed. They were always moving about and the lateness or earliness of the hours never seemed to matter to them.
 
   Right now there were men down there singing and laughing as they stumbled along, a heavily curtained litter was pausing near a shop and hordes of urchins were running amok, begging for food and money or favors from the rich passer-by.
 
   Looking down, Reena realized that what she was staring at was life. It was a life that was far different than the one she had known before, but it was still life. She rested her head against the bars and closed her eyes, trying not to remember the screams of the man whose freedom she had one today.
 
   Now that it was over, she knew why she had hated them so much, why she felt the urge to send a knife flying in his direction. He had expressed the fear and the sorrow that she had not been able to express there in the arena. He’d run away, he’d had the luxury of being able to run away and she hadn’t.
 
   Where was he right now? Drinking in a tavern, telling all of his friends about how he’d escaped death so narrowly? Or was he hiding, afraid that somebody would see him and recognize him from his ignominious flight from the arena?
 
   Tomorrow would be a new day and she would have to kill somebody else. She knew Hector was right, she had almost gotten herself killed today but she just could not bring herself to cut her hair.
 
   The sky turned darker yet; stars came out and went down on citizens of the city. Reena watched them until dawn cracked its way across the sky.
 
   **
 
   She had fallen asleep at the window, and her entire body was stiff and cold. She ached everywhere and as she tried to climb to her feet she realized that she had lost the blanket somewhere in the night. She found it, snatching it up hastily as River paused in front of her door.
 
   “I brought you something.” He was grinning and she drew closer.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “My mother made this, it was for one of the boys of the house but he did not like it, so since I thought it would fit you, she added some things to it and now you can wear it in the arena.”
 
   Reena stared as he pulled garments from below his own rough rope. The shirt was one piece; it tied on the sides with bright red lacy ends; the heavy leather had been worked until it was supple and soft but the over shirt was not. That leather was tough, almost hard. While it also had red laces as decorations, this time in the front, she knew that it would easily deflect a knife blade although would not give her much protection against a mace or anything else.
 
   The skirt was stunning, strips of red leather hanging from a black belt over top of a chain mail underskirt. The gauntlets that would run up and down her arm were black and red leather as well, crested with tall silver spikes and laced with red and black ribbon that fluttered merrily.
 
   “River, your mother could be killed for removing this from her house.”
 
   River’s face darkened. “She’s dying anyway. She’s had the bad cough for almost three months. She spitting blood and has been for weeks. It won’t be long now.”
 
   Reena’s heart turned over in her chest. River and his mother both deserved more from their lives than this. They were treated as if they were not even human! And why? Because that was the law according to a few people? “I’m sorry River.”
 
   “Don’t be sorry, be victorious. You don’t know this because you’re in here so you don’t hear and you don’t see. They want it that way, that’s why you’re not in the training areas with anybody else. That’s why you’re up here, so you can’t really see too much of what’s going on in the city and nobody can talk to you about it.”
 
   Reena clutched the garments to her chest, “River, I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   His smile was crooked, “You will, before long you will. I can’t say anything else.”
 
   “Will you have breakfast with me?”
 
   “Yes, I will. And I will thank you for it.”
 
   “It’s the least I can do. Please tell your mother I said thank you.”
 
   She divided out the food and set hers to one side while she turned away to put the garments on her pallet. She was still stunned by them and shaken by his words and so she was not paying much attention.
 
   The heavy thump caught her attention. She turned her head to see River lying motionless on the floor, blood pouring from his mouth. “River! River!” She cried his name and went to her knees in front of her door, her hands reaching to the bars to try to touch him. Tremors rocked his body and more blood poured from his mouth.
 
   “Don’t eat,” he grunted.
 
   What was he talking about? What did that mean? Her eyes fell on the hunk of bread lying near his outstretched hand. The food! Someone had poisoned her food! Fear made her mouth so dry she wanted to reach for the water but she did not dare. Her belly rumbled and she knew that fighting while hungry was dangerous, hunger would dull her senses.
 
   Who would she fight today? She did not know, was not sure she wanted to know either. She was no fool; whoever she was going to fight had a powerful Protector, one willing to kill her in her cell. The Governor might have ordered that as well…or had he?
 
   It was too confusing and River was shivering all over, his eyes beseeching her for help she could not give.
 
   The water or the food? Which was poisoned? River had not tried the water, only the food. She heard the footsteps of the guards and she reached through the bars, desperate and terrified. She had to look as though she had eaten the food and was sick or they might just kill her here and now.
 
   River stirred and coughed. His face was pale but he managed to get to his feet just as she pulled the last of the food inside the cell and the guards rounded the corner. He wiped his bloody mouth and his eyes, sunken into dark pockets of flesh, told her that he knew he would never see her again. Whatever this was, it had been meant for her.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
 
   “Make my family proud.” He staggered away from the cell as the guards opened it. He fell into the wall and dropped into a tiny alcove across the way, nobody noticed—all eyes were on her. Reena began to cough and shake, forcing her body to shiver was not at all difficult, spasms were tearing through her. She was sobbing but without tears.
 
   They said poison was a woman’s weapon, but was it really?
 
   “I have to get dressed,” she managed to gasp out. “I don’t feel well this morning.”
 
   River managed to get up and make it down the hallway. He was trying to die somewhere out of sight; that fact broke her heart. He would not betray her, even though he was dying.
 
   An older soldier said, “Turn your backs.”
 
   They did and she dressed, her fingers fumbling and tears threatening to blind her. There was no time to lose; she had to get past River before they saw him. His mother’s garments fit her like a glove and when the door opened she leaned against the guards like she was sick and barely able to walk.
 
   River was standing a few feet away, his head down. None of the guards paid him any attention, but she saw the small drip of blood on his rope sandals and her throat clenched tightly, making a harsh gasp break from her throat.
 
   He slumped over and a hoarse rattle came from his chest. One of the guards stopped and looked over at him. “Who is that?”
 
   “Just a servant. He looks like he has the bad cough.”
 
   The soldier shoved River away; he fell against one wall and Reena stood there silent and pale as his face went still and waxy.
 
   “He’s dead,” one of the soldiers observed. “I heard his mother had the sickness too. Better tell the housemistress so she can get his things burned.”
 
   That was all. He mattered so little that they did not even try to figure out what had happened; they just assumed he had been sick. Maybe none of them knew anything about the poison in her food but she could not take that chance so she allowed her body to continue to tremble.
 
   This day was much like the one before. She was herded into the arena when it was her turn and she stood there, waiting to see who would come out the door. Who was she supposed to save today? Who was it that she might fail, who was it who might watch her die and then be murdered themselves right there in front of the crowd?
 
   It was her, Nemia. Unlike the man whose life he had fought for the day before Nemia walked in unaided, her head up and her shoulders square. She had pride, and it showed. When the guards told her to hold she took a slow deliberate step forward and looked at them with a smile on her face that dared them to say anything about what she had just done.
 
   Who was that girl? How did she dare to do these things? She had to be an Outlaw, there was no way she wasn’t. She had far too much pride.. It made no sense at all.
 
   The horns sounded, their brassy notes ringing out into the air. They were signaling the arrival of her opponent and Reena’s hands went still. The trembling that she felt in them earlier had not been faked. She really had been terrified, and she still was in some small corner of her being, but she was also aware that this was probably going to be a day that she used the god’s fire inside the amulet.
 
   Her opponent today was young, and slammed. He looked nothing like the man that she had fought the day before and she knew just by looking at him that he was not a hardened or seasoned gladiator. What was going on? Why were they sending him in to fight her?
 
   The young man stepped to one side and held out a hand toward the door that he had just walked through. The crowd went nuts, screaming and cheering so loudly that the stands almost shook with the thunder of their applause.
 
   That’s when she saw him, he looked like Colossus! He could not be human! He was taller than any man she had ever seen, and his body was so heavy with muscle that his bare legs and upper arms looked like tree trunks had been transplanted onto a human’s body.
 
   The slim young man gave her a saucy wink and turned around, skirting a cute little curtsy at her opponent.
 
   The crowd went wild again and Reena stood there in the center of the ring, staring and totally bewildered. Her opponent began to strut around the perimeter of the ring, raising his arms above his head and shaking his fist in the air. The crowd began to throw things at him, small favors and even some fuels. She saw the wink of a ruby in the bright green gleam of an emerald.
 
   The thin young man ran about the ring picking up the gifts from the audience  and depositing them within his kilt. Upon occasion he was pulled his kilt just  a little higher, not enough to show anything but just enough to make the crowd roar its approval.
 
   “It’s a show.” Reena looked around herself to see who had spoken those words before she realized that she herself had. That’s just what it was, he was putting on a show! The crowd was eating it up, clapping and cheering and still throwing things on the ground.
 
   During her training she had overheard a gladiator say that some gladiators became extremely wealthy and bought their way to freedom; she had been sure that was a lie but now that she saw all these things landing on the sand she could understand how that would be possible.
 
   How did he do it? How did he get people to love him so much that they were willing to do this for him? The gems that were hitting the ground were expensive, as were the other favors. How did he make them love him so much?
 
   When he was done working the crowd and his helper had gathered up everything that was worth his attention, lifting his skirt in the back for one last little cheeky flirt with the crowd his helper fled the arena, his long hair flapping out behind him and his thin legs speeding across the littered sand.
 
   Reena was still bewildered and stunned, and she heard them announcing that the match was starting but she did know how to begin it. What should she do? She had no idea, really.
 
   The giant she was fighting did though. He came at her, slapping his hands across his gigantic arms and flexing his muscles so that his nipples bounced up and down in an incredibly disturbing manner.
 
   The crowd roared its approval all over again, but all she could do was wonder how on earth he had gotten to be so oversized, and why people seemed to find that attractive. She was paying attention to him and his antics and so she forgot all about the fact that he was there to kill her.
 
   Too late she realized that was exactly what he had wanted from her. His heavy meaty hands swung out and hit her so hard upside the right side of her head that it knocked her to the dust, sprawled out and almost unconscious.
 
   She could hear the crowd screaming at her, booing her and laughing at her too. They were cheering for the other guy, and she wasn’t sure that she didn’t blame them. If she had to make a bet, she’d probably bet on him and hope for the best.
 
   Nothing was making much sense at that point and she doubted it ever would again. There was nothing to do but try to avoid him, but it was easier said than done. One of his gigantic  fists planted itself in her ribs, taking her breath away. She rolled to one side, using her elbows to try to pull herself along, having already learned that the sand was too slippery to get her fingers into.
 
   He kicked her again, and ironically that would’ve made her laugh under any other circumstances. Maybe this is exactly what she got for having been such an unfair fighter the day before. She managed to get her foot up and into that soft spot that she was so sure would hurt him but he merely grabbed her by her ankle and flipped her neatly back over onto her back before twisting her ankle so sharply and painfully she was sure he was about to break it.
 
   Her screams rang out, filling the arena with a shrill piercing sound. He reached down and grabbed her by her shirt lifting her high into the air and twirling her over his head. The ground spun crazily and all she could do was try her best to stay balanced, but she had a feeling that whatever he was about to do to her it was about to become extremely unpleasant.
 
   She was right. He threw her across the arena and she landed hard in the sand. Her ribs met the earth along with her spine and a sharp pain shot through her entire body. That pain took her breath. She did not have time recover before he came lumbering up to her and landed yet another fierce kick into her belly.
 
   She caught a glimpse of a few faces in the crowd. They looked bored: one man was chewing bread as if he had nothing better to do with his life than to watch her die while he ate. Maybe he didn’t.
 
   He reached down to pick her up again and this time she let him. As soon as his arms grabbed her shirt her hands went to the amulet around her neck and her fingers opened the little clasp.
 
   He lifted her above his head and she poured the god’s fire directly into his upturned face. At the same time she kicked as hard as she could, sending her foot into his chest with so much power that she felt the force of that kick ricocheting all the way up into her hip in the back part of her spine.
 
   The gods fire was powerful and immediate. She could smell his eyes literally cooking within their sockets. He screamed and fell backwards, taking her down with him and she had to turn her head and roll as fast as possible in order to get away from him. At that moment she was more afraid of the god’s fire than him.
 
   “You little bitch!”
 
   Reena scrambled to her feet. Terror flooded through her, he was so huge… What if he got up again? She heard Nemia cheering wildly and she wanted to yell at the other girl to just shut up and quit distracting her but she couldn’t. She grabbed her blade and tried to strike it into his chest but his armor and the muscle over his rib cage was so thick that it had deflected the blade easily.
 
   The audience was screaming and cheering; she could hear their cries and she knew that many of them were not cheering for her. They were in a state of shock, of disbelief. Their hero had fallen, and this frail looking young girl was the cause of it.
 
   He did get up. His hands came out and he tried to find her. His hands pounded empty air and his fingers snapped closed inches from her face and body as she danced away from him. There was nowhere to go; she had to do something. The fire had damaged his eyes but had not damaged his body; he was still capable of killing her and now he was angry enough that he would do it slowly.
 
   There was nothing around except for his weapons, which were still on his body. She would have to take them from him in order to use them against him. How could she do that, how could she kill this man? She had no choice and she knew it.
 
   His hands swung out and she ducked below them and then she ran as fast as she could in the opposite direction. The crowd went nuts again, screaming and yelling and calling her a coward. That was just what she wanted, she wanted her opponent to know that she was fleeing.
 
   Just as the noise from the crowd reached its apex she spun around suddenly and ran back at the gigantic gladiator. His hands had stilled and he was listening intently, cocking his head from one side to the other like a bird trying to figure out which direction she had gone. She flew past him, one hand coming out and grabbing at the sword in the cities on his side.
 
   It came out easily, with a long whicker of sound. Too late he realized what she had done, and he spun around trying to reach for her but she had moved away again in the opposite direction.
 
   The crowd was chanting again, this time they were chanting kill and she knew that’s what she had to do, would do, but that did not mean that she did not wish she did not have to do it. “May the gods take you in and comfort you,” she said and then she swung the heavy sword as hard as she could in the direction of his neck.
 
   **
 
   It was over. The Governor had called for her to be removed from the arena and for Nemia to be released. He also made the announcement that there would be five days between this battle and her next, time for her to cleanse herself in the temples and she rested so that she could fight with odds as good as the other gladiators.
 
   Following an announcement a voice in the crowd called out, “It does not seem as if she needs to have more odds in her favor.” That laughter that rang out after that cry made her afraid. These people expected more from her than she or anyone could give.
 
   When she got back to her cell that night, Hector was waiting with a smile on his big, grizzled face and he said to her, “Give me the amulet.”
 
   She took it off without question and handed it to him. She knew if he had something to say he would say it so she waited and eventually he did speak again. “Do you know what you did today?”
 
   “Killed a gigantic man.”
 
   “Always the smart-mouthed one, aren’t you?”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “Today, you won the crowd. They went there to watch you die and they were prepared to cheer for your death. When you left that arena they were cheering for your life. Not only that the girl whose life you saved today now owes you a favor, as does her entire Temple.”
 
   “I’m sorry, what?”
 
   “Her Temple.” Hector looked at her, his head tilted to one side. “You do not know who she is, do you?”
 
   “Should I?”
 
   “Yes, you should. She’s of the Temple of Isis. At one time they had more influence on the government than any other Temple but that was before the old Governor died. He was a follower of theirs.”
 
   “I guess it’s too bad he died then, isn’t it?
 
   “I would say so, and for more than just the Temple of Isis. Nonetheless, they owe you now. You do know that because you want to battles you now get a day out, and to rest and to worship. If I were you I believe I would go to Temple.”
 
   He did not have to tell her which Temple he thought she should go to. “Hector, the boy that brought me food. River, that was his name, he died this morning.”
 
   “I heard. He had the bad cough.”
 
   “No, Hector that wasn’t it…”
 
   Hector reached through the bars of her cell and grabbed her dragging her toward him. When her face rested against the cold steel and her belly did as well, he kissed an almost silent whisper, “He had the bad cough.”
 
   He released her and she staggered backwards, dread boiling up in her stomach. Hector knew that was a lie! He had to of known. Did that mean he was in on it? Hector looked at her through the bars, his eyes impassive. “The bad cough is a terrible thing, don’t you agree?”
 
   Reena knew right then that there was somebody listening and that Hector knew it even if she didn’t. “Yes, it is. He told me his motherhe told me that his mother had it too.”
 
   “A man should die in battle, or at least doing what they think is right.”
 
   Reena said nothing else, she didn’t have to. They both knew that River had died because she had fed him and if she had not fed him he would still be alive, but she would be dead.
 
   “I would like to go to Temple tomorrow.” That was a lie; Reena had never been to the Temple in her life. Her father had always taught her that the gods lived in the woods in the air and in people, not in some far-off distant utopia. Outlaws did not really have much access to temples.
 
   “I will arrange to have you taken first to the baths and then into the temple.”
 
   **
 
   Reena stared around her at the walls of the bathhouse with absolute wonder and a little fear. She had never seen anything like it. She grew up bathing in the woods: in streams, lakes and the occasional small trickle of water from underground sources. She never seen the bathhouse and it was a little frightening.
 
   The room she had been ushered into held a large square built into the floor; it was filled with steaming water, water that was a silky green color from the plants and oil that had been poured into it.
 
   There were four woman standing around and all of them were looking at her as if she were a strange creature. “Have you never taken a bath before?”
 
   “Of course I’ve been to the baths before. Just not in anything like this. Do  you have to be here with me?”
 
   “Yes, this is our duty.”
 
   The woman who had spoken was older and she didn’t look like she was about to take any nonsense either. Reena was a little afraid that if she didn’t actually get into the water herself they would simply pick her up and hurl her body into it. She stuck a toe into the water, testing it quite gingerly.
 
   She yanked her toe back with a screech, “it’s too hot!”
 
   “Says who?”
 
   “Says me!” She glared at the woman who had spoken earlier. “I’ve never taken a bath with water that was heated.”
 
   “Whatever do you mean?”
 
   “I grew up in the woods.”
 
   “Oh, it’s true then! Some people think that is something that the Governor just made up.” One of the other women elbowed her and gave her a glare that was designed to shut her up.
 
   “Why would he make that up?”
 
   Nobody answered that. Reena was beginning to understand how politics worked although she would’ve never been able to say that out loud. She did not know that she was learning it because she did know that such a thing actually existed.
 
   Reena decided to simply take the plunge, literally. Anything was better than standing there naked while those women stared at her. She turned around and just jumped into the pool, her bottom scraping the floor when she landed. Her head broke the surface and she heaved out a breath, “I’m going to fry in here!”
 
   “Close your eyes and just relax. Lean your head back and I’ll put this pillow below it.”
 
   She did as she was told. The water did begin to cool some and she began to relax. Tense knots that she did not know were inside her skin and bones began to loosen and as they did she relaxed even further until she was almost limp.
 
   “This feels pretty good.” There was no answer and when she cracked open her eyes she saw that the women were gone. Was their job just to make sure she actually got in the water? Reena kicked her feet a little and let her fingers trail down into the smooth liquid. The scent coming from it was almost miraculously fresh especially after the smell of the city.
 
   It reminded her of trees and spring blossoms, of leaves lying on the dense moss. Before she realized what was happening she had fallen asleep.
 
   Once upon a time long ago there was only emptiness. And out of the emptiness came a great man, bringing with him a people that would become the rulers of the city so great and powerful that no others like it would ever rise again in the world. Aretula.
 
   Or so they said, but there were those who did not believe that. There were those who questioned whether or not Aretula was in fact the greatest city in the world and it was the only one city within the world.
 
   Many of the citizens of the city had become discontent; they were tired of the rule of the Governor and his decree that only those born of his line should ever rule the city. People began leaving the city, going to the woods. There they became known as outlaws and traitors. To live free was to risk the wrath of the Law. Many of those who ran away did not care about the law, and even there in the woods there was discontent. They began telling stories of a land beyond all lands, a place past the great desert — a place where people could decide for themselves which gods to worship and which Law to follow. It was said there in those lands that the great Barkley was not known as a hero, but rather a criminal.
 
   There were some who even dared to say that Barkley had been forced to take his tribe and leave those lands, to cross the great desert and to seek shelter within the fallen city that would one day become Aretula.
 
   Many thought that tale was a lie. Despite the past that the city had taken everyone knew that across the great desert was to risk certain death at every turn. Surely only a hero could have done so!
 
   “But father, if there are lands beyond these woods, beyond the great desert, why are there no stories and songs of them?”
 
   Liam looked down at his daughter. It was night and very dark. They had not been able to make fire today because the Culling was taking place, and building a fire was to risk being spotted by the keen eyes of the soldiers.
 
   “At one time there was. Those songs were not allowed to be sung; it is said that when Barkley brought his tribe through the desert he told them that they must all forget everything that they knew in the other lands. That they would never return there and so that place was to be erased from the memory and heart.”
 
   “Why would he want to forget it father?”
 
   “I suppose there were two possible reasons for that Reena. If he really was a hero and there was nothing left of those lands it would hurt his heart to remember them. If he was indeed criminal and he had been ousted from those lands, he would want to erase the memory of that place from his people’s minds so that they would not miss it and wish to return and so that they would not betray him or themselves as criminals to anyone they met along the way.”
 
   “Why is being a criminal so bad father? We’re Outlaws after all.”
 
   “Yes, we are.” He ruffled her midnight-black hair with an affectionate hand. “These things are ancient Reena and are not for us to know. All we need to know is that we have chosen to live free. And that comes with a price, and sometimes the price is hard to pay.”
 
   Do you think forgetting the tales and songs in that old land was Barclay’s price?”
 
   “It could’ve been, yes.”
 
   “Father, when do you know if the price is too high?”
 
   “The price is too high when other people must pay it for you. Never forget that Reena, when other people must pay the price for what you have done then the price is far too high.”
 
   A hand on her shoulder brought her back to wakefulness. Her eyes popped open and she screamed, a long and hoarse scream that felt like it was ripping out the walls of her throat. That scream went on and on; once started, it seemed impossible to stop.
 
   It did stop though, eventually. Nemia stared down at her, her eyes slightly amused as she asked, “do you feel better now?”
 
   Reena said, “What are you doing here?”
 
   “This bathhouse is attached to the Temple of Isis. All who go to the Temple must bathe first, did they tell you?”
 
   “Yes, they told me but I didn’t realize that it was part of the Temple.”
 
   “Well it is. You were dreaming, most people who come here do. Did your dream tell you anything important?”
 
   “No, why would it have?” She did not want to share her dream with this girl. She didn’t know why, but she felt like something was going on and she couldn’t understand what it was.
 
   “It’s just a question. Are you ready for the next part of your bath?”
 
   “The next part of my bath?” She knew she sounded like she was mocking Nemia so she added, “Forgive me. I’ve never been in a bath house before.”
 
   “That’s not surprising. The last I heard Outlaws didn’t exactly build them all over the woods.”
 
   “You don’t have to be so mean.”
 
   “I’m not being mean, I’m trying to make you laugh.”
 
   “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Because you look like you need it and that’s part of what we do here at the Temple, we give people what they need.”
 
   “What I need is a magic weapon that will keep me alive through all the battles that I have to face down to free my father.”
 
   Nemia didn’t answer that instead she said, “The next section of the bath is in the other room. Here let me hold the towel so you can get out.”
 
   She did hold the towel for her, which turned out to be a large rectangular piece of cloth so soft and so fluffy that Reena wanted to curl up inside of it and go to sleep. Instead she followed Nemia to the other room where yet another pool awaited her, this one round.
 
   Reena expected the water to be hot so she plunged in and when she came up, sputtering and gasping it was to see Nemia grinning at her. “This water is freezing!”
 
   “Yes, it balances out the hot water from your first plunge. It’s good for the skin.”
 
   “At this point I don’t think I care about my skin, I just want out of here.”
 
   “You only have to stay in it for a few minutes, just long enough to cool your blood back down and wake back up.”
 
   Although Reena grumbled, the cold water actually felt good on her fevered skin and she was almost sorry when she was told she had to get out. Next she was taken into a small chamber, also tiled in the same fantastical marble and gold as the rest of the bathrooms, but this one did not have a pool in it. Instead a small bed in the shape of a long cable sat in a direct center of the room.
 
   Nemia directed her to get up on the table and lie down. Reena was exhausted by then, but it was a better kind of exhaustion she had felt a long time. Her skin was tingling and felt sleek and smooth, and she smelled fresh instead of like old blood and sweat.
 
   Nemia moved around in front of her and took her wet hair into her hands, massaging something into it so that it lathered up. When it was filled with the sweet-smelling lather, she poured a bucket of cold water over Reena’s hair.
 
   Once Reena’s hair was washed, the other women came in and began to rub flower- scented oils into her body. The well was heavy and thick, almost unpleasant and Reena was about to protest when one of the women took up what looked like the broken edge of a shell and began scraping it along her body.
 
   “Ouch!” Reena glared at the shell and her hands. “Are you trying to rip my skin off?”
 
   “No, we are cleansing your body. If you do not believe me, merely look at the line along the edge.”
 
   Reena did and then she wished she hadn’t. A dark discoloration ran along the wavy edge of the shell. Was she really that dirty? She did take a bath every chance she got!
 
   When the back side of her body was finished, they flipped her over and did the same to her front. Embarrassment made her squirm and close her eyes tightly; she had never had anybody touch her in this manner before, and she was terribly afraid that they would think she was unclean.
 
   Nemia took those fears away by saying, “There, we’re all finished now. This isn’t just about cleaning your body, this is about cleaning away all the cares and worries that the world puts on you. Most people don’t even know they’re carrying those things around although I believe you do.”
 
   “Am I the dirtiest human being you have ever seen?”
 
   “No, not at all.” Nemia gave her a brisk pat as she said, “I have brought a robe for you to wear while you meet with your company.”
 
   Reena blinked. “What company?”
 
   “What happens here in the Temple is sacred, nobody may spy upon you. There is a room that even if somebody wanted to spy upon you they would be unable to hear you or to see you. It locks only from the inside and sounds refuse to carry beyond its boundaries. It’s a very old room, and it was brought here from the arena years ago.”
 
   “I don’t think I want anything to do with anything that was in the arena.”
 
   Nemia pointed out, “We have both been in the arena.”
 
   There was no way to argue that one, so Reena merely followed the other girl to soundproof chamber where Nemia paused and said, “Thank you for saving my life. But I’m not the only person you need to save. I know you won’t understand it, but we knew you were coming, the priestesses here the Temple I mean. I’m not a priestess yet, although I’m working on it.”
 
   Reena asked, “What are you talking about?”
 
   Nemia leaned very close to her ear and whispered, “Go into the chamber with an open mind and listen with an open heart. You are already an Outlaw.”
 
   Reena entered the room and the door swung shut behind her, making her jump. Praxis! She caught her breath. What was he doing there? He was dressed in a plain black robe bound by a silver-colored rope, sandals and his hair was uncovered.
 
   “Well, you’re still alive I see little Outlaw.”
 
   “No thanks to you. Where’s my father?”
 
   “I don’t know. They’re moving them around a lot, the ones you’re battling for a meeting. The Governor is afraid that someone might tell you the location — I don’t know what he is afraid of. It’s not like you’re going to escape from that tower.”
 
   “Is he okay?” Her whole heart was in the words, she had to know.
 
   Praxis took a long step towards her. “He’s all you have in this world, isn’t he?”
 
   “Yes, my mother’s been dead since I was a child. My father is all I have and I will do anything to get him back.”
 
   “I see you used the gift I sent you.”
 
   Praxis? Praxis had sent her the amulet? But why? He was a soldier with everything to lose. Hector had said that the Governor had made it very clear that she was to have no Protectors. Why would he risk of that? All of her questions must have showed on her face because he said, “we have a lot to talk about I know.”
 
   “No, we don’t. All I want you to tell me is where my father is.”
 
   “I’ve already told you, I don’t know.”
 
   “I think you’re lying.”
 
   “You may think what you like, but it won’t change things.”
 
   “Then why are you even here? If you can’t help me and won’t tell me where my father is or if he’s okay, why are you even here?”
 
   “He is okay. He’s being fed and cared for. He’s not being beaten nor is he being made to labor. I don’t know if that eases your mind any but that’s the best I can offer you.”
 
   It did ease her mind, quite a bit. “You still have not told me why you’re here.”
 
   “Because this is the only place we can talk and be safe.”
 
   What could he possibly have to talk to her about? There was a small table set in the room and on it were dishes covered with high domed silver lids. Praxis indicated the table with a wave of his hand, “Would you like something to eat?”
 
   She hesitated. After nearly being poisoned to death by food she had been very careful about what she ate, and with good reason. Her stomach was born angrily and she looked away, blushing.
 
   Praxis stepped closer to her and his finger tilted her chin back so that she was looking him and his eyes. “Are they not feeding you?”
 
   “I don’t dare eat it now that I know somebody is trying to poison me.”
 
   The expression on his face was too funny not to be genuine. His fingers slid down her neck and around it and he hugged her to his chest. Reena had never had a boy touch her like this before and Praxis was at least twenty! He was not a boy anymore, he was a grown man!
 
   She rested her head on his broad, strong chest. She could feel his heart beating below and she closed her eyes, listening to that comforting sound. “Reena, you must eat. Tell me how they poison the food.”
 
   “I don’t know.” Tears sprang to her eyes and her voice quivered. “I would’ve died afraid. I would have eaten it but I didn’t, instead Ri… A rat got to it. I watched it die, it was horrible.”
 
   “I see, someone paid to have you removed from the games then. It’s not unheard of, and people can lose a fortune out there on the arena stages.”
 
   “Do you mean somebody would kill me simply because they had placed a bet against me?” Indignation made her push away from him, but as soon as she was away from him she missed him. His body heat still clung to her skin, as did the fragrance of his body: warm, masculine and clean.
 
   “Yes, they do it all the time. Nobody likes to talk about it but we all know it happens. We will have to make sure that that does not happen to you again, who are your guards?”
 
   “I don’t know. They don’t talk to me, they’ve never told me their names.”
 
   “Could you describe them?”
 
   “I don’t really pay very much attention to them. Usually they’re in full armor anyway, including facemasks. I guess they’re afraid that I’ll kill them.”
 
   Praxis sat at the table and began taking the silver covers off the dishes. “Sit down Reena, you need to eat.”
 
   What if it was poisonous? It was a risk she had to take, she was literally starving. Besides she would rather die out here far away from her prison than inside it trapped like a rat.
 
   Praxis deliberately tasted everything on the plates and drank straight from the pitcher. Reena knew he did that to prove to her that none of it was poisonous and as soon as she understood that, she grabbed at the food and began to stuff it into her mouth as fast as possible. Praxis said, not unkindly, “Slow down. You don’t want to make yourself sick.”
 
   Reena stopped eating immediately, aware of her rudeness and her lack of manners. She set the huge hunk of bread that she had in her hand down carefully next to her plate and looked up at him — keeping her gaze level.
 
   “I still don’t understand why you’re here.”
 
   “Of course you don’t, they don’t teach you anything really in the woods do they?”
 
   “What the hell does that mean?” She bristled at the very tone of his voice, it sounded like he might be making fun of her..
 
   “Reena, when you are riding on my horse with me, when you were talking to me, I was falling for you. I know you think that’s crazy perhaps or even foolish. Perhaps you even think that I am making that up but I’m not. You are the most unusual girl I have ever met and I want to spend some time with you.”
 
   Bitterness fluttered her heart. Oh great, she was finally getting to meet somebody that liked her: a boy — a man — who wanted to be with her and take up time with her. Not just any man either, a handsome and sophisticated soldier and she was about to be murdered in the arena. Wasn’t that just perfect?
 
   Reena said, “well, look at this way. If you did start courting me you would have to worry about it being a lifetime commitment.”
 
   “I’m hoping that it will be.”
 
   Reena’s bread crumbled to bits in her fingers and she scattered crumbs all across the tablecloth. “Praxis, are you a fool or have you just suffered one too many blows to the head? I’m a gladiator, did you not see the size of that thing I had to fight yesterday? It was huge! I don’t even think it was human!”
 
   Praxis actually laughed at that, “A whole lot of people don’t think he’s human. Or that he wasn’t rather. Do you know what he definitely was though?”
 
   “No, what?”
 
   “A crowd pleaser. He knew how to make the crowd respond to him and to love him. If he had chosen to rise up against the Governor, the crowd would have followed him Reena. He would’ve been the people’s champion.”
 
   Reena knew that this was getting more to the point of the reason she been brought here to his Temple. She could sense something in the air; having grown up in the camps she knew what alliances were and the way that people would work with each other to make something happen. Hector, Nemia, and Praxis were all working together, but to what end?
 
   “You don’t have to tell me that you like me Praxis to get me to listen to you. Either way, I’m going to die, so asking me to commit some kind of act of treason is not really going to freak me out.”
 
   “You could survive every match.”
 
   “And even if I did I don’t think that the Governor would let me go. You don’t think so either. Say that you believe that he will.”
 
   Praxis didn’t answer, he didn’t have to. Both of them knew that the Governor’s promise was false. Reena toyed with a piece of meat, shredding it into bits, her appetite entirely gone. “Do you think he will honor his promise to my father?”
 
   “No,” Praxis said gently. “I believe he’s honoring his promise to all the ones whose coming before because he has no choice. But the day you and your father stand together in the arena, I do believe he will have a little surprise for you but I’m not sure what it is.”
 
   “That’s the same thing I think. But I think it’s going to be spears from the soldiers.”
 
   “I would never lift a weapon against you Reena, you have to know that.”
 
   “You brought me here to the city, how can you expect me to believe you?”
 
   “Granted, I did. But at the time I did not know you and I thought you were just another Outlaw.”
 
   “Are you happy being a soldier Praxis? Do you believe in what you do? Has it ever occurred to you that the only thing that the Governor wants is to push the boundaries and own everything and everyone around him?”
 
   “I know that. The answer to your first question is yes, or it was yes. Before this Governor I was happy being a soldier.”
 
   “He’s an evil man.”
 
   “I think most of the people of the city would agree with you on that one.”
 
   “What about you, would you agree with me?”
 
   “If I didn’t I would never have sent you the amulet.”
 
   “Why would you agree to be a soldier?” Reena wanted to know, she didn’t know why she wanted to know but she did.
 
   “Yes. My father is a soldier and my father’s father was a soldier. I grew up in the city with the expectation that I would become a soldier and that was all I ever wanted.”
 
   “Maybe you just wanted it because you didn’t know anything else.”
 
   Praxis smiled at her, his full lips split apart to reveal his even white teeth, and Reena wondered what his lips would be like on hers. He must be a good kisser. Had he kissed a lot of other girls before? She was willing to bet that he had; he was just too cute to not have girls like him.
 
   “I suppose you could be right. So tell me, what is it like to grow up in the woods?”
 
   “It’s beautiful. It’s also scary, especially on nights when they are Culling. You have to be very careful; you can’t have fire, and you can’t sleep very often either. Even the safest places aren’t safe then.”
 
   “It seems like the Outlaws move around a lot.”
 
   “Are you trying to get information from me?”
 
   “Yes, but not about the Outlaws. Have you ever seen the great desert?”
 
   “I’ve seen the boundary of it. It’s at least five days walk from the section of woods that I know best.”
 
   Praxis leaned forward, his elbows on the table and his food forgotten. “What is it like, the desert I mean. Is it really as big as they say? Is it really dry and barren? Is it really completely made of sand like what is in the arena floor?”
 
   “I don’t know how big it is. I don’t think anyone knows; you would have to go into it to really see it and they say once you go in, you never come out. I do know that they send soldiers there to get sand to bring back here. But they usually go through the old Post Road instead of the woods because it is faster.”
 
   “Yes, it is faster but it only takes you to one edge of it and even that edge pleats off into the woods. Most soldiers are afraid of that section of woods, not only because of the risk of being murdered by Outlaws but because of the stories of the mythological beast that lives within those woods.”
 
   Reena almost asked him what beasts he was referring to but she shut her mouth over that just in time. That might be something that she could use later, something that would help her to stay safe if she ever got out of this city and back into her woods.
 
   Slyly she said, “There are beasts about.”
 
   There was a knock on the door and they both stiffened. Praxis put his hand to his sword and Reena reached for the first weapon she could find, a heavy wind cup. Praxis lifted an eyebrow at her when he saw her choice and she shrugged, “beggars can’t be choosers.”
 
   Praxis went to the door and leaned against it,  there was a small hole in the door's center had been made for peering out and he used it before saying. “It’s Nemia. Our time is up.”
 
   As soon as he said that, Reena was sorry that she had to go. She wanted him to hug her again, to take her in his arms and press her against his warm body and maybe… maybe even kiss her.
 
   Before he opened the door, he reached into a fold of his robe and pulled out a small packet. “You will need this at your next battle. I think you know what it is and how to use it. Hide it well. Also, take the sword.”
 
   She stared at them, confused “What sword?”
 
   “You’ll know when you see it.”
 
   He reached for the door and Reena’s heart sank. He was about to show her out. He paused though, and his hand moved from the door to her shoulder. He drew her in, holding her close and she snuggled against his chest, her own heart beating in a rapid rhythm that matched his.
 
   “I want to kiss you.”
 
   “Well, what are you waiting for?” Reena barely got the words out of her mouth before he was lifting her face up to his. Their mouths met; his lips were firm yet soft and his tongue parted hers, snaking inside her mouth and licking her teeth and her tongue.
 
   The kiss was fleeting and over far too soon. Praxis stepped back from her with his chest heaving and he said, “You must go now.”
 
   He opened the door and ushered her outside.
 
   **
 
   The packet was werebane. Reena carefully hid it where she knew that nobody would search for it. She used several strands of her own hair to braid a slender rope. Once she had that, she put the packet of werebane on the outside of one of the bars that covered her window. It would not be seen from so far below and it could not be seen from inside the room.
 
   She had never had her cell searched before, but she had a feeling that things were about to change. She figured hiding the werebane was probably just a precaution but if there was anything that being an Outlaw had taught her, it was to listen to her gut. And her gut said after her visit to the Temple she was going to come under a lot of scrutiny.
 
   That night her food was brought to her by someone she had never seen before: a tall and slender man with light brown hair and gentle blue eyes. Unlike River he did not appear to be hungry or dirty. His robe was of a good quality cloth and his sandals had slender silk ties.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   His lips curled into a smile, “I’m Clive. I am to bring you your food from here on out. It seems you were exposed to a near-death situation.”
 
   Reena’s face paled. How did he know this? Why was he saying it out loud? Clive balanced the tray in one hand and added, “We can’t have servants with the bad cough bringing you food.” Then he winked at her, a slow and careful wink that made her senses light up.
 
   In as neutral a voice as possible she said, “No, we can’t.”
 
   Clive held up one finger as she reached for the food and then, so fast she barely saw it, he lifted a few morsel of each offering to his mouth before nodding at her.
 
   Reena took the food slowly and carefully. Clive did not die and eventually he said, “I must have the dishes back. They have been set aside for your use, and yours alone.”
 
   Reena stacked her food on her pallet and handed him the dishes back through the bars. He gave her a little nod and strode away, whistling cheerfully. Reena sat on her pallet, staring down at the food and wanting to weep again.
 
   Poor River. What had they done with his body? Simply tossed it and his meager belongings onto the rubbish piles and burned it all? She would not have doubted it.
 
   Life was cheap here in Aretula.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Reena’s days off flew by and yet dragged all at once. She was taken out to the training fields by hector, who taught her a few new tricks and nearly put her eye out with one of them. She was allowed to use the communal shower, it having been cleared for her use, and she was taken out once a day and paraded up and down the streets in the company of the guards.
 
   Hector had told her that she had to win favor among the people and Reena had asked, “Why is nobody allowed to give me anything?”
 
   “There is no restriction on the gifts you may receive in the Arena, only against you having a Protector.”
 
   “What’s the difference?”
 
   “The difference is that in the arena anyone may give you anything and you may keep or discard what you wish. I told you before, many a gladiator bought their way to freedom with those rewards. A Protector is one person. The arena is many. Don’t forget that. One person may make a large difference but an arena filled with people can make all the difference.”
 
   “You aren’t talking about just battles in the arena are you?” Reena was shrewd and so was he. He knocked her into the dust and dirt and then he helped her to her feet only to hiss into her ear, “Never say those things out loud or we are all dead.”
 
   In her cell she stared out at the streets, watching the people and wondering who they were, where they were going, and why they were on the street to begin with. The Temples all blazed with light and the taverns did too.
 
   Nemia would have been sent to one of those taverns if she had not chosen the arena. What was so bad about them that she would have chosen death? She asked Hector the next day and he roared laughter but did not answer her except to say that was a child’s question.
 
   Later that evening, after her parade down the streets and her dinner, after the sun had set and she had grown bored with watching the people, she sat on her pallet, her legs tucked below her and began to recite, under her breath, her alphabet and numbers.
 
   It was an old game. When she had been young and the Culling was taking place, the woods had been a terrifying place. Not only because of the risks of running into the soldiers but because the fire that they used to keep wild animals—predatory and nocturnal—at bay was an even bigger risk than it was a safety precaution.
 
   The dark had always frightened her when she was young and her father would tell her stories, and teach her numbers and the alphabet. Reena began to trace out letters on the floor with her fingers, invisible to the eye but clear to her. She wrote her name and her father’s and then she did a lot of sums in her head.
 
   It helped to ease her growing boredom and helped her to feel reconnected with her father although he was nowhere near her.
 
   Praxis had said they were moving him around a lot because they were afraid. But afraid of what? It seemed silly to be afraid of one Outlaw.
 
   **
 
   The next day was her last day before the arena. Hector showed up at her door and asked her if she had ever visited a library.
 
   “No but I have heard of them. I heard…my father told me that if someone knew how to read they could use books to learn things, to escape from the world they are in for a little while. He also said the books used to be kept in libraries.”
 
   His head tilted to one side. “Have you ever seen a book?”
 
   Reena’s face burned but she kept her eyes level. “No but my father has. He told me about them.”
 
   “I see. Well, you have a free day. Today you may go anywhere you like. You have gone to Temple as mandated by the Law, you have done your duty as a gladiator—you have hyped the crowd and thus helped to ensure that the games are what people are thinking of, and not the starvation and other ills in the city—and you have had training.
 
   “Come on, today we go to the library.”
 
   “Why are we going to the library?” Reena was stupefied by his harsh words. Hector was usually far more careful; he was talking like a man possessed and angry. Why? What was happening?
 
   He took her out and into the streets. As usual she wore her gladiator garb, as she had nothing else. People stopped and stared; many pointed and a few even touched her for good luck.
 
   Hector took her down a thankfully quiet series of side streets after they left the main thoroughfare and they walked briskly until they came to a tall and imposing structure. Hector said, “This is as far as I go. I will return to fetch you.”
 
   Reena gave him a surprised look, “Why aren’t you coming in?”
 
   “Because I cannot read and one must be able to read to enter.”
 
   “How do you know that I can read?”
 
   “I don’t but I am hoping that you can.”
 
   “Maybe I cannot.”
 
   “You better learn to fake it then; they are opening the doors.” Hector practically vanished and Reena looked at the old wizened man who opened the door and blurted out, “I can read.”
 
   “I would have expected nothing less from Liam’s child.”
 
   Her face paled. “How do you know whose daughter I am?”
 
   A ghost of a smile touched his chapped lips, “The entire city knows child. It is all the citizens can talk about.”
 
   His hands grasped her shoulder and he practically yanked her through the doors before clanging them back shut again. He ushered her through a series of long rooms, all of them filled floor-to-ceiling with books. Reena stared around her, all of her thoughts caught up in a maelstrom that she could not control long enough to ask any questions.
 
   When she finally did regain her wits slightly it was to ask, “Was my father here?”
 
   “Long ago. Before the Culling that threatened to take the woman he loved. I’m Argo, by the way. What would you like to study today child?”
 
   “I don’t know.” There were people, mainly male, scattered around the long tables, all of them bent to their books with a seriousness that made her almost nervous.
 
   “Maybe you would like to see Liam’s favorite of the books.”
 
   Reena blinked back the tears that threatened. “Yes, yes I would like that very much please.”
 
   Argo beckoned her with a crooked finger, “Right this way please.”
 
   **
 
   The tome that he took out was old, thick with duct and so fragile that some of the corners crumbled away as she tried to turn the page. She looked up at Argo, who gave her a sad smile. He had seated her far from the others, using the excuse that she was a gladiator and this was a place of peace—but she knew there was more to it than just that. It had something to do with the book in her hands.
 
   “One day it will fall apart just like the rest of them. The paper is too weak and thin but as long as there are those willing to pass along the stories and rewrite them so that others will know them, our gods will live.”
 
   He drifted away and she opened the book again, staring down at the yellowed pages and the crumbled dust stuck in the creases. The ink was faded to the point that it was barely legible and the text had been underlined in places.
 
   The cover had been stamped with some kind of gold—the words had heavy curlicues there, making it hard for her to read, but she had finally made out the words: Greek mythology.
 
   The inside of the book was filled with tales of the gods. She knew most of them by heart since her father had told her those stories just like every parent told their children the tales of their gods. There were many not listed within the pages but that was not unusual. Nobody seemed to know where Isis had sprung from after all.
 
   Why would this have been her father’s favorite book? She closed it and stared down at the cover, her eyes going back to the spine, the broken and creased corners of it and her head tilted to one side. There was something within the spine!
 
   Her heart beat loudly as she looked around to check to see if anyone was paying any attention to her; they weren’t. Reena opened the book again, pretending to be perusing the pages while her nimble fingers plucked the folded paper from the spine.
 
   She had seen her father’s handwriting before, when he taught her how to shape her letters in the sand and dirt, so she recognized it and a lump filled her throat.
 
   The message was simple and to the point—hastily written. Don’t let them trick you into seeing me as a grove of apples.
 
   A grove of apples? What was he talking about?
 
   Her mind cleared and she saw it all again just like she was standing there:
 
   They were in the woods, below an apple tree. It had been a long and hard winter, they had come across some bodies—frozen and withered away by hunger—near the cave that they had taken up residence in that season.
 
   Many Outlaws chose to travel in larger groups. It was something Liam was not willing to do; he said the safety found in numbers was not worth the greater risks. Bigger numbers of people meant more in-fighting, more potential betrayals and intrigues. It meant not being able to be as unobtrusive, and that heightened the risk of being seen by the soldiers.
 
   It was one of the larger groups that they were facing down now. Spring had arrived and with it small hard green apples, not yet ripe but they were being plucked from the trees in a tiny grove and devoured anyway.
 
   Liam said, “If you leave them a little longer they will be sweeter.”
 
   The leader of the Outlaw band facing them drew his spear, a shabbily whittled thing and aimed it at Liam, “These are our trees. We will eat from them as we like.”
 
   Liam said, calmly, “Here nobody owns anything. Here we all share, it’s part of the pact we made when we entered these woods.”
 
   “These are ours!”
 
   Liam put his hand on Reena’s head. Her belly was roaring and whining, her mouth already twisting and filling with spit. It had been two days since they had eaten and the apples, though green, would have been good. She knew what that touch meant though; it meant to stay silent and to follow him.
 
   “You are too in the open here in the grove. There are soldiers around.”
 
   Liam was giving them fair warning. Earlier they had seen the soldiers riding hard across the desiccated lands of the meadows that stretched out on one side of the woods, bound for the Old Post Road; here in the groves there was little shelter and nowhere to hide.
 
   “What of it?”
 
   “You would be better off telling your people to gather what they need and to leave here.”
 
   The leader sneered at him again. “You just want us to go so you can take the fruit!” His teeth were black with rot, his face almost gray. Desperation had turned him from man to something else entirely, something almost animal-like and Reena stepped closer to her father.
 
   “May the gods be with you,” Liam had said softly before leading Reena away.
 
   They had gotten about a mile away when Liam spotted a thin but healthy rabbit and ran it down, returning triumphantly to her side with their dinner dangling from his belt. Reena asked, “Why wouldn’t they leave even after you told them there were soldiers, Father?”
 
   “They think they need those apples, that those apples are important in their lives and maybe they are. They could take some with them and live but they are too afraid to notice that fact. They think by clinging to those trees they will survive.”
 
   “Will they?”
 
   “Wait and see.”
 
   The next afternoon they had heard screams from the distance. Reena knew those sounds were coming from the groves. She huddled closer to her father, squeezing her eyes shut tight as he snuffed out the small cooking fire he had been building inside the cave and then rolled the heavy stone over the tiny opening that served as a door.
 
   The stone cut off the sounds of the slaughter but later that night they went out to the groves and buried the bodies. Liam had looked her in her eyes and said, “Never let your own fear and your wish to hang onto something—or someone—get you killed Reena. Do you understand me? There is always another way, a way out without death if you are smart and fast and ready to run. Tell me you understand me.”
 
   She had said that she did but she hadn’t, not then, but she understood it now. Liam was telling her that she should run away.
 
   She had always been obedient to her father if not the Law, but this was one time when she could not, would not, obey him.
 
   He was far more important to her than anything else in the world.
 
   **
 
   The day dawned clear and bright. Clive brought her breakfast as he always did. She knew that he was risking his own life for hers, just by tasting her food, but she could not bring herself to like him the way she had liked River.
 
   After she had eaten, she stood at her window looking down at the city. Her clothing had begun to itch and she wished she had something else to wear. She longed for the soft supple leather of the deer  hide that had been worked by her father’s hands. Or her own.
 
   The sound of the soldiers’ footsteps in the hallway was loud. She squeezed her eyes shut trying to pretend that she was somewhere else and that they were not coming for her. That today would not be the day when she had to step once more into the bloody battlefield and try to save someone else’s life as well as her own.
 
   Why was she doing this? It seemed so futile. It was obvious that there was no way the Governor was going to spare her or her father and she was tired… So tired of the blood in the battle and the crowd.
 
   It was as if all her emotions had been placed inside a bottle with a hard stopper to prevent them from coming out. She felt cold and empty. It was as if she was standing to one side watching herself walk inside the phalanx of soldiers and trying to figure out how she was no longer actually present within her own body.
 
   The night before she had left a small amount of water in her pitcher. Into that water she had poured half of the packet of werebane. She had no fire with which to boil the poisonous plant leaves, but she could and did leave her knife soaking in it overnight. It was not as potent as using the boiled down concoction but it was still strong, and still lethal.
 
   When she entered the arena, the crowd was on their feet clapping and cheering and screaming her name. Reena looked up at them and then she did the only thing she knew to deal. She raised her middle finger in a rebellious salute and a statement of exactly what she thought of them. To her utter astonishment they screamed and clapped louder! It was as if the insolent gesture had not angered them at all, but rather amused them.
 
   Jewels and favors began to fly into the arena. She sought diamonds winking in the dust and she stared upward at them, wondering if they were all insane here. Even those people dressed in the poorest of garb threw things at her.
 
   She felt some small emotion beginning somewhere deep down inside her, but she ruthlessly clapped that stopper back down on the bottle that housed her emotions and refused to allow it to surface.
 
   The gates opened and one of the women who would have been on the cart with her was brought out into the sunlight, blinking and shivering. Reena walked over to her and said in a tight and very controlled voice, “I’m going to do my best to save your life. Do us both a favor, pick up whatever you think we can use after this battle — that is if we live through it. Even if I do not, perhaps you can bargain your way free with whatever you find on this forsaken earth.”
 
   The woman stopped shivering and her tears dried. She looked at Reena standing in front of her so calm and still and it was as if that calmness and stillness transferred itself upon her own person. She lifted her head and looked Reena directly in the eye as she said, “Yes Mistress.”
 
   Mistress? She was nobody’s mistress! She was not even in control of herself. It seemed to calm the woman though the she did not correct her. The woman was scampering about, gathering up stuff. The crowd was growing restless, so Reena decided to give them a little more entertainment. She walked towards the box where the Governor sat and when she got a few feet from it she lifted her hands above her head high in the air and shouted, “if you really want me killed, why not bring your swords and come down here yourself? Do you fear me so?”
 
   Uh-oh. She might’ve gone too far with that one. The crowd fell silent and the hush was so thick she could hear the sound of the other woman’s footsteps as she shuffled across the sand to pick up another bauble.
 
   From somewhere in the crowd a woman’s voice cried, “All men fear women deep down inside if they have any sense at all!”
 
   The roars of laughter that rang out broke the tension and the crowd began to clap and cheer again. Reena was looking upward and the Governor was standing, his hands braced on the outside railing of his box and his face wore an expression that was anything but amused. She had just pissed him off worse than she had ever angered him before.
 
   The gates opened as her opponent came out and the crowd fell silent once more. The nails erupted in cheers and shouts.
 
   This couldn’t be real! There was no way they could honestly expect her to fight… It was two gladiators, riding in a chariot. They were both heavily armored, even the horse was armored! The battle horn had not sounded yet and the two spun around the arena raising their arms and their spears and swords while the crowd went crazy.
 
   Reena stood silent and still, watching the woman gathering up her own favors run to the side and stand near one wall. Her face was a white smudge with too dark circles where her eyes should’ve been. She was utterly completely terrified; Reena could see the wet spot on her skirt that attested to that. She didn’t blame her, there was no way she could fight two men — two gladiators! — armed with such an array of weapons and in a chariot! 
 
   Reena said a quick prayer. If she ever needed help from the gods, now was the time. The battle horn sounded and the two gladiators in a chariot made mocking little bows in her direction before slapping the reins down hard on the horse’s rump and aiming the chariot directly at her.
 
   There was not much she could do, running was about her only option, so she did. She could feel the ground shaking below her feet, feel the heat of the horse’s breath on her back and she managed to slide to the right, going down on the ground and onto her back flying across the rough sand. A sword cut through the air where her head had been, another second and she would’ve been decapitated. The close call shook her more than she cared to admit and she rolled to one side, wedging her body down below a small outcropping made by the lowest of the seats in the stands.
 
   That was how she avoided the next blow. The crowd began to boo her and she could see how fast their favor was switching. Anger at their very fickleness filled her as she rolled out from underneath the outcropping while the chariot rode its way around the arena, its occupants waving and laughing and cheering on the crowd.
 
   She had to think; she had to figure out a way out of this. She only had her blade and no other weapon. Looking around she spotted a man’s walking staff nearby. She ran along the lower section of the arena, and grabbed it away from him. He cried out in protest but she yelled back at him, “May the gods pay you for your favor!”
 
   Her father had told her a story once, a long time ago. About a man who had held off a veritable army on horseback with nothing but spears. She didn’t have a spear; she had a walking staff, but then again they didn’t have an army either.
 
   The chariot started to come back around and she took off running again, this time in the opposite direction from it. She had to time this just right if she was going to make this work.
 
   She was sure she couldn’t make it work, but she was going to try anyway when the chariot was almost opposite her on the other side of the arena, she took off running across the arena dead at it. She held the staff up in front of her and took a deep breath.
 
   She knew how to throw a spear; she often hunted with them in the woods and while her targets then were usually far bigger than the small space that she was aiming at now and the staff was not sharp; she was pretty sure that it would work if her aim was good and true.
 
   The staff hurtled through the air, flying low. The two in the chariot had not yet noticed her coming towards them; they were too busy playing to the crowd. Either that or they thought she posed no threat.
 
   The staff went into the wheel, right between two spokes just as she had planned it. Even Reena could not believe the luck of that shot. The staff jammed the wheel of the chariot, which was going far too fast at that moment. The staff caused the wheel on one side to snap completely off and the chariot tumbled into the dust. The horse screamed in fear as its passengers and its burden suddenly vanished.
 
   The horse began to scream and buck wildly, foam flying from its mouth. One of the gladiators, stumbling out from under the wreckage of the chariot, was not watching where he was going and the horse’s hooves struck him dead in the face, knocking him to the ground. The horse began to paw and stomp him. Blood went everywhere and Reena shuddered all over, horror at what she had done finally breaking through that impenetrable bottle.
 
   The other gladiator was already dead; it appeared as if his neck had been broken in the fall. The crowd was on its feet, proclaiming her to be the victor. Reena could not believe the carnage that had ensued from something as simple as an old man’s staff. She hadn’t even planned it that way; she had merely thought to get them out of the chariot so that she could maybe have a fighting chance.
 
   The horse shied and ran and she let it. The woman’s life she just saved pressed herself closer to the wall, her arms shielding her face as the horse ran in wild circles around the arena. Reena went to the chariot and removed the staff that she had taken from the stands and with it still in her hands, she approached the man who it belonged to. When she drew abreast of him, she held it up over her head so that he could reach it, and looking up at his face as he looked down at her she said, “thank you Sir, and the gods.”
 
   The roar that went up at that was even louder. The horse had stopped running, and was standing in the middle of the arena with its head down and its sides heaving, covered with foam. Reena had never ridden a horse before and she had no intention of approaching the beast.
 
   She looked up and saw murderous fury on the Governor’s face. He had planned for her to die today; he’d actually planned for her to die several days before and she was confounding his plans, something that was not making him very happy at all.
 
   Reena gave him a low mocking little bow and then she extended both her middle fingers up high in the air and brought them towards him. There was no doubt that she was giving him and solely him that salute. That time the crowd’s laughter was so loud it hammered at her ears and she knew she had done it: she had won the approval of the crowd.
 
   But at what cost?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   “The gods have taken revenge on you by making your mind as weak as goat milk!”
 
   Reena looked at Hector. They were still in the dim passageways below the arena, awaiting the escort that would take her back to herself. “Have you ever tasted goat milk Hector? It’s very strong.”
 
   Hector’s chagrin was written all over his face. “Do not let your mouth run away with you Missy. I will kill you right here and suffer the consequences!”
 
   “Then why don’t you?”
 
   “Back! You are worth it!”
 
   Hector stomped off into a corner and drew his fist back as if he was going to punch the hard stone wall, but thought better about it and dropped his hand to his side. He spun around to face her, “what were you thinking? Do you not know what you did out there? Do you not know what this all means?”
 
   “Yes, to all of that. I did it on purpose and I would do it again. As far as I’m concerned the Governor can go…”
 
   Hector hushed her by slapping his broad hand right across her mouth and pinching her nostrils shut. For a moment Reena was afraid that he actually was attempting to murder her but then she realized that he was merely trying to make her be quiet. When he removed his hand from her mouth she said, “you told me to win the crowd.”
 
   “So I did. I didn’t mean to do it this way.”
 
   “I saw no other way. Most of those people out there don’t really care if I live or die Hector, and you know it.”
 
   “That is true of all gladiators Reena, why should you be different? Why do you feel that you are special?”
 
   “I’m just a girl! This isn’t fair Hector and you know it! And I’m a girl. I’m not supposed to be fighting in the arena, I’m not supposed to be…”
 
   “You’re not supposed to be doing what?” Hector drew closer to her and for a moment she thought that there might be actual pity in his face. “We don’t design our fates,, the gods do that for us. You are here because you are meant to be here, it’s your destiny.”
 
   “What about the people that I’ve killed Hector? Was it their destiny to die? And if so, why?”
 
   “You ask too many questions.”
 
   Her shoulders drooped and she stared at her feet. “I want my father.”
 
   “I know you do. You will see him again, but not today.”
 
   “Why can’t I just see him?”
 
   “You know the answer to that Reena. Look here comes the guards. It’s time to go back to your cell.”
 
   The soldiers were not alone. The woman whose life she had saved that day was with them and Reena looked at her, uncomprehending. “Why are you still here?”
 
   The woman drew herself to her full height, which was not very high. She was maybe five foot four. “You saved my life and so you are now my Mistress. I will serve you from here on out.”
 
   “I have no need of a servant. I live in a cell, I don’t have anything to give you, I have one change of clothes and I’m wearing it. There’s nothing that you can take care of for me.”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong Reena,” Hector said. She will have the freedom that you do not, she can come and go as she pleases. Many of the richer people who been imprisoned have made use of their servants even while they were kept in cells. It’s her wish to serve you, and it’s her duty. Except it gracefully and do not anger the gods by spurning her gift.”
 
   “Hector, I can’t…” She halted, seeing the warning look on his face. She turned to the woman and asked, “what’s your name?”
 
   The woman’s brown hair was streaked with gray but her face was remarkably unlined and Reena wondered just how old she was. Her blue eyes were keen and unclouded and when she smiled she had all of her teeth. “I’m Octavia.”
 
   Reena might still have protested except at that moment she looked over at Hector and saw a look on his face that she had never seen before. He was looking at Octavia with a soft warm smile on his face and he was actually straightening his shirt as Reena watched. Why, he was trying to make a good impression on Octavia!
 
   There was precious little amusing about her situation but that was funny. Reena bit back a smile and said, “Well I guess if you can’t help me, maybe you can help out Hector once in a while. Maybe you can get him to dress a little better. It seems he has suddenly and remarkably developed an interest in doing so.”
 
   One of the soldiers actually chuckled and Hector turned a dull brick red before regaining his composure and shooting Reena a filthy look before saying, “We must get back to the cell. You have three days before your next battle and you need some training.”
 
   He marched in front of their escort all the way back to her cell.
 
   **
 
   Octavia, as it turned out was a lifesaver. Because she had the freedom to come and go, the guards set her up in the room across from Reena. At night she spread her pallet down in the hallway in front of Reena’s door and Reena moved her pallet over to the door.
 
   The two found that they had a lot in common. Octavia was only twenty-one years old but her life had been a lot harder than Reena’s. She had been sent off to an arranged marriage when she was only fourteen. Her family had been vendors at the open air markets and her husband’s family had run a small store. It was a step up in the world for her and she knew it. But after she failed to bear him children three years in a row his family grew impatient with her and declared her unfit.
 
   Her husband was allowed to divorce her and he did. He sent her away with nothing more than the clothing she wore and three silver coins: one for each year that she had been married to him.
 
   A woman alone in the city was a woman at risk and Octavia had quickly run out of money and since her own family would not take her back (a divorced woman was a symbol of shame to both her own family and herself), she began to do odd jobs in the market, hoping to earn enough money to one day open a stall of her own in order to support herself.
 
   She had barely been scraping by, sleeping in whatever shelter she could find on the streets and eking out a miserable living with her small jobs. Then she had been accused of thievery, a crime she said she had not committed.
 
   “It’s not unusual Mistress,” Octavia said as they lay on opposite sides of the door on their pallets. “It’s easy for someone to accuse you of a crime, simply because they don’t want to pay you for the work that you did and that’s what happened. I had no way to defend myself, I didn’t have the five coins necessary to higher representation and so I was found guilty.”
 
   Reena was horrified. “And for that you were sent to the arena?”
 
   “No, for that I was sent to the taverns. I did not want to be there, I had had enough of men taking from me what they wished without my permission when I was married. I fought a man who had hired my company for the evening, almost killing him with a tankard of ale and that is why wound up in the arena.”
 
   Reena asked, “How could they just sell you to the taverns and demand that you do whatever the tavern keepers say? That’s inhumane!”
 
   “That’s life here in the city. Many women are taken to the tavern. Some come from the farms, they are Culled...”
 
   “I know about that. My own mother was to be brought to the taverns. It’s why my father took her and ran, it’s why he became an Outlaw.”
 
   “Oh, how romantic! She was so lucky! It must have been so wonderful to know that you are loved so much that a man would leave with you, risking his own life to keep you from a life of servitude in the taverns.”
 
   Romantic? Reena had never thought of it in those terms. How could it have been romantic when her parents had become Outlaws? They had lived on the run and roughly, but yet… Did she herself love the woods? Did she know how much her parents loved each other even though her mother had been dead since she was small? Yes, she did.
 
   “Yes, it was very romantic.”
 
   “I’ve never been kissed by a man that I thought made kissing feel good.” There was a wistfulness in Octavia’s voice. “If I found a man that I wanted to kiss and kiss forever, for the rest of my life, then that is who I would kiss for the rest of my life.”
 
   Reena gave her a speculative look. “Would you marry again?”
 
   “Yes, of course. If there was a man that I knew would love and care for me, not treat me as if I was a dirty rug on the floor, something just to wipe his feet on. I have funny ideas they say, but I don’t think that a woman should be under a man’s thumb — I think she should be there with him in every way. I think they should be partners.”
 
   “My mother was my father’s partner. They did everything together because they had to. He never gave her an order, and she never gave him one either. They worked together to make sure that we survived, and that we had as much as was possible under the circumstances.”
 
   Octavia said, “it must’ve been beautiful to grow up watching them.”
 
   Reena didn’t want to talk about herself anymore; it hurt too much. It made her miss her father and what was more, it made her miss her mother. “What are your parents like?”
 
   “Like most parents. My mother is basically a servant in her own house. We don’t have enough money for servants… They did not have enough money for servants. My mother does not do anything unless she is ordered to do it and my father expects her to do everything. It’s no different than every other husband-and-wife living on our street. That is the way of it.”
 
   “I would never agree to a marriage like that.”
 
   “I did, and I know how awful it is. I would never agree to that ever again either. Do you know what they call woman like me?”
 
   “No, what?”
 
   Octavia laughed, “Feminists. Isn’t that the funniest word you ever heard? I have no idea what it really means, but that’s what they call me and other women like me. It’s a crime to be a feminist and they can actually put you in jail for it.”
 
   “What about those women that you see on the streets all the time who have their own servants and give them orders?”
 
   Octavia said, “most of them have outlived their husbands. Or their family. Women have freedom, if they are single. You can do everything except vote; you can keep your own money, you can take a lover, you can own your own business – but only if you’re single. If you’re married all of that becomes her husband’s. And you have no rights anymore, then they wonder why woman like me rebels against the idea of marriage.”
 
   “But you just said you would get married again.”
 
    Octavia said, “Only if I found a man willing to love me and to be my partner in this life; there’s no way I’m going to marry another man that wants me to be his servant.”
 
   Teasingly Reena said, “I think Hector would like to marry you.”
 
   Octavia giggled, “He’s so… manly isn’t he? Can you imagine kissing him?”
 
   “No,” Reena said honestly. “Then again, he’s always knocking me onto  my butt in the dirt so perhaps kissing him was not something that’s ever crossed my mind.”
 
   “I could see why.”
 
   That conversation and more like it was to follow in the days leading up to her next battle. Reena had had no idea of just how lonely she was, or how much it meant to her to have company. Octavia often left; she took some of the jewels and other things that she had scooped up off the arena floor and went out into the marketplace with them. When she returned she had fresh clothes for Reena to wear in her cell and she took her gladiator gear to a leather worker to be repaired and cleaned saying that the smell of sweat was enough to knock down the hardiest of men. “In that case perhaps better leave it as it is,” Reena had suggested to that, making them both laugh.
 
   Octavia also brought back things that Reena had not been permitted before: small sweet treats and a hairbrush, a small slim volume of poetry that had been written by a man who was hawking copies of that verse for a few bites of food and other little items.
 
   One of the things that Octavia brought back for her was a long veil. Reena had looked at it in confusion and looked back at Octavia. “What is this for?”
 
   “It’s to keep you from noticing the stares of the people in the streets when you walk past them.”
 
   Reena’s face flamed. So Octavia had noticed that. She had thought that she had hidden so well her discomfort with being stared and pointed at, but Octavia had seen it immediately.
 
   “Let me help you pin it on,” Octavia said kindly.
 
   Octavia beckoned for a soldier, to allow her into Reena’s cell. Octavia sat Reena down and began to brush her long hair, plying the stiff bristles through the soft strands until they swung colossally from her scalp. “We must do something about your hair. You have a fight today and I think you should wear it up.”
 
   “What you mean?”
 
   “I am going to braid and arrange it so that it’s all up on top of your head and not in your way, if you’ll let me.”
 
   Reena was touched by that, “I would like that very much, thank you.”
 
   Octavia pulled her hair tightly back, styling it in tight braids before braiding it below itself and tucking it tightly against her scalp so that not a single strand showed or waved around her face. 
 
   Reena had not yet dressed for the arena, so she reached for her usual garb when Octavia said to her, “no, not today. Today is a special day and I have something for you to wear.”
 
   “The garments she held out were solid white. They were made of the same toss-resistant leather that the outfit that River’s mother had made for her was, but there was a chain mail breastplate that fit over the top as well as under the skirt. The gauntlets were also white and silver. After Reena had all of the clothes on, Octavia opened the box and said, “I had these made for you. I saw something like them once in an old book. It cost me almost everything you earned during your last battle, but I think when the crowd gets a look at you today they will make sure that you have plenty when you leave there.”
 
   Reena stared at the objects in Octavia’s hand. They looked almost like the shoes that she wore in the woods. They covered her entire foot instead of being sandals, or rather they would when she put them on. But they had tall leather uppers that would stretch all the way up to her thigh, and heavy dark leather soles.
 
   “Octavia, what are they?”
 
   Octavia replied, “They’re boots. They will help protect your legs and what is more they will make you look different from everyone else out there, every eye will be on you. And you want that today.”
 
   “Every eye is always on me Octavia,” Reena pointed out
 
   “Octavia knelt on the floor and began pulling the boots onto Reena’s feet, buckling them with the silver buckles before saying, “today they are going to see you as what you are. They’re not going to see you as a gladiator today, they’re going to see you as a young and innocent girl. They’re going to see you as a sacrifice.”
 
   Reena’s throat went dry and she reached out one hand, setting her trembling fingers on Octavia’s hair. “Do you think I’m going to die today Octavia?”
 
   Octavia looked up at her, her blue eyes meeting Reena’s eyes squarely. “No. But you need the crowd to know what it would be like to have to mourn you if you did.”
 
   “What makes you think that?”
 
   Octavia stood and began to fuss with the chain mail over Reena’s white leather top. In a monotone she whispered, “as soon as I came here I was asked to help you in any way possible. You have many friends, don’t ever think you’re alone.”
 
   She put a finger to Reena’s lips to tell her to say nothing else and Reena knew why. The guards were coming to take her away, to take her to the arena and if they overheard anything that the two of them were saying, Octavia would be subject to death and she would be alone again.
 
   Octavia pinned the veil to her braids in such a way that part of it trailed down her back, and the other part of it fell over her face, masking her from casual view. When the guards stopped in front of her door and unlocked it, Reena heard one of them gasp, “She should be a bride, not a gladiator. Does anyone else not see this?”
 
   Octavia gave her a smile and a broad wink. Reena wanting to smile and wink back, but she knew the guards would see that movement so she stayed still and silent. However, inside she was doing a dance. Octavia was a genius, and so was whoever had ordered her to do this.
 
    
 
   **
 
   As soon as Reena made her appearance on the street that day she sensed the difference in the way that people were looking at her. They still stared at her but there was a difference in those gazes.
 
   She heard the whispers, “it’s true, she is favored by Isis herself,” and so on. She wanted to ask Octavia what those whispers meant, but she was afraid to. She had a feeling that whatever was going on had to do with the clothes that she wore and the other part of it had something to do with the city itself.
 
   When she was ushered into her small holding room at the arena, she turned to Octavia and whispered, “Tell me what is going on.”
 
   “You will know soon enough.”
 
   “Don’t give me that, give me the truth.”
 
   Hector came in, his face carefully impassive. “You look beautiful today Reena. Of course, not as beautiful as you Octavia. He even managed to give Octavia a little leer with a wiggle of his eyebrows that was decidedly gross, but for some reason Octavia seemed to like it because she giggled and waved her hands at him saying, “Oh go on you old fool.”
 
   Hector said, “you will not be the last to battle today Reena. He will be the first. Today is the day of worship, and nobody can believe that the Governor ordered battles today. It is against all rules of the arena. And many of us are sure that his arrogance is going to anger the gods.”
 
   “Gee thanks! So now not only do I have to go fight for my life, but I have to worry about angering a god too?”
 
   Reena was actually angry. That anger was good though; it was cleansing in a way. She had spent far too much time with her emotions submerged lately. Before anybody could say anything to her that would make her feel any better she was summoned to the arena.
 
   Octavia walked beside her, and Hector walked in front of them. It was usual for him to do that but she was not used to Octavia’s presence just yet. As soon as the gate opened and they walked out into the arena, the crowd went crazy but then all of a sudden their cheers and screams and shouts died. Reena was beginning to get used to their stillness and their uproars, but she had a feeling that this was her chance; she just didn’t know what it was a chance for.
 
   From the stands came a cry, “It is as if Isis herself has come to the games!”
 
   It was Nemia! What was she doing? It didn’t take long to figure it out. Hector had said that this was a holy day and that many were angry because the arena was open. Reena had already discovered that many of the people who came to the games came simply because it was the Law, not for personal enjoyment. So they had been stripped of their holy day and forced to come here to watch somebody die.
 
   It all became very clear to her very quickly. Nemia and Hector had to be working together; Praxis had probably introduced the two of them. Now that Reena had Octavia to pass messages through and to aid them they had come up, with a plan to dress her like a goddess, and to bring home to the people in the stands that this was a holy day.
 
   It was clever; it was beyond clever it was sheer genius at work. The people in the stands were all horrified by the sight of her, but not in a bad way. The screams and cries began, “Victor, victor!”
 
   She had not even battled yet, or seen her opponent and if the people in the stands had anything to say about it, she wouldn’t. The favors raining down into the sand were twice what they had been during her last battle and she was astounded by that and the cries from the crowd.
 
   They were demanding that she be let out of this battle! Reena looked up at the Governor’s box. He was sitting in his throne and his face wore a mask of hatred so venomous that it sent a shiver down her spine. What could he have against her? Why did he hate her so? She was just a girl, nothing more and yet he wanted her dead.
 
   Not only that he wanted her dead so badly that he was willing to go through all of this — even going so far as to risk the wrath of the gods!
 
   The gate swung open to reveal the person that she would save today: a young boy that she recognized as the son of an Outlaw. She did not know him or his father well, but she had spotted him in the cart and she knew that her father had hidden him behind his own back during that first, fateful battle. 
 
   He was young but he was proud and he looked at her before nodding his head solemnly. She nodded back and came to stand next to her. “May the gods be with us today,” he said in a voice that cracked and crackled, but not from fear, from adolescence.
 
   “I think they may be.”
 
   The gates swung open again and her heart lurched in her chest. The man walking toward her was Kale! Any hope that she had had that the gods might favor her today died immediately. She knew how good he was; he had helped train her. He was impossible to beat and she knew it.
 
   Everything was lost, there was no way she could fight him and win. Hector had to have known that she was coming to battle Kale today. That must be why they had put her in this outfit and tried to convince the crowd to call off the battle.
 
   The Governor stood and raised his hands calling for silence. Immediate silence  usually fell at his command but today it took long minutes for the crowd to subside. Even when they  did begin to quieten they still didn’t fall completely silent. Grumbles and shouts echoed throughout the arena stands.
 
   “Today we bring you not only an up and coming gladiator, but her mentor and teacher.” The Governor’s words had barely ended before the crowd was on its feet again calling for the battle to be called off, calling for her to be named Victor.
 
   Kale walked towards her and Reena put an arm out to move the young boy behind her, “you must get out of the way. You must flee or get badly hurt.”
 
   “Your father protected me and now it is up to me to help protect you. I’m going nowhere.”
 
   His courage made tears form in her eyes and a lump form in her throat. He was a child, maybe ten or eleven years old. He did not belong here, this was all wrong!
 
   Kale stopped several feet from her and then, unbelievably, he knelt on the ground. And he was not kneeling with his face pointed toward the Governor, he was kneeling in her direction! The cries of the crowd were so loud that Reena couldn’t even hear a single thought in her own head. What was he doing? What was going on here?
 
   Kale stood and turned to face the Governor, pulling his sword from his belt. Before the battle horn sounded, he raised his sword in the air and the blade toward the Governor. The crowd fell silent, and he lifted his other hand and he gave the Governor that same one middle finger salute that Reena had been using in the arena.
 
   Reena saw the sword come down, the sun sending sparks flying off of it — sparks that were almost blinding in their brilliance. She heard an odd meaty thump and tearing, a sound that was reminiscent of her father’s blade cutting through rabbit gristle.
 
   The crowd screamed and cheered. The Governor got to his feet, his face white with fury, and his own screams could be heard over the screams of the crowd, “Get that traitor off my field! Get that coward off my field!”
 
   Reena was grateful for the veil; it hid her tears. Kale had killed himself rather than battle her. He had given her a victory and he had given the Governor his middle finger. The crowd was on its feet, their clapping and stomping and screaming and chanting and shouting rising toward the very vault of the heavens above. 
 
   Soldiers burst onto the field, but so did Hector and more of the gladiators. They met halfway, and Hector shouted, “we claim this man. He is one of us and we will take care of his body. We will see to it that he is buried with all the honor that he deserved!”
 
   The Governor screamed at the soldiers. To Reena he looked like nothing more than a spoiled, selfish child who had a favorite toy snatched away from him. The soldiers looked up at him, confused and obviously wanting to follow orders, but yet unwilling to strip away the man’s honor. He’d earned that honor, and they all knew it.
 
   The gigantic bolt of lightning that cracked from the sky at that moment decided it all. It hit disturbingly close to the center of the arena and the Governor fell back into his chair, his eyes wide and his skin turning gray.
 
   It was obvious that the entire crowd, including the Governor, saw that lightning as a sign from the gods. Reena looked upward at the young boy beside her said, “The gods are angry. They are making themselves known.”
 
   The Governor stood again and yelled out an order, “The games shall commence again tomorrow!”
 
   With that dismissal everyone began to flee the arena. The Governor was no fool, he fled as well, but not before he gave Reena a last long look that sent her heart into overdrive and turned her blood to ice water in her veins.
 
   **
 
   They were in the underground room, waiting for the soldiers to come and take her back to her cell. The boy whose life she had saved stood, uncertain and frightened, in a corner. “Can you make it back to the woods?” Reena asked.
 
   “I think so.” The boy sounded doubtful but hopeful at the same time.
 
   Hector said, “Octavia, give him some of the things that they threw into the arena today. Make sure they are things that he can barter with along his way.”
 
   Octavia began to sort things out for him and Hector went to the small ledge where food was kept in case Reno was famished after a match. He put the dark moist loaf of bread, two boiled eggs and a hunk of cheese into a thin piece of fabric which he then folded and tied to the young boy’s belt loop. The small things that Octavia gave to him were folded into another square and tucked carefully up into a hidden pocket in his shirt.
 
   “May the gods favor you on your journey home.” It was the only thing Reena could think of to say to him.
 
   He shocked her by enveloping her in a hot, sweaty hug that seemed to last forever. All the emotion that she had been holding back since her last battle broke through her and she began to weep uncontrollably, her tears soaking through her veil and sliding down her cheeks.
 
   “They will tell tales of you for many lifetimes Reena.” The boy pulled away “don’t ever think that your name will be lost.”
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   “They call me Deal.”
 
   Hector said, “Boy, run while you have the chance. The Governor is going to be in no mood to spare anybody and your life won’t be worth its weight in water if you are within the city walls by the time he recovers his tongue enough to order your death.”
 
   Deal ran. His bare feet kicked up puffs of dust as he raced past the passageways and toward the door that would lead him out into the city and then beyond it. Reena asked, “Hector, do you think he will make it?”
 
   “If he’s swift. And he does look to be swift.”
 
   “What’s going to happen now Hector?”
 
   “I don’t know. We’re walking in uncharted territory now Reena. Whatever happens, it is in the hands of the gods. They will decide our fate.”
 
   “I think the Governor will decide our fate. That is unless we choose to change it.”
 
   Hector said, “Now you’re beginning to see things the way that most of us do.”
 
   The guards came, and they all stood there silent. One of them finally stepped forward, his battle-weary face sad and thoughtful. “We are going to take you to the Temple.”
 
   “Is that your orders?” Reena met the soldier’s eyes squarely; she had a feeling that now was not the time for her to show any weakness.
 
   “No, it is not. But that is what we are doing anyway. Today of all days an acolyte of Isis should be at the Temple with her goddess.”
 
   Reena looked at Hector, merely nodding her head. She drew her shoulders square and held her chin up at a high angle and she answered, “I thank you for that.”
 
   “Do not thank us; remember us in your prayers.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Reena had barely stepped through the door of the Temple before Nemia met her saying, “Hurry, there is little time!”
 
   Reena looked over her shoulder at Hector and Octavia and merely waved her on. “Time for what?”
 
   “Don’t ask questions, just listen.”
 
   Praxis awaited her in the same chamber were he had met her before. His face wore a worried expression and when she entered the room, he pulled her tightly into his embrace and hugged her closely before lifting her veil to survey her face. “Are you harmed?”
 
   “Of course not. I haven’t even had to fight today.”
 
   His kiss was warm, soft and yet exciting. It made little shivers race down her spine, not shivers like the one she had gotten staring at the Governor either — this one was enjoyable. The kiss went on and on, his tongue met hers and teased it and while Reena had never kissed anyone like that before or in any way before, she found that she was quickly learning how.
 
   When Praxis finally stepped away from him, her lips felt pulpy and bruised and she was breathing hard and fast. Strange sensations, feelings she had never felt before were causing all of her nerve endings to feel far too close to the surface of her skin and she wanted to be right back in his arms again.
 
   “I was afraid this would not work.”
 
   Reena asked, “Are you so afraid of offending the gods?”
 
   “No, Kale would’ve killed you within a moment if he had not decided to kill himself. But be that as it may, the Governor would’ve had the right to call another gladiator to the arena to fight you after Kale’s suicide. If the people had not been so adamantly against you battling in the first place and so proud of what Kale did, he would’ve probably done just that.”
 
   “Why is today different than any other day I have to battle?”
 
   “Because today is the only day that it is possible for you to escape.”
 
   Reena’s mouth fell open, “I can’t leave!”
 
   Praxis said, “You must leave Reena. There is a war about to break out here, and your head will be the first to roll into the basket of the Governor.”
 
   She put her hands on her hips and glared at him. “My father is still a prisoner! I’m not leaving here without him!”
 
   Praxis put his hands on her shoulders and leaned close to her, so close that she could see the little gold flecks in his eyes. “Reena, he told me to tell you to remember the apples. He said he already told you that once but that he was sure you would not listen.”
 
   “I’m not leaving him! Nothing you say can convince me to do so! If he talked to you, you had to have seen him. Where is he?”
 
   “I saw him yesterday, before they moved him again. They move him daily, and nobody knows where he goes. There’s no way to tell, it’s so very random. Only the Governor knows and they say he makes up his mind when he opens his eyes in the morning as to where your father will be that night.”
 
   “Then I am going to the Governor to ask you where my father is.”
 
   “Now you are talking as if you’ve lost your mind.”
 
   “I’m getting a little tired of people accusing me of being crazy.”
 
   Praxis said, “Then perhaps you should stop acting as if you are.”
 
   “What if it were your father, Praxis?”
 
   “My father died in battle, it was what he wanted. All fathers have the right to do as they wish Reena, and your father wishes for you to obey him now.”
 
   “You don’t understand Praxis, he’s all I have in this world.”
 
   “I do understand, and I know that you are all he has in this world too. That is why he’s so determined to protect you. Now go, remember what I told you about the sword. You must take it when it’s offered, and you must carry it with you. No matter what happens if you must remain in possession of that sword.”
 
   She stared at him, confused. “What sword Praxis? Nobody’s offered me a sword!”
 
   They will. Octavia has already prepared all of the things that you got in favors. You’re going to need them to trade with. But the sword… Trade nothing for it. Make them give it to you.”
 
   “Make who give it to me?” Her belly was trembling and her legs had gone a weak. “I don’t know who you’re talking about.”
 
   “There is an outpost of soldiers; they’re near the Old Post Road. You will meet them on your way into the desert.”
 
   “Praxis, I can’t go into the desert!”
 
   “Yes, you can. And you must. I already told you, there’s a war coming. It’s going to be the war that will topple the city if things aren’t done to save as much of it as possible.”
 
   “Why don’t you just stop the war?” 
 
   He leaned against her, his forehead resting against hers. At this angle it looked like he had only one eye and she had to close her eyes to stop seeing that disturbing vision. “It’s too late for that Reena. This war has been brewing for years; the citizens are sick of being under the rule of a single figure.
 
   “If the old Governor were still alive it might’ve been put off a little while longer but with the new Governor in power, nobody is willing to wait any longer. They want him overthrown.”
 
   “Then let me stay!” Reena’s voice held savage anger. “I can help you to fight him. I want to fight him, I would love nothing more than to sink a knife into his chest!”
 
   “I know that you would Reena. But there’s something else that you must do and only you can do.”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “Rally the outlaws.”
 
   “Say what?”
 
   “You must convince the Outlaws to fight Reena. The citizens, many of them want to fight but they are afraid to. There is about to be a war, and there will be bloodshed yes, but the average citizen will not fight. They are too afraid, they think that they will not make a difference. They are so used to the soldiers fighting for them, and being told that they have no rights other than the ones that they are gifted by the Governor that they are afraid to fight for their own freedom.”
 
   “What can I do to help, Praxis?”
 
   “I already told you, you must rally the Outlaws.”
 
   “The Outlaws are never going to come to the city; they are never going to fight in a war here in the city. It’s not their fight.”
 
   “You can convince them that it is.”
 
   “No, I can’t. I don’t know why you think that I can, they left the city to be free. Do you really think they will come back and fight so the other people can be free? They are barely surviving.”
 
   “And that is exactly why they will.”
 
   There was a loud knock at the door and when Praxis opened it Hector said, “she has to go, and she has to go now. Tell her goodbye.”
 
   Reena said, “I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying right here and I’m fighting for my father’s life.”
 
   “Then you’re a fool.” Hector met her eyes squarely and his face held nothing but truth. “Do you know why the soldiers brought you here instead of to your cell?”
 
   “Because it’s a Temple day.”
 
   “No, because they were afraid of angering the gods by killing you on a Temple day. But as soon as the sun sets and the state ends they will come back for you, and they will kill you — just as they were ordered. The Governor has decided that you’re no longer amusing and while the crowd might be angry at first, they will eventually forget about you.”
 
   He was telling the truth. Fear made her heartbeat speed up so much that she was afraid of what she was saying. “What about you Hector? What about Octavia? I cannot leave you two here. If they intend to kill me then they will kill you as well and you know it.”
 
   “Octavia and I will be fine.”
 
   She put her hands on her hips. “And what about my father?”
 
   “Do you honestly think the Governor will kill him while you live? He will try to use him to lure you back. He knows how loyal you are to your father and that is not something that he is likely to forget.”
 
   “There is no more time for arguing.” Praxis gave her one last fierce hug before he pushed her away. “Go, and go now. And do not look back, do as I asked you to do. When you get to the outpost and you take the sword go to the Outlaws. They will know the sword, they know the stories. Most of them are from the city, and they will know what that sword means.”
 
   She did not want to go. Every part of her cried out for her to stay, to find her father and to rescue him. To stay and fight for her friends, to fight for praxis. But nobody wanted her there. Hector literally picked her up and carried her down a long passageway that wound its way below the Temple. When they got to the end of it he sat her down in front of the door and he said to her, “You will be too noticeable in this close. Octavia has brought your robe, you must put it on.”
 
   Reena hated to part with the beautiful outfit. Not only was it gorgeous it was practical, and it would protect her far better than a mere robe, but she understood the wisdom of what he was saying. The only thing she refused to give up was the boots.
 
   Reena ran out of the Temple and into the crowded city streets.
 
   **
 
   Three days passed. Leaving the city was harder than she thought it might be at first. The soldiers were checking everybody coming in and out of the gates, and she knew that that was because the Governor had decreed that nobody was to leave. Eventually she found a way to slip out by going over an unguarded section of the high wall. She had to climb down that wall without rope, clinging to every little crevice she could wedge her fingers and toes into and she was positive that she would fall and die long before she made it to the bottom.
 
   She still had the boots, bundled up into the pack that she carried on her back. It was safer for her to be barefoot at first and she knew it, but when she was over the wall and she began to run, her feet immediately became a liability.
 
   Many Outlaws never wore shoes, but Reena had not been raised that way. Her father was a good hunter, and he provided her with shoes even if he had to make them himself from the roughest materials. Small rocks and pebbles cut her flesh and blisters started popping up long before she got to the first farm.
 
   It had been nearing dusk when she made her way over the wall and she knew that the cry would go up immediately, as soon as it was discovered that she was missing from the temple. She was only about a mile away from the city walls when she heard the loud alarms going off, trumpets ringing out loud notes into the air.
 
   She knew the soldiers coming after her would have horses, and that they would be fast. She had no hope of outrunning them and if they had a decent tracker with them she had very little hope of escaping at all unless she was smarter than them.
 
   Her father had taught her well, so she skirted around the farm, making sure to leave a faint but visible trail behind her, deliberately breaking stalks of corn in the fields and a single footprint in a muddy patch. Once she had gotten far enough toward the spot that she actually wanted to be, she began to backtrack carefully.
 
   That time she left no sign of her passing. What if they had dogs? Sometimes they did bring dogs, if they were tracking someone whose scent they had with them. She had left enough clothing behind the dogs could sniff her out from that and she knew it.
 
   She also knew something that most people did not. Dogs could smell through water. Most people tried for the water, thinking that that would get them away from the dog, but she knew better. 
 
   She did go to the water, again being careful to leave no sign for the naked eye in case the trackers were without dogs. She splashed down the middle of the stream being careful not to get her pack wet and as she went, she drank her fill because she was aware that it might be a long time before she saw clean water again. There was water in her container but she wanted to save it.
 
   Halfway downstream she ducked under the water and swam under a pile of rocks that she spotted. It was not really the rocks that she was after though, it was the trees above them. A few of the trees had limbs, long and sturdy that arced out over the water and it was on to them that she climbed, her bare feet and hands grasping at the bark as she began to ease her way out of the water. She jumped from one tree to another, nimble as the squirrels.
 
   Soon she came to the spot that she wanted to be at. It was a long deep bog, filled with peat and ashes. The dogs would never smell her through this. Reena knew that there were dangerous things lurking in the peat bogs, but there were more dangerous things riding through the night.
 
   Her keen eyesight picked out the glow of torches several miles away and she knew that the soldiers were riding toward the farmhouse. If they had dogs with them it would not be long till they tracked the river and then to the rocks. If things went right, the dogs would continue to smell the branches that were in the water and below it and perhaps soldiers would think she drowned or that she had continued to run through the water.
 
   Even if the soldiers decided to try to strike out past the river to find her, the dogs would never smell her. She’d been too high in the trees, and now that she had landed again she was in the peat.
 
   Eventually she found what she was looking for, a small floating island on a pad of almost black water. She tested the sides of it; it was thick enough to hold her body up if she jumped from one section of peat to the other, gathering long sheets of moss and grasses before making her way back to the pad that she decided to spend the night on.
 
   She lay down, and covered herself completely with the grass and moss that she had plucked. She also covered her pack, which she secured to herself with the rope that tied around her simple black robe.
 
   She had thought that she would never sleep. It was terrifying out there in the bog: small animals whistled and cried, predatory birds flew overhead, but she was young and resilient and the day had been long and terrifying and her body demanded rest. She did sleep, curled up there in the wild with her arms around her pack and moss as a pillow.
 
   In that fashion the three days since she had left the city passed. She ran as fast and far as she could, always keeping one eye out for the soldiers and always making sure to stay within an easy distance of some place that could shelter her. 
 
   She skirted around the largest section of the woods, knowing that the soldiers were going through with a fine tooth comb. All of the outlying farms between the city itself and the woods had been checked and even the ones within the environs of the woods had been searched thoroughly.
 
   She foraged for food rather than approach a farm to an attempt to trade. At that moment she was perched in a high tree top munching on a dense and nutritious lichen as well as a few raw mushrooms and some strips of jerky that Hector had placed in her pack.
 
   The sun was warm and bright. Her mood however was far from bright; she was worried about the Outlaws in the woods. If the soldiers were searching for her they would have no mercy and while she knew that most of those who were in the woods were capable of hiding in plain sight, much as she and her father had been, some of them were new refugees to the woods and those would be the ones who would not survive.
 
   That brought home to her again just how many people had died because of her actions. How many more would die because of her?
 
   She couldn’t dwell on that and she knew it but it was hard not to. To stop those thoughts she turned her attention to the landline below her, looking for the small strip of sand that would lead her toward the post road.
 
   She knew that the soldiers would not go that way; they would know that she would not dare it. Why would she dare it, the Old Post Road was home to nothing more than that lonely outpost and the great sprawling desert beyond it.
 
   Those vast wastelands that held nothing, nothing but shifting sands and certain death.
 
   That was exactly where she was headed though, even though she thought it was beyond foolish. Why would Praxis send her there? What was it about the sword that he insisted that she had to have? She supposed it didn’t really matter, there was nowhere else for her to go and if there really was war breaking out in the city and if there really was a sword that could cause the Outlaws to rally and join the fight then she was going to go try to find it.
 
   Over the last few days it had occurred to her what Praxis had been trying to tell her was very simple. If the Outlaws truly wanted to be free than they had to fight along with the citizens of the Aretula. It wasn’t enough to run away, and to hide in the woods — not anymore.
 
   Nemia had asked her, that day they had met, why it was that Outlaws were afraid to fight for the freedom that they deserved. At the time that had made Reena very angry because she had taken it as an insult. It was an insult, but it was also the truth. Outlaws ran, and they needed to fight. It was time to stop running. 
 
   Not that she could afford to stop running anytime soon. The soldiers were still after her, and there were days when she barely missed them, and they her. She was starving for food that was not cold or raw and she was tired of sleeping for a few hours at a time and running again.
 
   As young and strong as she was, as used to roughing it as she was, this was all taking a toll on her. She had not realized until just now how close to the edge she had been the entire time she’d been in the city. The constant strain and struggle, the training and fighting in the arena — all of that had changed her in a way that she could not express. Even if she could have expressed it, there was nobody to talk to about it. She was alone, and she was likely to remain alone for a good long time yet.
 
   There was no putting it off anymore, she had to get going. The outpost was a half a day’s walk, if she started out now she could make it before dark. She found a good place to stake the place out and watch them until morning, or even longer if she had to enter she could figure out how best to approach them.
 
   This was the trickiest part of her journey because from here on out there would be no shelter. Everywhere she went she could be seen. If she was not careful she would be seen and that would mean her death.
 
   She came out of the tree slowly, looking around her and sniffing the air like a wild animal. All of her senses were on high alert as she began to walk towards the strip of sand that would lead her to the outpost.
 
   Being afraid had become almost a way of life at that point, and the fear helped to keep her senses sharp. Still, no matter how sharp her senses were if the soldiers spotted her there would be nowhere to go.
 
   Every step she took was a test of her courage and by the time she reached the strip of sand that would lead her down to where she needed to go she was running, all thoughts of stealth forgotten.
 
   She was just a young girl and she was afraid. She was caught up in things that she could not understand, was a part of things that she could not explain but she did know that if she was not careful everything she cared about would be turned to dust.
 
   Praxis, Octavia and Hector. Why had she let herself be, close to them? She asked herself that every single day. Now she had not just her father to worry about, but them as well. Not only was she terribly afraid that the people who would have been in the cart with her, the people whose lives she had not yet fought for, had been killed in retribution for her escape.
 
   She did not even consider that at first, but after she had woken up that first morning out there in the peat bogs that thought had hit home so hard that she had almost screamed out loud.
 
   She had spent the entire second day zigzagging across the woods. Clinging to the edges so as not to lure the soldiers in further. The woods made her think about Deal. Had he made it home? Was he safe? Was anybody safe?
 
   She had spent most of that morning and afternoon on the run, but after narrowly avoiding the soldiers for the third time she decided to go to ground. She found an empty fox den and curled up into it. The whole den smelled rank and wild, but that was a good thing. The soldiers did have dogs after all, and the smell had helped disguise her from them.
 
   She had not bothered pulling concealing branches or stones over the entrance because if she had she would’ve suffocated within the small little lair. Because of that she had watched the soldiers as they went by and her heart had nearly stopped several times as they had gotten so incredibly close to her. One soldier had even pointed out the small den but all the others had laughed and said that nobody could fit inside that hole and if they had they would never make it back out.
 
   Reena was not so sure they were wrong. The scat in front of the den was fresh as were the bones lying about. It was clear that this can was not unused even if it was empty. The foxes would be returning soon and as the day wore on she began to wonder if she would make it out of the den before that happened. 
 
   Evening finally settled over the world and the soldiers were several miles away by then, far enough that she felt confident in climbing out of the hole. She could smell their gamy musk all over her but she knew that afforded her even more protection than just protection from the soldiers. It would help protect her from some of the other predators in the woods as well.
 
   Her feet pounded against the sand and her breath hissed in and out of her lungs. A stitch began in her side but she kept on going. Sweat stung her face and dripped into her eyes.
 
   The building looked oddly empty. That surprised her, it was supposed to be an outpost for the last bastion of civilization left in the entire world so where were the people that should have been there?
 
   The wooden structure sagged to one side and the steps leading to the door were covered with sand. More piles of sand had drifted up along the foundation, almost concealing it from view. The wooden shutters were broken, and hung in disrepair. One of the shutters banged loudly in the sour – smelling wind coming from the desert.
 
   Was she in the wrong place? She didn’t think so. To her left lay the Old Post Road. This was the only building for miles and she knew that. She had never dared get this close to that building before; she had seen it for the tops of trees and from hilltops but she had never seen it this close and he gave her the absolute shivers.
 
   There was something wrong here, very definitely wrong here, but she didn’t know what it was. There was a smell in the air that she could identify though — it was death. It was old death, but it was still death. Her feet stilled on the path and she turned around, scanning the area behind her. Had the soldiers come? Had they killed everybody within the outpost? That did not seem possible and besides there was no blood in the air.
 
   The arena had taught her all too well what fresh blood newly spilled smelled like and that smell was not there.
 
   She went to the door and raised a hand to knock but let her hand drop as the wind pushed the door open slightly, causing it to creak and groan noisily. She took a hesitant step inside the building, pushing the door open slightly as she went so that she could peer around it.
 
   At first all she could make out was the beds stacked against the wall bunk style. There was a large table in the middle of the floor with benches around it, probably the area where the soldiers who had been here had sat to have their meals. There was a fireplace, but it was dead and empty. Not even ashes remained inside of it.
 
   The door swung shut behind her, slamming hard against the frame. Reena jumped and spun around, her hand going to her blade but there was nobody there. Her breath was a hard heavy gasp and she could not comprehend what she saw behind her.
 
   The man was old. He was beyond old, he was ancient. His body was bent over, almost doubled. He had no hair left and his eyeballs bulged out of the sockets, red veins traced their way across the yellowed eyeballs.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   His voice was a harsh caw, it sounded like the cry of a crow. Reena shuddered all over but she answered him, “my name is Reena. Praxis sent me.”
 
   “I know no Praxis.”
 
   He was mad, completely and totally mad. There was no doubting that just as there was no doubting whatever had happened here, he had had some hand in it. Where were the soldiers? Who was this man?
 
   “Praxis sent me. He said that I must make you give me a sword.”
 
   The man began to cackle, there was no other word for it. She supposed that could have been laughter but it sounded like nothing so much as a cackle. “Oh, you’ve been sent on a quest.”
 
   “The quest?”
 
   “Yes, what have you brought me to trade for the sword, my little pretty one?”
 
   Reena was absolutely revolted by the man. She was smart enough to be afraid too. He obviously had nothing to lose by killing her and might not even remember if he did so. There was no telling what a man with his mental condition might do.
 
   She started to open her pack to dig out something within it to try to trade before she remembered that Praxis had told her to give him nothing, to insist that they gave for the sword for no trade.
 
   She straightened her shoulders in her back and hugged her pack more tightly. “I will give you nothing for it. The sword is supposed to be given to me. Praxis sent me for it, now give me the sword.”
 
   “No.”
 
   If she got out of here alive, she was going to kill Praxis! What was he doing sending her to this crazy man? Had she come to the wrong building? Was she lost? Was she sleeping and this was a spooky dream?
 
   “Where are the soldiers?”
 
   “I killed them.”
 
   Okay, that answered that question. “Why would you do that, old man?”
 
   “I wanted this place. They only trade out the soldiers every few years you know, they sit here getting that — laughing and gambling and Jim whatever it is they doing here at night. I was tired of sleeping in the desert. I was tired of the sun.”
 
   Horror struck her and struck her hard. “You slept in the desert?”
 
   “Oh yes, I lived in the desert all my life…” He grinned at her, exposing gums splotched with rot and the occasional jagged tooth.
 
   “But that’s impossible. Nobody can live in the desert.”
 
   “You can if you have to. There are Outlaws and then there are Outlaws.”
 
   “What kind of Outlaw would have to live in the desert?”
 
   The old man wagged his finger at her. His nail was long, yellow and incredibly thick. It looked like he could cut through skin and bone with it. “Are you telling me I’m a liar?”
 
   “No, I would never call you a liar.”
 
   “Do you really want to know what kind of Outlaw would live in the desert?”
 
   She was pretty sure she didn’t. She had a feeling that whatever he had done, it had put him outside the boundaries of other humans. “No,” her voice had no strength in it and her hands fluttered up in front of her chest in an involuntary motion, a wordless plea. She did want to know.
 
   He cackled again, flashing those diseased and rotted gums at her again. “The kind that comes from the other direction.”
 
   That flummoxed her completely. “What do you mean the other direction?”
 
   “I mean I didn’t come from the city past the woods. I came from the city past the desert.”
 
   He had to be lying! He had to be! There was no two ways about it, he could not have come from that direction. Not unless he was even more ancient than he looked, and he looked incredibly old but it had been centuries since anyone had walked from the desert into Aretula, and that was because there was nothing on the other side of the desert. Anyone who said otherwise was a liar, or someone he believed in myths and fairy tales.
 
   “You don’t believe me. They didn’t believe me either.”
 
   Reena knew that she was walking on dangerous ground with this man. “Of course I believe you. Everyone has heard the stories, I just never met anyone from there before. What’s it like? Is it as amazing and fabulous as they say? They say that it will be our salvation.”
 
   Okay maybe she was going too far, but then again maybe she wasn’t. His face changed and tears began to roll down his cracked and ancient cheeks. “It was an amazing land but I will never see it again.”
 
   “Did you get lost in a desert?”
 
   “No, I left that city to come here.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “Because there I was a criminal. I heard that if a man were to cross the desert, could make it to the city beyond it that he could become a king. The whispers say that happened before.”
 
   Was he talking about Berkeley? He had to be! She asked, “are you talking about Berkeley?”
 
   He nodded his head and clapped his hands, shuffling like a little troll around the floor. “Yes, him. They sent him into exile and he became a king. Or so the legends say. Are they true? Is that what happened?”
 
   “Yes. But why didn’t you just go into the city? It’s only a few days walk from here.”
 
   “Because it took me too long to cross the desert and by the time I did I had forgotten why I started out.”
 
   “You have the sword? The sword it was here with the soldiers, where is it?”
 
   “I remembered!” He clapped his hand into another shuffling little dance around the floor. “I remembered why I was here. Those soldiers, they didn’t believe me. They said nobody could survive in a desert. They say there is nothing on the other side. They swear that I am just a criminal who escaped from their city on the other side of the woods.”
 
   “How ignorant of them.”
 
   He gave her a sly look out from below his heavy gray eyebrows. He held out his hand and she looked down. There on his skin was undeniable proof that he was lying; he had the same prisoner’s mark that she had seen on many of the people waiting to go to the arena. That mark meant that he was a murderer, and that there was no redemption for him.
 
   “You believe me don’t you?”
 
   She wished he was telling the truth, and maybe it all amounted to the same thing. She wasn’t sure. “Yes, I do. I still need the sword though, I need it to… What should she say?” She wasn’t sure.
 
   “Oh, the sword! The sword, the sword, the sword…” He was clapping his hands and stomping his feet. He was turning the two words into an offbeat that was grating on her nerves so badly she wished she could just kill him and be done with it. “Your kingdom for a sword my lady! Is that what you’re telling me?”
 
   “I’m not sure what you’re asking me. Just give me the sword now.”
 
   “Would you like to see the soldiers?”
 
   “You said they’re all dead.”
 
   “They are! I turned them into sculptures, would you like to see? There my art. My pretty pretty art. I love to make art and you, you my dear would make such a good addition to my collection. Hold still my little pretty girl, let’s have a look at your face shall we?”.”
 
   She wanted to vomit. Her throat tightened with acid and her chest felt heavy. Surely he was making that up. “No, thank you. I’m sure they look lovely. Maybe the next time I come but right now what I need is the sword. I need the sword and nothing else.”
 
   “Everyone needs something little missy.” He was no longer clapping and cheering. He had become sullen. There was a homicidal rage brewing right below his surface, she could see it. She just did know how to get the sword and to get out of there without killing him, or having him kill her.
 
   He came at her, his filthy claws hooked and reaching. Reena spun, the knife coming out of her belt so quickly that she did not even register the fact that she was pulling it out. The blade had been soaked in werebane and parted his flesh easily. As soon as it did he began to choke and gasp. His long nails scratched down her arm, leaving bloody furrows behind and she shrieked.
 
   Reena staggered backwards, jerking her knife out of his body as she did so. Blood ran in little freshets down his filthy rope and he clasped both hands to his breast to try to stop the flow. Blood spurted between his fingers. He looked up at her, and all the madness had left his eyes momentarily. “You killed me.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be, I was going to kill you and then put you in my garden little pretty.” He sagged to his knees and into the floor; his blood ran thick and clotted across the old boards and Reena stepped backwards. She did not even want his blood to touch her; she was somehow positive that if it did she would inherit his madness.
 
   She waited and waited but he never got back up. The werebane had done its work as had her aim. This was one death that she did not regret; she could not help that.
 
   She searched for almost 4 hours before she found the sword. When she did find it she could not understand what it was about it that made it so important. It had a long silver hilt decorated with strange figures and writing and it looked old, older than anything she’d ever seen with the exception of the man lying dead on the floor.
 
   But still, what was it about the sword? How would the sword help her to convince the other Outlaws in the woods to fight against the city and its soldiers?
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   The soldiers might not have ever been able to find her or anyone else but she knew exactly where to look. She had the advantage of knowing the woods like the back of her hand. It did not take her long to find a large camp, one that had a dozen people or more.
 
   It wasn’t that they were not being careful, they were. There was no fire; the children were quiet and huddled into the small sections of the cave in which they were living. The adults were smart enough to keep the tracks hidden and cover anything that they could not get rid of. Still she knew all of those tricks because she had grown up doing the same things.
 
   As soon as they saw her, one of the men came forward. He said gruffly, “I recognize you. You’re Liam’s daughter. I heard your father was taken and so were you.”
 
   “I was taken, yes. I’m the reason the soldiers are in the woods now, they are looking for me.”
 
   A woman behind him spoke in a shrill voice. “You should leave! You should leave before you get us all killed!”
 
   The man turned to her, “hush Heidi. When have we ever turned down one of our own?”
 
   “There’s a first time for everything Lucas. We can’t afford her kind of trouble.”
 
   “I hear she saved a boy from another camp, Deal.”
 
   “So what if she did?” Heidi asked. “She can’t save all of us.”
 
   “Maybe I can help you.” All eyes turned to Reena as she said those words. She pulled the sword out and they all stared at it, their mouse agape. “It’s time for us to stand and fight. Don’t you know that? We can keep running, we have to fight, we have to band together with the citizens of the city who wants the war.”
 
   Lucas stepped forward, “what war?”
 
   Reena said, “There is a war brewing. Several soldiers who are a part of it helped me to escape, and said I could come here and tell you that if you truly want to be free then you must fight. You must stand up against the Law. It’s not enough to run and hide, you have got to fight.”
 
   “What would you know about fighting?” Heidi shouted.
 
   “I know everything about fighting,” Reena did not shout. Her voice was low and soft and because of that everybody listened. If she had shouted they would’ve thought her a distant angry young girl, but her sincerity shone through in her quiet. “I was in the arena. I was forced to fight to save the people that were placed in the arena with me. That’s true. The bully Deal, he could tell you the same thing. The day he was in the arena with me was the day it was his life that I would save if I won. But the gladiator who I was supposed to fight committed suicide rather than face me.” She knew that she was giving them the impression that a gladiator was so afraid of her that he would rather kill himself than fight her. She knew that was dishonoring Kale, but right now she had to get these people to listen.
 
   She lifted the sword high and it shown and glinted, bringing light to every gloomy corner of the cave. “I fetched this sword from the outpost at the mouth of the great desert and I’m going to take this sword back to the city and I am going to fight. I am going to stand against the Law that makes us all Outlaws.
 
   “I’m going to stand against those who say that we must be Culled and that we have no say in our fates. I’m going to fight against those who think it is acceptable to put women in caverns and children in the arena. If you would rather stay here and live out what’s left of your miserable lives running and hiding, always being afraid, then be my guest. Do that, but know that there are people out there dying because you won’t stand for them. In one day you would die because you will not stand for yourself.”
 
   Her entire body was trembling. And it all comes down to this. Would they listen? All it would take would be one person to step forward and then they would all do it, she knew that. The woman, Heidi, clutched her children and moved closer to the back side of the cave. A few other women looked away and more than one man did as well.
 
   “Suit yourself,” Reena said. “I’m going to go find others, true Outlaws. Men with guts, men were like my father. Men who are willing to die to see to it that what is right stays right.”
 
   She turned and as she did an older man stepped forward and said in a hushed and almost reverential tone, “by the gods, I know that sword!”
 
   Reena stopped. Her heart thudded against her chest walls. She dared not tell him that she did not know what the sword was, or why it was necessary that she have it. “What do I tell the others then?”
 
   The old man looked around himself and he looked back at Reena. “Don’t you people know what you’re looking at? Do you not remember any of the legends at all?”
 
   Heidi said, “Just spit it out old man. Nobody has the patience for your games.”
 
   Reena was running out of patience though she never would’ve said so; he was too afraid the man would tell her to spit it out, to tell them herself what the sword was for. There was no way she could do that so she simply stood there, letting the sword flash its rainbow colored lights against the walls of the cave.
 
   Lucas said, “Heidi — enough. Do not speak again. We all know that you’re better sense your husband died, but that does not give you the right to behave as if you can say anything to anybody anytime you like.”
 
   Heidi actually flinched backwards and her eyes darted from person to person. Reena understood instantly what had happened, her husband had died and she had grown bitter and angry and everybody had just let her behave as she wished out of sympathy and pity, and now they were paying the price.
 
   Lucas added, “Tell us Dax, whose sword was that?”
 
   Dax drew in a long and slow breath. He took a step forward and reached a tentative finger out, laying it on the hilt of the sword. He looked down at his finger and kept looking down for so long that Reena was about to scream at him as well. Finally he lifted his head. Tears glinted in his eyes and ran down his cheeks and when he spoke his voice was a horse whisper that trembled and shook.
 
   “Look at it well. Look at it very well, all of you. This sword is legendary; the sword is what created an entire city. This is this sword of a hero, and a man who dared to cross a desert. The sword is the one that belonged to the great man Barkley.
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