A Scar’s Tale
An Abrupt History of the Rag Girl

Unable to write and read, one sometimes has to find alternate methods of remembering.  There was an alley near High Park, between Fallstaff’s Adventuring Gear (secretly mocked by locals for its unfortunate acronym) and The One Ring jewelers, where the local street urchins would carve drawings into the walls.  Like some exotic urban cave, the stones depicted in many and varied styles, fights and thefts, street festivals, murders, drinking, great meals… lore valuable to those of the street.  This was the alley where Nealta first learned to run.  At this point it should be noted that she had no name, save “Get out of here” or “Scram, gutter rat”.

Seemingly birthed filthy and whole into the streets, Nealta would guess that she was likely six or so years old when she discovered that any child larger than you probably wanted something.  She doesn’t recall now what they wanted; she only recalls the way she scampered between two narrow boards and into the basement of Fallstaff’s, where she was promptly chased out through the lobby by the proprietor.

Nealta cut her knee as she fell to the cellar floor and this was the cause of the scar that faintly resides there, and the source of her belief in her own form of record-keeping, something her mentor would later call the Lore of Scars.
She had no place permanent, and thus pictographs such as those in that alley were useless to her and would be abandoned for whatever reason, be it turf war or upgrade in neighborhood to someplace better.  And any book into which she might scrawl a stick-figure retelling of her life would invariably be subject of a struggle.  The less you owned, the less you had to worry about.
No, scars were something that couldn’t be taken.  And those who tried invariably added their own tale to the canvas.  By the time she was fourteen, she had a minor, if somewhat brief, history of her life pock-marking her skin in places.  At nine she sliced open the underside of her right arm while contesting a discarded pork chop from the butcher shop against a local mutt.  That one took a long time to heal due to the lack of clean cloth and healing attention, but that was probably fair, as the discard had been intended for the dog, not for her, and she hated preying on others for what rightly belonged to them.
The only other noteworthy scar was from a couple years ago when a pair of slavers on a recruitment trip tried to net her and she dragged them both off the dock while fleeing.  Blondes were often in demand as they were not typical among the olive-skinned Baklunish, who traded purposely for them.  She took a blow to the head as she struck a small boat on her way into the drink, but still escaped the fray while the two treaded water in their encumbering armor and cursed at her.
Scars are free, easily obtained bits of history, and in some neighborhoods, even mandatory.  For example, this man’s scar traced the socket of his left eye…
Sometimes the-girl-to-be-known-as-Nealta rarely felt sympathy for scars, each one generally serving a purpose.  This one, she decided was from a fist, probably a large one, or maybe one that had been holding an object, like the grip of a sword.  That eye drifted slightly as he tried to stare her down; not much, but just enough to tell her that he’d favor the eye and come at her with his right hand, and that she needed to hit him with her right hand, swinging upwards from out of the blind spot.
“Give me the bread and I won’t have to hurt you.”

She was sitting cross-legged on the cobblestone in the alley behind The Dancing Horse; As other locals without homes knew, this was her alley.  She picked at the undersized loaf, pealing the crust with her fingers, trying to lengthen her enjoyment of the nourishment the local baker had given her in return for her trapping of a handful of rats for him.
She glared at the thug, her head tilted down slightly but eyes fixed upward at him.  She would not be fleeing, he knew.  Dressed mostly in pieces of cloth that she’d put together from discarded clothing, face smudged with dirt, she rose to her feet slowly.   The young punk pulled his dagger from his belt, anticipating a rush from her that didn’t come.  He held it blade point down in his fist, as was often the custom here.  Silly custom, she thought, sacrificing speed for that driving downward force.
The bread was in her right hand as she stood flat-footed.  The thug took a step forward, one hand outward, the other clutching the blade, held high around his shoulder level, her eye level.  Without saying a word, she turned her hand over, letting the bread drop onto the filthy ground.  His eyes followed it down, and while she suspected that was the prime moment to strike, she wanted to see the look on his face first.  He grimaced slightly, but around here, dirty bread wasn’t off-limits.  So she raised her foot and stepped on the bread, grinding it once into the ground.  This caused his jaw to clench, his nostrils to flare.

Here he comes, she thought.  And as if on cue, he rushed her.  Nealta stepped inside of his reach, causing the knife to go past her, his forearm impacting on her shoulder from the downward swing.  With a conservation of motion she brought her forehead right into his jaw.  There was some gratification in the crunch she felt, even if she suspected she’d bear a new scar on her face.  He stumbled backwards, then when he was at her arm’s reach, she planted that right hand at the corner of his jaw and he went down.  She reached up to her head to find she hadn’t broken the skin.
There was a slight jingle as he hit the pavement and lay there unconscious.  He had no pockets, but he did have a pair of oversized shoes, likely taken from someone else, and in removing these she discovered another nine silver pieces.  She mentally tried to add this to the money she’d scored from other would-be thieves and ultimately it came up too high for her to count without help.  She wound up taking one of the shoes with her, leaving the other.
Walking the street for the better part of a day, she mentally counted and recounted how much gold this totaled, while looking for something upon which to spend it before it was taken from her by someone larger, faster, and smarter.
A room would be nice, if only for a week.  A bath… a real bath… one other than in the baptismal fountain at the temple when the priests were asleep.  Maybe a real meal.  Or a blouse, all one piece and for a brief instant clean.
10,000 gold, the sign said.

She recognized the “1” and could count four “0”s after it.  She touched the elbow of the man standing beside the sign reading it.  “How much is that?”  She was unfamiliar with that many zeroes.

“Ten thousand.” He said.  Her expression of incredulity led him to follow up with “One hundred hundred.”  This seemed to sink in slightly more, or at least she nodded as if she understood.
“What costs that much?”

“Not costs.  That’s the prize to the winner of the gladiator tourney.”

She looked at the drawing beside the words.  A crude outline to two men stabbing one another with swords, a splash of red ink behind them, promising blood.  She knew gladiators were fighters.  And she’d seen better depictions on the wall outside F.A.G.
“How much?”

“Five copper for the far seats.  A gold gets you up front.”

“No.  How much to enter.”

He looked at her and tried not to smirk when he realized she was serious.

“Oh, just ten platinum.  A hundred hundred copper.”
She held the oversized shoe in her hand, filled with the years of takings; silver, gold, copper, even a couple platinum pieces.
“Also,”  he added, looking her over more appraisingly this time.  Pretty, blonde, young.  With the right training she’d make a great addition to someone’s harem or brothel, or entertainment for the other fighters.  “They’ll let you in free if you sign over your rights.”
“Rights?”

“If you don’t make money by finishing high in the tournament, you can work off what you owe.  The promoters of this event would wave your admission, I’m pretty sure.”

She knew what he meant.  Nealta walked past him and into the building.  Without a word she poured the coins onto the board that acted as a counter top and counted to ten then began to make stacks just like that one.  The guard behind the counter stared with a look of bewilderment on his face at first.  She kept counting, ignoring him.  He leaned back in his chair and began to notice her ‘other charms’.  After about five minutes of counting, he just stood up and waved her off.
“Alright, alright.”  He picked up a quill and unrolled the parchment on the counter.

“Name?”

She stopped and stared at him blankly.  She cocked her head slightly.  Finally tired of the intense stare, he just scrawled down “Rag Girl”.  After all, what did it matter?  She wouldn’t make the second round; there’d be no need for a name.  The ones without names typically went down in the first fight.
“Close enough,” he waved her off and simply swept the uncounted mass of coins into a wooden bucket.  “Your match will be announced at the arena.  Be there on time or forfeit your cash.”

“Soldath,” the first guard read aloud.  Emerging from the crowd was a large, if somewhat thick human with an ear missing.  An obvious battlefield vet from his choice of armor and the accompanying crest, which she did not recognize nor care about.

“Pair him with Marcus Neolander.”

A small murmur happened.  This was the first time the assembled fighters gave any reaction to a fight announcement.  Soldath glanced at them and then narrowed his eyes, as if he’d been insulted by their questioning of his worthiness to fight Neolander.
The guard went back to his list.

“Rag… girl?”

She remained seated between the half-orc with the missing fingers and the human woman with the missing teeth.  She was not among the elite, she guessed.  No, the other names they read who were their assignments were not even present.  Those undoubtedly were the ‘favorites’.
The second guard stood and surveyed the crowd.  “You,” he called, pointing to Nealta.
She stood and the other guard smiled.

“Rag Girl versus… Miasmus Hobbleberry?” he suggested, half laughing.  The other guard nodded as if he was thinking the same thing.

She kept staring at his feet.  It was hard not to.
Yes, she herself was barefoot.  But she knew there was another reason why he was barefoot; it was unlikely a cobbler could build shoes big enough for a reasonable price.  In fact, she guessed, that was likely why he was here.  A Hundred Hundred copper might buy him either a left or a right, she thought, but probably not both.  She was uncertain as to whether the feet were that large or whether the enormous amounts of hair gave the illusion of size, like a skinny porcupine with an enormous cloak of quills.

He carried an axe that was far too large for him, hefted over one shoulder.  In truth, unaltered the thing would have been taller than him, but he likely broke off the handle and filed it smooth there so that he could manage it without driving the handle into the ground on a swing.
Say what you would about his axe, Nealta studied her rusty longsword that she’d purchased with the few silver pieces she hadn’t thrown on the counter earlier.  The handle was reinforced with a piece of cloth she’d torn from her shoe-purse, which was now after all, quite empty.
The crowd seemed greatly amused by the halfling’s entrance, hands over head, followed by a dramatic turn with the axe upward for as long as he could manage before he had to again grab it with both hands, which wasn’t long.  In fact, he nearly knocked himself unconscious as that blade was going to come down right on his head were he not barely quick enough.

She stepped out of the shadows at her end of the arena.  The crowd was sparse.  It seemed that the general audience came in later, when the larger, better known fighters appeared.  Not the crazed Halfling and the dirt-covered girl.

She walked up to the spot of dirt where the previous fighter, “Sayacen, the toothed” had beheaded the previous fighter in an unnecessarily brutal display after he’d won and the crowd had given an indifferent shrug to their life or death decision.  He’d held the head up and swung it around for the audience, to mixed cursing and cheering.  At least he’d finally gotten them to give a damn.

The guard struck his two ceremonial swords together and the Halfling charged, the blade tucked onto his shoulder, edge forward, braced against the side of his oversized head.  He intended to put his momentum of the run into his swing, she could see.  She surmised his strategy was to take one mighty whack, and then have difficulty deciding what to do next when he missed.
She held the blade out and to the side.  It was the largest weapon she’d ever carried but was easily held, unlike his axe.  When he came close enough, she simply walked a few steps to her right, taking all but her peripheral vision away from him.  He tried to alter course but in the slight turning simply went past her and fell forward, the axe, sticking in the sandy earth.  The sparse crowd laughed.  It was the most definitive reaction of the day so far.

The Halfling rolled over and sprung to his feat, his visor falling down over his eyes.  The helmet was the only true piece of armor he wore and it was as much a hindrance as the axe.  He flipped the visor back up and it fell down.  He flipped it up and it fell down.  He repeated this three more times, to the crowd’s unerring amusement before he just flipped the helmet back over his head and let it hit the ground.  This drew mild applause.  He quickly sprouted two daggers from his sleeves and rushed her again.
Nealta hadn’t fought someone with two weapons before.  And unlike the axe he seemed to know how to use them.  She knocked away the first one with her sword but the second one slashed her forearm.  The back of her blade struck his brow and set him off balance a little.  Her slightly superior reach suddenly had him concerned as he lunged and missed then backed up a few steps.  This happened two more times, creating a stalemate where he backed up when she came at him, or he stood there trying to figure out a way around the sword.  Finally she just stuck the sword in the ground and raised her palms up in disgust.  Properly inflamed by her disregard, he charged her and she caught both his hands.  She wrestled him onto his back and sat on his chest.  The crowd laughed and cheered uncontrollably.  A few more people filed in just to see what the noise was about, gathering at the gates and joining in the fun.

She pinned his hands above his head, the daggers pointing at her, but harmlessly restrained.  Nealta wrestled the blades away and pitched them aside.  Hands free, he took the opportunity to turn over and try to crawl away from under her.  He slide out from under her until at last all she could hold onto was his hairy foot.

With that, she stood up, still clutching the foot by a handful of hair, and drew her sword from where it was plunged into the ground.  And mocking the way Sayacen had earlier held his foe by the hair and cut off his head, she took the rusty blade and cut off a clump of hair from atop his foot.  Then mocking his victory pose, she raised the clump high in the air.

By now the crowd was lost in a sea of laughter.  The Halfling looked down at his scalped foot and let out a slight howl of anguish rather than pain.  Nealta glanced back at him but felt bad.  The crowd applauded as the guard raised the flag in his right hand, signifying that she had won.  Even that arbiter had tears of laughter coming down his face.

Nealta stepped back over to the Halfling and held out the handful of foot-hair, which he took and stared at, cradling it in his hands like it were a small pet.  Then she walked behind him and slid her hands under his arms, raising him to his feet.  The crowd continued to applaud as they walked off.  Nealta noticed as they reached the entrance to the pit that the others had all gathered there to watch, which was something they hadn’t done before, perhaps drawn by the crowd noise.  A few congratulated them and a few others simply went back to their business.  Sayacen did not look pleased and stared at her indignantly.

She’d seen that look before many times.  But it hadn’t bothered her since the age of nine, when she learned to stop running away from the thugs and instead confront them.  She held his stare for the next hour as they sat across the room from each other.
“You’re quite the bargainer,” he said with his strange accent.  “I’ll raise that.  I’ll double it, in fact.  Two gold pieces a night to perform that very act or a similar one with him every night.  It is pure gold, that routine.”
She glanced up from tying strips of cloth around her knees and eyed him for only a second, but continued her preparations.
“Face it,” he said and reached out to take hold of her chin to raise her head and make her look at him, but suddenly and wisely thought better of it when she froze and he had the impression she’d bit him like a feral dog.  “The crowd loves you, but you’re inexperienced at fighting.  You go out there with a real soldier, or a psychotic, a real animal of some kind, and you’ll be lucky to find someone who’ll pay you for a few minutes pleasure in a greasy alley.  You’re quite attractive when you wipe off that dust, I’m certain.  Make some easy money doing something you’re good at.  Don’t go out there and get mauled.”

At the word mauled she looked down at the cut on her forearm.  It wasn’t deep; wouldn’t likely get infected either since they had water here to wash it out promptly and a few bandages.
She picked up her sword and walked past the man with the funny accent.

“There is no such thing as easy money.”

She was probably right.  The two girls who followed him carrying his bag and contracts didn’t look too happy.  And their jobs would seem considerably easier, unless there were the likely ‘hidden costs’.
Swatting wildly at her like a horse swatting a fly with his tail, each successive stroke missed with a resounding “woosh”.  Hogenn wore actual studded leather armor, like she’d only seen when running through armor shops to get too or from somewhere.  His flail sounded impressive to her as it missed each time, but that was likely because she could feel the air.

The crowd was more full this time.  At least half the arena filled, many of them chattering to one another, in some cases about the amusing fight earlier.  This one was less amusing, as the girl seemed to be in real danger.  One miss caused a wooden railing to shatter.  
Nealta rolled left this time, trying to be unpredictable, and felt the flail tear away a few inches of fabric along her spine with the near miss.  The crowd let out a simultaneous murmur.  Hogenn immediately followed the miss up by using his momentum to spin completely around and swing again.  By now she was below his windmill-like cut, and swung her blade at his foot, striking the tendon.  The two-hundred pound man fell over backwards with a cry of pain, his flair sailing into the air and out of reach.

The anguish on his face was pronounced, but he rolled over and hobbled for the weapon.  Nealta ran, used his back as a stepping stone and vaulted to where the weapon was, landing there a full ten feet ahead of him.  She took her blade and lowered it, pointing at him as Hogenn stopped his crawling and came to a rest on his knees, blood gushing down his foot and painting the sand.  He lowered his head and they announced her by an unfamiliar name.

Nealta, the sign said beside Hogenn’s name, though she could not read it.  She would learn later this was a Baklunish term meaning “Rag Girl”.  They’d taken her newly donned nickname and turned it into something resembling an actual name.
Sayacen, the Toothed was called this because his tribe, the Igluk, were famous losers.  It may be rude to just come out and say it, but it was very true.  The Igluk clan would raid human encampments of nomads in the Wolf Clans territories.  One time, in retaliation, the clans hunted them down and rather than killing them, knocked out every tooth on every male in the tribe.  While it seemed merciful to keep them alive, it was actually quite the reverse.  The tribe, absent its teeth, was humiliated.  Many males committed ritual suicide.  In time, the Igluk faded as their women left or were claimed by other Orc tribes.  Sayacen was born to the chieftain’s daughter, and came from the womb with teeth already present, which while not unheard of was in fact rare.  Probably a side effect of his half-human heritage.
He had a strange relationship with humans.  He spent much of his time among them, in cities, far from the nomadic clans that he despised so much.  At least these weak city folk he could intimidate to some degree with his rugged and somewhat orcish features.  You see, he was half orc, which was the other reason he did not die with the tribe, his mother brining him away as soon as she realized his human parentage was visible.

Sayacen tolerated city humans only because he had the opportunity to legally kill a few select ones in the arena.  He aspired to be a great and widely known gladiator with hundreds of kills; at least one for every tooth lost by every member of his tribe.
Needless to say, he would come up short on this pending bit of accounting.
His opening move was to throw his spear rather than charge with it.  Nealta hadn’t anticipated this as he’d taken no time to aim, throwing it wildly but quite accurately at her before she could act.  It missed, but only by passing under one arm and taking a few inches of fabric with it.  A slight murmur came from the crowd as Nealta was either unaware or uncaring that so much of her flesh had been exposed on that side as the fabric stay pinned beneath the spear.  Nealta stepped forward a few feet and dropped down low, blade in hand, ready to cut crosswise.
Not far away, someone was taking bets.  She surmised this from the exchanging of cash and the numbers tacked up next to where their names were posted.  Money swapped for markers of wood with symbols on them.
Her mind lingered there a moment but quickly came back when Hogenn let out a grunt and thrust his sword forward and past her.  Nealta’s cut was intercepted when he stopped her swing by striking her hand.  She dropped down low to the ground and tried to trip him, in a sort of calculated move, swinging with her leg, but unfortunately he planted his leg soundly, nullifying the blow, and while she was on the ground in a vulnerable spot, he drove his sword through her shoulder with enough force to impact the dirt behind her.
Nealta shrieked in pain but was unable to rise.  First it was his weight as he leaned forward on the blade, but when he released it and stood upright she realized he’d driven it further into the ground as hard as he could.  She tried to kick up at him, to no avail as he caught her feet controlled them.  The only thing that would make him happier than to kill this woman would be to make her pay for a very long time.
He turned to the guard who stood at center and motioned with his hand in a circle.  This was an appeal.  With a decision by the promoters of a thumbs-up, she would live and just be out of this tournament.  But with a pronouncement of death, he could instead opt to claim her life to be his possession.  The promoters of such events often would purposely give the thumbs down pronouncement of death when a combatant asked for “rights” in this way, because it meant they wouldn’t have to pay him or his opponent; one would simply own the other.
The guard turned to the two men at the board who were exchanging money with the crowd earlier and as they discussed this, the crowd let out a gasp, which drew everyone’s attention back to the fight.

During their inattention, Nealta had managed to crawl up the blade just far enough to reach her foe’s belt.  She grabbed him by this and with one tremendous pull, yanked him forward to where his head impaled on the dull end of his earlier thrown spear as it lay stuck in the ground.  It went through his open mouth and into his skull, knocking the teeth right out of his head and left him in a sort of slumped over pose supported by the shaft.
Now he was as toothless as the rest of his tribe, and just as dead.

Nealta pulled herself from the ground, then finally wrenched the sword free.  Blood gushed from her shoulder as she stumbled back toward the pit.  The stunned guard paused a moment before he remembered to pronounce her the winner.  The crowd went wild and began to chant “Rag Girl”.  The two men promoting the event exchanged great amounts of money back to the crowd in return for those wooden markers they’d handed out earlier.  Neither looked pleased.
For a third consecutive victory there was a reward.  She had her choice of one pleasure of three offered.  For an evening she could have her pick of the boy (or girl, if she were so inclined) from the room of them held by the promoters as ‘enticements’ to perform well.  This, she knew, was how Sayacen had spent his evenings after a fight, defiling some poor young girl.

The second possibility was a new weapon or a piece of armor claimed from the stockpile of those taken from the dead at the week’s events.

The third was a healing.  An actual priest of some faith or other would come in, lay hands on you--in a non-imposing manner--and their god’s divine energy would put you back to as you were before the fight.

As much as she liked her catalog of scars, she couldn’t fight again until she was whole.  And so she would forego the carnal and material rewards in favor of a healing.
Marcus Neolander cut quite a figure.  His arms were large, overly round, and deeply muscled.  When he strode to the center of the arena, sometimes he would do so without his chain shirt, showing the crowd both his rippling muscles and the massive tattoo of a dragon that starts on his left shoulder blade as a tail and finishes over his left pectoral, breathing fire onto his heart.
The days were often overcast in this season, but the gods would attend, seeming to see fit to tear open a wound in the gossamer sky so that the sun might shine directly upon him.  He’d then put on his chain shirt as a ritual for all to see.  There was no better showman in all the arenas, and when swords were raised, there were few could even touch his armor, let alone draw blood.  He drew the winner of each bracket and with few exceptions finished out the tournaments in grand style, cheered on by the crowds, even in hostile lands that should favor his foes.

To what should have been her dismay, Nealta won her bracket.  Had she ever heard of him she might have feared him.

As the challenger, she entered first and the crowd gave her a strong round of applause but seemed somewhat restrained.  Perhaps it was the knowledge that this fight was a mere formality.  Or maybe they were saving their energy for when he came in.

Nealta had stolen a sheet from where she lay in the infirmary earlier before her healing and used it to shore up her clothing.  She knew nothing of style and even less of being a seamstress and thus they were used almost as ribbons, wrapped around her to hold the much older pieces of cloth in place.  The contrast of white pieces on her dirtier clothes and dusty skin only made the whole seem shabbier, which to some degree unintentionally worked to her favor as being endearing.  Everyone loves an underdog.
Marcus Neolander entered.  Always announced by both names, sometimes with “Sir” in front, or “The Great”, and in some countries, “Archon of the Elysian Fields” which confused many of the less literate who attended these bloodsports.  Some days his names were at the expense of his opponents.  Today, he was merely “Marcus Neolander, Launderer”.
This elicited a laugh from the crowd as he was here to obviously clean the rags.  Nealta ignored the joke, which was best.

Today he entered already dressed.  Among those in the know, this was a sign of respect.  The less prepared he was when he entered, the more he wanted his opponents to stew, to think about what they were about to face.  Three assistants carried an array of weapons.  He cast his eyes across the battlefield to where she stood and then drew the longsword.  It would seem that he had an eye toward fairness this day.  But stranger yet, he spoke to one of the three assistants and handed him the sword.  He sent him across the arena; a task which the squire seemed reticent to perform given the expression on his face.  But go he did.  In his arms wasnestled the very longsword Marcus Neolander had selected, wrapped in a swath of velvet.  The boy approached cautiously and bowed his head, almost kneeling as he approached, with the pommel pointing toward her.  If he was lucky, he thought, she would not take this as an insult and cut him down in protest.
Nealta paused and looked at the warrior across the field, noted the crowd’s good cheer and the way they applauded their idol.  Nealta reached out, took the whole bundle, dropped the sword on the ground, and draped the velvet over her shoulder like a rich woman’s evening wrap.
The audience reaction was immediate and loud as they laughed.  Marcus Neolander half-grinned and leaned against the shortsword he’d accepted in place of the longsword.  He shook his head once, to himself, but seemed amused, not angry.

Betting closed, the board read beside their names.  It would be explained to her later that this meant they were not accepting bets, the odds were so wildly out of whack that they could never afford to pay them off, should she somehow miraculously win, like if he were to die of a heart condition in the middle of the fight, or a dragon swoop down and swallow him but leave her alone.
He nodded to her and she nodded back, then he had but to glance at the guard and combat was sounded by the familiar clanging of ceremonial swords.

Rather than stay back and wait, she moved up this time.  The duo closed ground each in their own time, meeting eventually near center of the field, and circling slightly.  He seemed unprepared to make either a cut or a block, while she kept her blade up in the familiar sideways orientation as to cut across in a disemboweling fashion.
Finally as the crowd noise grew to what would seem to be a peak, she leaped from her feet onto his sword arm.  Not expecting this unconventional move, he looked at her in puzzlement, but it seemed she had a plan, as this was the only way she could reach him with her foot, planting it upside his cheek not once, but twice, before he swung his sword arm with ease, tossing her off about ten feet away.  The crowd somehow got louder with both the kicks and the toss.
Nealta spun around and back to her feet in a crouch.  He made no move to charge, but instead brushed at his armor as if wiping off dust.  She came at him again, but this time he raised a knee and even planted on only one foot he managed to stop her cold as she ran straight into it..  It looked like a child running full-speed into a tree.  Nealta fell over backwards and shook her head to clear it.  She then got up, this time purposely slow and looked at him, trying to find a weak point.  There was little chance of hitting his head unless he bent forward enough.  The rest was armor.
“I understand you both stab and scalp feet.”
He raised one boot then the other.

“I took natural precautions.”

Nealta bluffed another crazy jump and instead brought the blade up toward his face but he easily parried it away with his mailed fist.  Another swing was blocked by his sword.  He seemed content to play defense, and in fact after a time she realized this was just him dragging things out for the audience’s entertainment.  No one enjoyed a quick fight, especially when it was the fight everyone wanted to see.  After a while their swings were almost synchronized, though it was less through an action of hers than through his anticipation.  He made them look like they were dancing in a ballet, feet and hands perfectly aligned and postures shifting together.  Two pieces in a jigsaw puzzle.

Finally she waited until he was comfortable with her simple cut and thrust then changed up; she grabbed the velvet swatch from around her throat and swung it around to where it wrapped around his blade, then she cut with her own at the trapped arm.  Unfortunately she lacked the power to pierce the chain, instead possibly giving him a slight bruise beneath the metal links.  He tossed the wrapped up sword aside and tried to grab her, missing the first time, but then seizing her sword hand as she tried to take advantage of his faux clumsiness.  No, he was a well-trained unarmed combatant, this much was now obvious, as rather than wrest the blade from her hand, he kept total control of the blade and hand with a remarkable amount of strength, and pulled her in close.  With one hand trapped in his grip and the other pinned to her side, feet dangling helplessly off the ground, there was only one thing to do.
She leaned into him and kissed him on the lips.  At first he pulled his head back, half expecting a head butt, which she was not above performing.

The crowd gave a mixed reaction, never having seen a gladiator kiss another before, though there were often rumors.

He finally pulled the sword from her hand with a flick of his wrist and pitched it far back over his shoulder, where it stuck point down in the sand some thirty feet away.  He set her back on the ground and kept his grip for a moment and then let go slowly.  For about thirty seconds it seemed like they were doing nothing but for him hugging her.  He said to her, “Yield and I’ll spare you, regardless the verdict.”.  Finally when he was released entirely and he was back to his fully standing position he looked down at her.
“Yield,” he ordered.

She then did what comes naturally to street kids with no formal training, generally vicious assailants the world over, and smaller people seeking a big advantage.  She kicked him right in the codpiece.  It did nothing more than ring loudly, a bit like a bell, which sent the crowd from cheering back into a fit of well-deserved laughter.

“Yield,” he said again, this time more of a request in tone, but with his sword point touching her chest, right at the heart.  “I can’t let you win the fight.  But look around, you’ve won in other ways.”

Nealta looked around.  Both his gift sword and her own sword far away, with him in between, his sword in his vice-like grip.  The crowd loved the whole interaction.  Finally, without breaking their stare-down, she knelt down onto one knee.
The guard paused a moment, expecting her to make some last ditch attempt to take him down, but when nothing came after a few seconds, he raised the flag.

He didn’t wait for a verdict.  Marcus Neolander picked her back up to her feet and his squires re-entered, one running off to retrieve the weapons, another accepting the shortsword from his master.

Marcus Neolander raised a victorious fist and the crowd cheered.  Likewise a cheer went up when he motioned to his opponent who finally broke eye contact with him long enough to bow.  They walked off together and by then any formal verdict that would have been rendered was moot.
“Who was your first?”

He cast his eyes to the tapestry that was stretched across the top of the four-post bed and looked beyond it, backwards.

“I was fifteen.  Her name was Esmeralda.”  He said.  “That was a long time ago.  I think she was sixteen as well.”
“I wasn’t talking about that.”

“Hmm?”  He questioned and glanced over at where she sat in front of the vanity in his room, long hair draped down over her naked back.  She was smelling each of the scented waters that were in containers there, thinking about how they were likely scents of flowers but none that she’d ever come across in the streets.  She’d glance back at him via his reflection in the mirror.

“Oh.  Oh, you mean Haglin Narrows.  Bit of a berserker.  He rushed in headlong and the best defense for that was to just let him tire himself out.  Block for a minute or so and his arms would soften like noodles, then one whack to the head and you were done.  I think I won a dagger for that.  Truth was, it wasn’t so much a strategy.  I was no genius.  I just kept blocking until he couldn’t swing any longer.  Self-preservation.”
“Do you think I can be as good as you are?”
“You’re a natural.  I doubt you’ve ever sat in a restaurant and ate, gone into a shop and bought something expensive, danced at a party, or traveled more than a mile, but you already had that crowd.  And with no training, just roughing it out on the streets.    You held your own with no social graces for them to rely on.”

“You held that audience more than I did.” she reminded.

“At your age I didn’t.”

Three fights later, Marcus Neolander was declared Gladiatorial Champion for the season.  She didn’t like watching from the stands, but she did like observing him.  He always used a different weapon, seemingly based on who he was fighting.  Different strategies, but less improvised than her own.  He knew his opponent before they even raised weapons, his steely gaze observing more than there was to see.

She wore the rags that were her trademark to the arena, and he blew her kisses after the victories and even once in a knightly gesture with which she was unfamiliar, accepted her “colors” in the form a ribbon of oily fabric which he tied around his lance before facing his foe.  Sometimes she’d sign autographs, after he taught her how to write her new name.
In the mornings he would rise and invariably she would already be up, waiting with a sword, to learn more.  But the routine of things didn’t seem to suit him.  He was there, but as the days passed for those few weeks he was there, he started to gradually drift away.  He’d dress her in fine silk and they’d walk the streets but it was obvious he was detaching himself from things.  Fewer of his things remained unpacked.  His eyes stared at the horizon in the evenings after they coupled.

“Wine?” she asked, pouring herself a small cup.  She liked the smell more than the taste really.  She’d carry a cup around most of the day just because she liked the smell over that of the perfumes he kept on hand.

“Hmm?” He mumbled, barely acknowledging that something had been said.

“Wherever you’re going, I’m not going to be there, am I?” she finally blurted out.

His eyes broke from the orange skyline, the mountains black from the scorching touch of the dying sun.  He looked at her as she sipped the glass.

“No.”

There was a long pause.

“What’s her name?” she finally said.

He shook his head and sat up fully.

“Don’t start lying now.  You haven’t lied to me yet, have you?”  She said, not so much questioning his honesty as reminding him not to start lying now.
When she put her cup down he reached across the table and put his hands on hers.

“I don’t remember.  Something with an S.”

She could see he wasn’t lying.  It wasn’t in his nature.

“Next girl who asks, are you going to remember my name?”

“How can I forget it?”  He said.  “You don’t have one!”

He laughed.  She knew he was teasing, although it was certainly true enough.

Two days later he was gone, the tiny villa that had been afforded him as a visiting celebrity was now totally empty, but for a few gifts that had been showered on him.  He took what he wanted, left the rest for her, or for the next occupant.
When she left the empty place, Nealta took what was left of the bottle of wine, one of the fragrances from the table (which it turns out was hyacinth), and the silk dress, though she left wearing the rags she came in.

She didn’t have to ask where he was going.  She asked the same kind of questions in the street that he likely had.  There was an event a hundred miles west.  She would go east.
After a few months in the pits, the Rag Girl’s legend stayed alive via stories of fighting in the less respectable underground events.  At the first she left with a silver cup, which she sold for a trip to the next town and the food needed to get her there.
At another she was given a necklace, which she pawned for a horse.  Knowing little of horsemanship, she rode it until it could go no further then she gave it to a farmer to have, and continued on foot to the next fight.
This one was in a farm community and actually took place in a barn.  The prize, it turns out, was three gallons of some home brewed spirits and a night with the farmer’s daughter (she took the former and left the latter).
Subsequently as she ran out of cities the fights became less known and less profitable.  She still ached for the crowd, but she knew that she was nowhere near the caliber of someone like Marcus Neolander, or even those last three men he’d fought in order to become champion.
While he’d spent the majority of his younger and later years roaming the world looking for a fair fight in front of a crowd, he had spent some of the intervening years in the dungeons, honing his skills by fighting all manner of man and monster.
Fighting alone in a solitary dungeon was nice for experience but did nothing for the soul.  Nealta fixed her star to the first group she came across that seemed to have the potential to hold their own.  She couldn’t fight for a massive crowd, but at least she’d have a tiny one, and the opportunity to learn things.  And more fighting in a single journey than she’d have in months of waiting around for a gladiatorial to take place.
And the truth was that fighting helped her forget.  And when she needed a reminder she had the forearm and the brow and the knee, each with a discolored patch of flesh to mark that time.  And as she sat in front of the mirror on the occasion where she could afford to do so, she would find herself staring at the point on her chest where he’d pointed the sword, but never left a scar.  At least not one that shows.
