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   “Many of this world do not know to whom they pray. It does not change who hears them.
 
    
 
   ―The Night Goddess
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   Chapter one
 
   Ayla and Deetra
 
   Ayla dropped to her knees between the wagon ruts, uneven black locks clinging to her tanned cheeks; the stink of his fur still on her skin. She balled her fists and glared at him, nails biting into her calloused palms.
 
   Goreskin stroked the long onyx braid looped over the sash of his grey kilt - a braid he cut from the back of her head as she fought and screamed. He ran a thick bovine tongue over his dull yellow teeth. The minotaur’s voice rumbled deep in his furry chest.
 
   “I expect you at the manor by first light.”
 
   Ayla would rather die. She pried a rock loose from the dirt. Spots floated in her vision as she primed to throw.
 
   A hand grabbed her forearm from behind, and the rock tumbled from her grip. She wheeled around, teeth bared like an animal.
 
   “Let me go!” she screamed.
 
   She tugged at Deetra, but the taller, broader girl’s grip went unchallenged. Deetra had a tight, muscled body from long days in the vineyard. She shook her head in pity, sun-bleached hair swaying as she stared into Ayla’s eyes.
 
   Ayla twisted back toward the minotaur, who simply turned and walked away. His long, horned shadow stretched over the grass as he rounded the corner and disappeared between the dense rows of slave cabins.
 
   Ayla took a breath to yell, but Deetra jerked her arm.
 
   “That’s enough, Ayla.”
 
   The sudden motion made Ayla’s vision dim. Her knees buckled and Deetra caught her in an embrace. Ayla held on, waiting for the ground to stop spinning. Coarse brown fur - his fur - covered her soiled and tattered dress. 
 
   She wiped at the dried saliva on her throat and cheek. Her mouth watered in preparation to evacuate her stomach. She leaned away and gagged until her eyes bulged, but nothing came. Deetra smoothed Ayla’s dagger-cropped hair from her face as her joints locked and she heaved again. Still nothing. She had managed not to eat anything all day.
 
   “Come inside,” Deetra said, and wiped Ayla’s mouth with the hem of her dress.
 
   Ayla nodded, face pressed between Deetra’s small breasts, and let her friend help her back into the sweltering, single room cabin. Deetra walked her over the bare dirt floor to the pile of blankets. The only other items in the cabin were a spade, which she used for digging latrines, and a bowl of water with a rag draped over the side. Deetra had lived there since the beginning of spring. Another month, and she would face execution for a barren womb.
 
   Ayla laid down and stared at the ceiling. Deetra had begged her not to fight. She’d tried, but the moment he touched her she couldn't just let it happen. She had kicked, punched and spit at him. Ripped out fistfuls of fur and bit his ugly bull-face – but nothing deterred him.
 
   Ayla had expected him to kill her - wanted him to - but he hadn’t. He left Ayla with every part of her in agony, ears still ringing from her own screams bouncing off the cabin walls. Her neck and throat throbbed in the shape of his hand. Her back burned from the whip and her privates ached like he’d left a hot knife inside her. Sweat rolled down her brow and inside her legs from pain and the suffocating heat inside the cabin.
 
   Deetra went to fetch the bowl of water when she realized something was missing. When a minotaur chose a girl from the slave quarter, he gifted her with a small, iced cake.  
 
   “Where’s your cake?” she asked.
 
   “It’s in the road,” Ayla replied.
 
   Deetra nodded and returned to the pile of blankets with the rag and bowl of tepid water. She sat down next to Ayla, legs folded beneath her, and wiped Ayla’s forehead and cheeks.
 
   “I didn't eat mine either,” Deetra finally said, eyes staring into nothing.
 
   Ayla swallowed past the lump in her throat. The vision of the day her mother died played in her memory. She pressed on her lower belly and shook her head, but couldn't contain the tears no matter how she tried.
 
   Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I don't wanna die like her.”
 
   Deetra mopped the sweat off her own brow and pushed her hair behind her ear. The layered brown and yellow reminded Ayla of a marigold. The chin-length locks fell forward again and hung in her face as she tenderly cleaned Ayla’s bruised throat. The sun shone on Deetra’s back from the doorway, casting a lithe shadow across the dirt floor. The shadow wrung the rag between its fists and water splashed over Ayla’s neck.
 
   She wanted soap. Ayla had stayed with the Smith’s, a Tradesman family, for the past year. She cared little for the family, and the feeling seemed to be mutual, but Mrs. Smith traded for soap from the House-slaves. Ayla had never been so clean, nor would she be again.
 
    Deetra’s voice shook when she replied. “Your mother had a girl. You will too.”
 
   “Great. More breeding stock.”
 
   Deetra fell silent and washed Ayla’s feet, working her way up. When she made it to Ayla’s knees she raised the dress, heavy with perspiration. Ayla parted her legs with a wince and turned her head to the side. Deetra gasped.
 
   Ayla craned her neck. “What?”
 
   Deetra’s face was troubled, though she tried to hide it under her usual stern expression.
 
   “You’re bleeding.”
 
   Ayla dropped her head back to the blanket. “I don’t care.”
 
   “When are your menses due again?”
 
   Ayla thought about it. They had ended just over a week ago. She closed her knees.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “No, you’re not. We have to -”
 
    “Please, don’t say it.”
 
   Ayla didn’t want to hear Deetra say she needed a healer. The idea of Old Freddie examining her private bits after all she’d just been through made her sick. Given the option, she’d prefer bleeding to death.
 
   Deetra lowered the hem of Ayla's dress. “But-”
 
   “Can you just lay with me?”
 
   “This is serious. I need to -”
 
   “I'm cold. Please?”
 
   Deetra put down the rag and stood up, blocking out the orange-red sunset in the doorway.
 
   “I'm going to get Old Freddie.”
 
   Ayla’s breath hitched. “I don’t want him touching me.”
 
   Deetra dropped back to her knees next to Ayla’s head, her expression twisted with worry. “Ayla, for once, just listen to me. This is serious. You could - I mean -”
 
   “Just stay, please?”
 
   Deetra placed a warm hand on Ayla’s forehead. “You look grey. Your skin is ice -” She checked behind her. “I have to get help.”
 
   “Please?”
 
   Deetra looked out the open door, then back down.
 
   Ayla squeezed her arm. “If you’re my friend, you won't go.”
 
   “I’m going because I'm your friend.”
 
   Ayla let go and winced as she rolled over. “No, because you feel guilty,” she grated out in a whisper.
 
   The tension of Deetra’s silence told her more than any admission. If the minotaur’s seed had taken to Deetra’s womb, Ayla may never have ended up in the cabin - at least not this year. She hated herself, but couldn't stop the words as they tumbled from her lips.
 
   “I’m only here because you’re barren. And in a month …” Ayla swallowed, and wiped her cheeks. “I’ll have to watch your execution, watch you die. Then I’ll be all alone.”
 
   Deetra laid down in front of her and gathered Ayla close. “I won’t go then. I’ll just stay here if that’s really what you want.”
 
   Ayla buried her face in her friend’s chest, guilt weighing on her heart.
 
   “I'm sorry,” she said and looped an arm over Deetra.
 
   Deetra kissed her on the forehead. “You don't need to say sorry. I should be sorry. I didn't think of it like that.”
 
   As the sun dipped below the horizon, the pain subsided to a dull ache and Ayla could no longer keep her eyes open. Deetra got up, and Ayla reached for her.
 
   “Don’t go.”
 
   “I'm just closing the door.”
 
   Deetra shut out the fading evening sky and slid a brick over with her foot to hold the door closed.
 
   “Old Freddie doesn't have to touch you,” Deetra said in the dark. “I could have him tell me.” She walked back over to the blankets and laid back down behind her. “When you’re better, we’ll run. Head south to the Freelands.”
 
   “No,” Ayla said.
 
   Deetra pulled her closer and whispered. “Why not?”
 
   “Because I’ll still have to face Goreskin in the morning. I’d rather die tonight.”
 
   Deetra propped herself up on her elbow. “Why would you die if there’s a chance we can survive?”
 
   Deetra was stronger than any woman Ayla had ever known. The day they met, Ayla witnessed Deetra taking twelve lashes from the whip for attempting to escape. She hadn’t shed a single tear. Her will was unbreakable. Ayla had snuck her water in the pillory, marveling at the tapestry of pain burned into her back.
 
   Goreskin took the whip to Ayla only once - today - and she had screamed bloody murder. Her friend possessed a strength Ayla could not fathom, so Deetra could never understand what it meant to feel weak, defeated.
 
   “I'm not like you. I can’t do it. Besides, you didn’t make it alone. With me, we would be caught in a day.”
 
   “So you’re just giving up?”
 
   Ayla had dreamt of leaving ever since she heard of Deetra’s attempt, but she knew better. Reaching the southern lands took weeks on foot. Few ever dared the journey, and as far as she knew, no one had ever made it.
 
   A group from another plantation had tried once, but they had turned around and come back after a few miles. The road veered south before it quickly disappeared into the Orc Hills. Less than half of the original group made it back, only to be whipped and hobbled for their efforts.
 
   “If I die, I’ll see my Mother again.”
 
   “She wouldn’t want you to give up.”
 
   “You don't know that.”
 
   “Yes, I -”
 
   Ayla covered her ears. She couldn't hear any more. What she wanted now was sleep. The smell of dirt, sweat, and the green scent of the grapevines on Deetra’s dress banished the odor of animal musk. Ayla picked up Deetra’s hand from her waist and laced their fingers together. The thread of consciousness thinned with each moment that passed. She stared as the last bit of light faded from under the door.
 
   She whispered the same secret wish she made each night, one that could never come true.
 
   “Mom, please come back for me…”
 
   She fell into a deep and dreamless sleep, until the door slammed open, jarring her awake. She waited for Deetra to get up but she seemed not to have heard it. The pale light of the moon poured into the small cabin. The stabbing pain below her belly button returned as she sat up. It took her breath away. She leaned forward, cradling her stomach, and forced herself to breathe. Beads of sweat dotted her brow, and the gravity in the cabin tilted this way and that. Her rear end rested on the wet, tacky blanket. She almost laid back down, but with the blood, she could not leave the door open while they slept.
 
   The blanket came with her as she rose to a three-limbed crawl, one hand pressed to her belly. Half-dried blood had adhered the blanket and dress to her backside in one sticky lump. She peeled it away like a dirty bandage and made her way over to the door.
 
   The waning gibbous moon illuminated the withering barley, hanging limply in the humid air. The wind had not rustled the fields in days. Ayla stuck her head out the door. She checked to the right, back toward the plantation, then left down the steep hill.
 
   Nothing. A knot of fear tightened in her chest.
 
   “Ayla.”
 
   The crickets went silent. It was her mother’s voice, but distant and hollow. Ayla’s breath caught in her throat. She checked both directions again, half expecting to see her mother standing in the street. She knew it was impossible. Her mother survived the breeding cabin with Steelhorn, but Goreskin brought Ayla’s mother to the breeding cabin again thirteen years later. She did not survive the second time.
 
   Ayla swallowed past the lump in her throat and slid the brick back in place to hold the door closed. She crawled back toward the pile of blankets in the dark.
 
   The voice called to her again.
 
   “Ayla.”
 
   Eyes wide, she searched for her friend among the blankets. She found an arm and shook it. The door rattled and Ayla stifled another cry. She grabbed two handfuls of Deetra’s dress and heaved her head and shoulders off the floor.
 
   “Deetra!”
 
   Deetra’s head lolled back. Ayla shrieked and dropped her to the blankets with a thump. The door slammed open again and Ayla jumped. Pain lanced through her midsection and her heart raced in her throat.
 
   “Ayla, come to me.”
 
   Ayla dared another look out the door. A woman stood out in the road with her back to the moon. Her shadow stretched to the front step of the cabin. Ayla crawled over to the exit, trembling. She gripped the door jamb to steady herself, squinting through the blur of pain.
 
   “Mom?”
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter two
 
   Mother of Night
 
   The figure standing on the road opened her arms, a cloaked black silhouette in the night. Ayla crawled another step and the dizziness brought a wave of nausea. Her throat tightened and sweat dripped from her face.
 
   “I … I can’t.”
 
   Her mother waited, arms outstretched. “You can.”
 
   “Please, help me.”
 
   “It is you who must come to me, my child.”
 
   Ayla hobbled towards the figure on all fours, one knee leaving dark round blood prints in the road. Tears and pain obscured her vision. Her heart labored in her chest, every beat throbbing in her temples. By the time she reached the woman’s feet, her breath came in short gasps.
 
   “Stand,” her mother’s voice said.
 
   Ayla reached out to pull herself up by her mother’s tunic, but something inside warned her not to. Blinking away her tears, she squinted up at her, fighting back vertigo. The shadows that shrouded her mother’s face hid all detail. She summoned the strength she had left and pushed herself to a standing position. The world spun away into darkness as she fell into her mother’s arms.                                     
 
   The first time she came to, her mother was carrying her down the south hill away from the cabin. The back of her dress was wet with fresh blood. She offered a weak smile before passing out again.
 
   She woke the second time to the sound of a pair of coyotes calling to one another somewhere out in the night. Despite the humidity, Ayla  shivered and shook with cold. Her dangling legs had gone numb.
 
   “Mom?”
 
   “Shh, rest now,” she said without looking down. “We’re almost home.”
 
   The only home Ayla ever knew was back the way they came, Hillside. She’d never traveled more than a mile from the plantation, but she’d heard of these woods. Once a year, a master accompanied a group of slaves to gather herbs and sometimes blackberry bushes to transplant.
 
   The bushes rarely produced any berries and all of them died after the first winter. Nothing thrived on the plantation anymore, it shriveled more each year as the droughts worsened. The minotaur masters knew nothing of how to save the land, and the slaves that did no longer cared.
 
   They stopped at the edge of a clearing, bordered by a shallow brook at the bottom of a steep embankment on one side. Tiny curious eyes in the branches above reflected the moonlight. In the center of the glade, nature had reclaimed the last traces of some ancient building. A door stood in the center of a crumbling, vine-choked wall. As the woman approached with Ayla in her arms, a glowing violet symbol appeared on the wall -  a winged serpent with its tail in its mouth.
 
   Ayla’s mother paused in the glow of the purple light and the door swung inward. The clearing behind them contained nothing more than grass and scattered stone, but through the opening in front of them, a plush indigo carpet covered the center aisle of a gorgeous temple. Wrought iron pedestals topped with burning braziers lined each side. Their light spilled into the glade flickering over the trees and grass. Ayla blinked in disbelief of the sight in front of her.
 
   The woman stepped through the door. When the light hit her face, Ayla caught the first glimpse of her savior.  Her skin was ageless porcelain with eyes the same as Ayla’s - blue-white, like winter. Her hair framed her face with short bangs and long, jet black locks cascading down her shoulders.
 
   The door closed behind her and the braziers flickered. At the end of the carpeted path stood an altar of polished obsidian. Maroon and violet tapestries adorned the stone walls between tall narrow stained glass windows.
 
   The woman sat Ayla down on the glossy altar at the end of the path so that her legs hung off the side, then lifted a bowl from below the altar and tipped it over Ayla’s hair. Warm water flowed over her scalp and face, instantly soothing her. The seams of Ayla’s dress unraveled of their own accord and the heavy cotton fabric came away from her, exposing her broken and bruised body. The woman continued to pour the water over her and as she did, something miraculous began to happen. The fresh welts and cuts over her shoulder from Goreskin’s whip mended their halves together and itched like week-old stitches. Ayla reached to scratch, but the feeling passed before she could manage it. With each bowl of water that trickled over her, the pain subsided and her struggling heart slowed.
 
   The woman’s lips curved up in a smile but no lines formed in her cheeks. She looked like a living statue, and not one bit like her mother.
 
   “Who are you?” Ayla asked.
 
   The stranger leaned over Ayla, resting her palms on the altar. Her voice took on a hollow yet resonant quality. Her breath suffused the air with a heady fragrance of scented oils.
 
   “I am the dark corner that hides those in need. The eternal ruler of the Abyss.”
 
   “You’re a God?”
 
   “I was once their Queen.”
 
   “Am I dead?”
 
   The Goddess kissed Ayla on the forehead with cold lips. “You are at His doorstep.”
 
   “Where’s my mom?”
 
   “The dead cannot hear your pleas. I have come in her stead, my child.”
 
   Ayla never believed in the Gods. And if they did exist, she wanted nothing to do with any who would leave their people in chains.
 
   “I’m not your child.”
 
   The woman grabbed Ayla under the jaw, fingers digging into her cheeks. Her icy eyes remained impassive but her voice lowered threateningly.
 
   “You are the daughter of Steelhorn, the grandson of Tor, who is my son. I am not just your mother, but the mother of every woman born from a breeding cabin.” The Night Goddess let go of Ayla’s jaw. The closest brazier’s flame shone blue on her black tresses. “I have waded through the River of Dreams to answer your call, and this is how you thank me?”
 
   “I'm dreaming?” Ayla asked.
 
   “The River of Dreams flows through the Abyss. It is one of only a few ways for me to access the mortal realm.”
 
   Tears stung Ayla’s eyes seconds before spilling onto her tanned cheeks. “When I wake up, will I still be in the cabin?”
 
   “Yes, but you need not fear. I have come.”
 
   “Please, take me with you.” Ayla closed her eyes. The memory of the day her mother died returned to her, as it did every night for the past four years.
 
   Ayla stood at attention in front of the manor, in mandatory attendance along with the other plantation slaves. Her mother’s screams ripped through the manor and carried over the fields. Then the cries faded, leaving only the sound of torches and shuffling feet.
 
   After an eternity of waiting in the cold, Goreskin stepped through the arched front door onto the porch. He held a naked half-beast calf aloft for everyone to see. Its tiny hocks kicked at the air, eyes still closed, fur slick with fresh blood – her mother’s blood.
 
   Ayla sat up and bit her palm to stifle a building cry of anguish. The vision left an impression on her heart, like the imprint left behind by a cold hand on warm flesh. She drew up her knees and hugged them. She relived that night over and over. Awake or asleep, nothing ever dulled the sound of her mother’s screams in her ears.
 
   When the woman spoke again, the pretense of Ayla’s mother left her voice. What remained was distant and ominous, as if from down a dark tunnel.
 
   “In another time, your pleas to your mother would have been called a prayer,” she said as she smoothed Ayla’s wet hair behind her ear.
 
   “What do you mean?”                                                        
 
   The Goddess placed a hand on Ayla’s back and faced the room. The dancing light threw shadows on the walls and smooth oak benches and reflected off the colorful stained-glass windows. Ayla’s attention turned back to the Goddess as she parted her cloak, revealing a suit of form-fitting scale armor dyed a deep blue.
 
   “Prayer is a means of speaking with a God.”
 
   “What is this place?”
 
   “This is a temple,” the Goddess said, and presented the room with lifted palms. “A place where the faithful came to worship, before the God of Sun and Toil cursed our people.”
 
   “Why would the Sun God curse us?”
 
   The Goddess lifted her chin to the first window, left of the front door. It depicted a white building, with curved red and yellow flames in its windows. A man in shining red armor stood at its front step, serrated sword drawn.
 
   “Tor, my son, sacked a temple to the Sun God. The Sun God cursed Tor and transformed him into a half-beast.”
 
   The next window pictured a minotaur with a heavy yoke resting on his shoulders. A long piece of yellow glass - a ray of sunlight - cut through the leaden clouds above. It shone down upon broken red armor on the ground behind him.
 
   “The Priests of the Light forced him to haul the stone to rebuild the temple, like a common bull. When Tor escaped, he came here and demanded the curse be lifted. My priests told him it was impossible, and Tor slew them in his rage.”
 
   Ayla followed the picture story in the next window. Priests in black and navy tunics lie dead on the ground or stood burning at the stake in a collage of fire and blood.
 
   “But there are thousands of minotaurs now, not just one.”
 
   The Goddess nodded. “The curse was passed to Tor’s male offspring. That is why all minotaurs are male - and why they require human women to sire children.”
 
   The next image depicted a minotaur with gold rings at the base of his horns, wearing a suit of full plate armor. He held a naked pregnant woman by her throat over a puddle of her own blood. Her belly, disfigured by the oversized progeny within, was cut halfway from her groin to her protruding navel by a long curved knife in the beast's other hand.
 
   Ayla covered her mouth in horror. The memory of the calf held aloft in Goreskin’s hands returned. He’d had a similar curved knife that day, looped into the sash of his kilt.
 
   Her stomach rose up and she leaned over the side of the altar. Her body strained and forced out a mouthful of bile. Ayla wiped her lips and gagged one more time. She sat up and gave the Goddess a silent, watery-eyed apology. The taste of bile in her mouth made her empty stomach twist into knots. She took a slow breath to calm it.
 
   The Goddess gave the image one last hard stare, then returned her gaze to Ayla. She handed Ayla the bowl of water from the altar. “It took Tor and his eventual sons almost eighty years of kidnap and rape, but they sired an army of half-beasts. They marched across the north, enslaving the people, and burned every one of my temples until my power all but vanished from the world.”
 
   Ayla tried not to look, but couldn’t help herself. No one ever told her why she lived life as a slave – as property. She put the bowl back on the altar, her throat healed and mouth sweet.
 
   Each of the windows decorating the ancient temple depicted similar atrocities. One showed a woman in chains on all fours acting as a leg rest for her minotaur master. Another revealed a burning village with dozens of men in armor stacked high upon a pyre. Image after horrifying image assaulted her until she forced herself to look away. She met the Goddess’ icy eyes with her own.
 
   “Why didn’t you do something?”
 
   The Goddess pointed at the colorful depiction of red-armored men in a pile. A minotaur stood above them. “To lift Tor’s curse risked war among the Gods. I sent champions to slay him, but they all failed.  Born half a god and cursed by another, he cannot die or grow old.”
 
   “Couldn't you just kill him yourself?”
 
   “The Goddess of Healing and Peace guards the souls of this world from the next. Tor can only be slain by a mortal of his own bloodline.”
 
   “A minotaur? I don't think -” Ayla paused, her eyes went to Tor’s naked human footrest. “You mean a daughter of one.”
 
   “Yes, my child.”
 
   Ayla swallowed, the window of the dying pregnant woman in her peripheral. “Deetra says that since my mother had a girl first, I will too. Is that what you want? My girl?”
 
   “No. I came for you.” Her smile faded as she walked back to the other side of the altar. “You carry a male - a calf.”
 
   The Goddess’ words stabbed her in the heart like the thrust of a minotaur’s horn. Ayla dropped down from the altar.
 
   “You healed me for what? To die, like that?”
 
   “If I let you die tonight, who should take your place?”
 
   Tears threatened to spill down her cheeks again. Ayla set her jaw, eyes fixed on the scenes played out in the temple’s many windows. The Goddess didn't really want her to choose. She wanted to lay guilt on Ayla’s shoulders like a load of bricks.
 
   Ayla couldn't look at the Goddess. Instead, she turned to the temple. The window with the pregnant woman flickered in the light. She balled her fists, nails cutting into her palms.
 
   “So it’s live until he guts me, or die and let him do it to somebody else?”
 
   “I confess, I am disappointed. I thought you were more creative.”
 
   Ayla turned around, to see if the Goddess meant what Ayla thought she did. “What? Kill him?”
 
   The Goddess leaned over the altar between them, eyes sparkling like a winter sky. “I could give you the power to crush him under your heel. Goreskin would be a small test of your faith. You will face many more tests before you confront Tor.”
 
   “If Tor dies, our people will be free?”
 
   “The God of Light’s curse was lawful among the Gods. The curse can only be broken once Tor is slain.”
 
   “Why me?”                                     
 
   “Every night for four years you have called for me to come for you. I have come, and now you ask why?”
 
   “I was talking to my Mom.”
 
   “Many of this world do not know to whom they pray. It does not change who hears them. You called to me and I answered. If that is not enough, know that I have chosen two others before you.” The Goddess lifted Ayla’s chin. “But their faith did not compare to yours, and you are the first to have my blue eyes in 200 years.”
 
   Ayla blushed.
 
   “Thank you, Mother.” She expected the word to feel awkward on her tongue, but it didn’t. “What happened to the others?”
 
   “Their faith faltered. The light has many guardians that seek to burn away the darkness forever. But you will not share their fate. The other Gods of the Pantheon grow restless with the imbalance. The time for our people’s freedom has come.”
 
   The Goddess took Ayla’s hands in her own and lifted them to Ayla’s chin. “Cup your hands here as if drinking water. Good. Now repeat after me.”
 
   When the Goddess closed her eyes, Ayla did the same, and each time the Goddess spoke, Ayla dutifully repeated the words.
 
   “Mother, Goddess of the Night.”
 
   “Your daughter is in need.”
 
   “And begs, humbly.”
 
   The Goddess touched Ayla’s cheek and she opened her eyes.
 
   “Then,” she explained, the corners of her mouth curled up in a smile, “tell me what you pray for – or do not – I will know your need.”
 
   “That’s it? Just pray?”
 
   “Prayer is a gift of yourself to me, a small sacrifice of humility. You will make far greater sacrifices in my name. But for me to answer, you must first make the greatest sacrifice of yourself.”
 
   Ayla’s brow lowered with apprehension. The Goddess’ crystal blue eyes peered down into her own, hungry, chilling her soul. Afraid to ask, Ayla just waited through the Goddess’ cold stare. After a long silence, the Goddess spoke.
 
   “You must surrender your soul to the will of your Goddess, in death, to the Abyss.”                              
 
   The Abyss. On the lips of slaves and minotaurs alike, the words meant darkness and fear for eternity. It was a curse of condemnation. Ayla only thought as far as missing her mother and reuniting with her. The where and how of that reunion never once crossed her mind. The Abyss didn’t portend the happy reunion she envisioned.
 
   “I’ve never heard someone mention the Abyss as a good thing.”
 
   The Goddess’ countenance grew stern and Ayla realized she had insulted her. Ayla’s heart sank into her stomach. The woman directed her attention to the temple proper. Her conviction cowed the flames of the braziers to a low smolder.
 
   “For those whose faces filled my temples waiting for the sun to set, eager for the Prayer of Humility, the Abyss reflected my infinite rewards. For the faithful, it is an eternity in the arms of those you love, with your enemies under your boot. A realm of true freedom.”
 
   “So, does everyone go to the Abyss when they die?”
 
   “Each God has their realm. Those who love the Abyss find rest and succor in its depths. Those who fear it, live those fears for eternity. Alliances exist, however -”
 
   The flames all shot up at once around them.
 
   Ayla looked around.                                               
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Dawn approaches. I must have your answer. Do you commit your soul to the Abyss in death, and to the will of your Goddess?”
 
   “I don't know. I have so many q-”
 
   “I understand you have questions. Most priests would have a decade’s worth of instruction. We do not have that kind of time. You have called me Mother. If you truly meant it, you will trust me.  Do you commit your soul to the Abyss in death, and to the will of your Goddess?”
 
   Her eyes lingered on the image of the pregnant woman. In seven months, she would face the consequences of her next words. A short life with meaning was more hope than Ayla had when she had laid down to sleep.
 
   “I do.”
 
   “You are now a true Priestess.”
 
   “Am I the only one?”
 
   “True Priesthood is attained by the vow before the flesh and blood of an immortal. You are the first to take the vow in a century. But, you must listen, my chosen. Once you have killed Goreskin, flee north to Hornstall Castle. There you will find free men who will aid you.”
 
   “How do we get there, Mother? We have nothing - not even shoes.”
 
   The Goddess waved her hand to indicate the temple around them. “The Temple can provide, my child. In the dirt below us lies a chest buried with the priests who died here. It contains symbols of faith, vestments, and offerings. Wash yourself in the brook and take what you need.”
 
   The door to the forest opened and a dark horned shadow spilled over the temple. Two of the braziers snuffed out, their radiant coals washing the white ceiling in red. First, just the horned head appeared, but more and more of the shadow’s body rose into the doorway like a black rising sun.
 
   The Goddess put a sympathetic hand on Ayla’s shoulder and turned her toward the door. “You must go now.” The Goddess stared at the doorway. “He’s come for you.”
 
   Ayla looked back. The umbra of her tormentor, Goreskin, stood before the doorway like a disembodied soul. He unfurled a few loops of his whip and her heart lurched with fear. She wheeled back around and grabbed the Goddess’ tunic with a white-knuckled grip.
 
   “No! Don't let him!”
 
   The tapestries, altar, and windows turned to bare wood walls. The tunic became a coarse wool blanket between her fingers.
 
   Ayla screamed.
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter three
 
   Underfoot
 
   Searing pain slashed into Ayla’s unconscious as the white-hot lash of a whip ripped her from the dream. She shrieked and rolled towards Deetra, back arched and teeth grinding.
 
   A guttural voice boomed inside the cabin, severing the last threads of the memory of her Mother and the temple. “Where you supposed to be, slave?”
 
   The whip came down again, then again, flaying the dress right off her back. A strangled cry escaped her throat. The burn spread through her entire body, blotting out any other sensation. Spasms in her neck and chest choked off her breath. Her feet kicked as the skin on her back split open. She barely registered the trickles of blood running down her body.
 
   Deetra rolled on top of her, becoming a living shield. The whip cracked again. Blood freckled Ayla’s cheek as Deetra’s body went rigid from the lash.
 
   The minotaur gave a low growl and ripped Deetra off Ayla, then shoved her out the door. “You, stay out there.”
 
   He turned back to her, his form eclipsing the sun at his back. His horned shadow fell over her. Ayla shook her head and gripped the blankets in her fists as he leaned down. Pressing the blanket to her face, she pleaded, on the edge of sanity, “Please. No more. I'm beg-” A memory interrupted her muffled pleas - her mother in prayer.
 
   Cup them … as if drinking water.
 
   She opened her eyes. The blanket slid away and she stared at her hands. Goreskin yanked her off the floor by the arm. Her shoulder popped, wrenching another cry from her abused throat. The blankets came up with her, still stuck to her backside with dried blood.
 
   Deetra appeared in the doorway. She grabbed Goreskin around his thick bicep. “Take me! She can't -”
 
   Goreskin dropped Ayla, who collapsed without the support, and silenced Deetra with the back of his hand. Deetra stumbled, holding her face, and collided with the door jamb. He pointed outside.
 
   “Out! Now!”
 
   Ayla cupped her hands under her chin, as her Mother had shown her. She closed her eyes and the words of the prayer rose to her trembling lips. She whispered to the Goddess, voice hitching with sobs. “Mother, Goddess of the Night, your daughter is in need…”
 
   The minotaur leaned in close. His breath fanned her short black hair away from her face as she finished the prayer.
 
   “… and begs, humbly...”
 
   Goreskin shook her but it was too late, she had completed the prayer. The fear melted away and her senses restored, like coming up from underwater. The scent of heady oils lingered on her hands as if the Goddess herself had breathed through Ayla’s mouth. She opened her eyes and Goreskin dropped her arm like it was a poisonous snake. He cocked the whip back, threatening another strike.
 
   “Get back, or I’ll -”
 
   A smile touched Ayla’s lips and her tongue darted out, licking away a drop of Deetra’s blood.
 
   “No. You won't.” Her voice echoed powerfully around the small cabin.
 
   Goreskin’s muscular arm dropped to his side, the whip impotent in his grip.
 
   “Put it down.”
 
   Goreskin hesitated - resisted. He blinked and shook his horned head to clear it. Ayla stalked towards him and, incredibly, the minotaur backed up until he bumped into the wall. She reached out towards him with a triumphant smile, seeing that he now shied away from her touch.
 
   She was in control now, and she knew just what she was going to do with it. 
 
   Ayla ran her fingers through the fur on his chest, whispering the prayer again. Then she saw the fear in his eyes and laughed.
 
   “Put it down.”
 
   The whip hit the floor with a thud. From the corner of her eye, Ayla saw Deetra take a step forward. She held out her hand - an unspoken order to stay put.
 
   Ayla’s hands slid down to untie the sash that held up his kilt. It came loose and fell to the floor with a clang. A minotaur dagger, a short sword by human standards, lay half exposed from its scabbard. She kicked it behind her with her heel. Deetra’s shadow passed over the back wall as she knelt in the doorway to pick it up. The sword hissed out of its sheath.
 
   Leaning in close, Ayla smiled up at Goreskin, whose breath now came in short, panicked gasps. He pressed his back against the wall, palms flat against it at his sides, bull-head bowed to look at her. The half-beast swallowed hard as she rubbed her cheek over his fur, like a kitten demanding affection. Whispering the prayer a third time, she invoked her Mother’s dark voice.
 
   “Close your eyes, cow.”
 
   He did, and Ayla signaled Deetra with a hurried wave behind her back. The heavy sword was placed in her hand. With surprising swiftness and a bloodthirsty sort of joy, Ayla slid the blade across the thick skin of his throat. His eyes shot open as the resulting fine spray of blood hit her upturned face.
 
   Ayla wiped at her eyes in a panic and she stumbled back, blinded, as Goreskin choked and sputtered. She cleared her eyes just in time to see him drop to his knees, one hand on his throat, blood pouring between his fingers. He reached out and grabbed the hem of her dress. Ignoring the minotaur’s last pitiful plea for life, she pinched blood out of her nostrils and glanced back at Deetra, who stood mute- expression paralyzed with shock.
 
   Ayla ripped the dress from between Goreskin’s fingers, then crouched down and looked into his eyes as the blood pooled on the ground between them. She spat in his face and stabbed him just above his drooping kilt. Her face, tight with dried blood, cracked into a grim smile.
 
   His eyes opened wide and he made another pathetic, wet gurgling sound. Ayla grunted with effort as she dragged the blade up, tugging and sawing her way through his muscled abdomen, holding him against the wall with her shoulder. His guts splattered onto the floor like laundry from a hot wash bucket. Dripping with his blood from her hands, face, and dress, she stood and sneered at him as he looked up at her helplessly.
 
   “For my Mother.”
 
   Ayla withdrew the oversized dagger and stepped to the side. Goreskin fell on his face, into the rapidly expanding pool of blood.
 
   Deetra stared, unblinking.
 
   Ayla dropped the blade onto the beast’s back. “Let’s -”
 
   Goreskin’s head lifted from the mess and he fixed one hateful eye on them. Ayla stepped forward and pressed her heel to the back of his head, forcing his nose into the puddle. Red foam appeared around his snout. His hands flexed as he tried to swim away in the shallow puddle. She pressed down harder, giving him her weight, and held him down until his hands stopped moving and the bubbles tapered off. The Goddess’ voice played in her memory as he died.
 
   I can give you the power to crush him under your heel.
 
   Deetra stepped over him. She stood in front of Ayla and searched her gory face in wonder before meeting her eyes.
 
   “How?”                     
 
   Ayla wasn’t ready to explain. She needed time to think.
 
   “We need to get out of here.”
 
   Deetra bent to pick up the sword then gaped at her, still speechless. Ayla turned to looked out the door. No one was working the fields now, but that would change soon enough. She gently placed her hands on her friend’s cheeks, eyes beseeching .
 
   “We have to go.”
 
   “I -”
 
   She kissed Deetra on the corner of the mouth. “No time. I’ll explain later.”
 
   Deetra blinked and touched the spot Ayla had kissed. “Ayla, listen-”
 
   “I can listen and walk. We’ll need to figure out something for shoes.” She headed for the door but Deetra didn’t follow. Ayla stopped and turned back. “What?”
 
   “I can’t come with you.”
 
   “You have to. If they find this…and you…”
 
   Deetra closed the distance between them. She met Ayla’s gaze, her light brown eyes full of purpose, and spoke with rising panic in her voice. “If I don't report to the vineyard soon, they’ll come looking for me.”
 
   Ayla pulled Deetra another step toward the door.  “Then we have to hurry.”
 
   “Ayla, wait.”
 
   “No. You’re coming.” Ayla tugged again, but Deetra didn’t budge. 
 
   “If you and Goreskin are missing, no one will think twice. If I go to work, it will be hours before anyone realizes something's wrong.”
 
   “I can't do this without you.”
 
   Deetra pushed her toward the door. “You have to.”
 
   Ayla shoved Deetra’s hands away. “I'm not leaving you.”
 
   “You said it yourself. If we go together, we’ll be caught in a day.”
 
   Deetra was right. If the Masters of the plantation started looking for them right away, they wouldn’t make it two miles. Minotaurs stood over seven feet tall, with long powerful legs. They couldn’t ride horses, but they didn’t need to. At just a walk, they moved faster than most humans at a jog. She wracked her brain for another way, any solution that didn't involve leaving Deetra behind to suffer for her crime. 
 
   There wasn’t any.
 
   Ayla dropped the dagger and threw her arms around her only friend. “I'm sorry.”
 
    Deetra returned the hug, squeezing her tight. “Don't be,” she said as she swept Ayla’s long black bangs back over her ear. “Just tell me how. How did you make him obey?”
 
   Ayla shook her head against Deetra’s chest. “My Mom, I think. In my dream, she healed me, taught me a prayer.”
 
   Deetra broke the embrace, held her at arm's length, and gave her a long look as if taking in the sight of her one last time. She wiped her nose on her forearm and stooped to retrieve the dagger.
 
   “I don't know what that means. But there's no time. Do you know where you’re going?”
 
   Ayla looked down the road to the south, away from Hillside.
 
   “No. But I know where to start.”
 
   “Stick to the road until high sun. You should have until then. After that, they’ll use the dogs. Get clean and get out of that dress as soon as you can.”
 
   Ayla nodded and swallowed past the lump in her throat. Deetra directed her out of the door and pushed.
 
   “Now go.”
 
   She ran.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter Four
 
   Gifts From Mother
 
   Ayla followed the wagon ruts south until high sun, as instructed. Hillside Plantation bordered the Empire to the south and no one used the road anymore. She walked as fast as she could until the adjacent forest swallowed the forgotten trade route whole. The dogs would be on her trail soon, if not already.
 
   She trekked through the woods as day gave way to night. Ayla paid no mind to the burrs in her calloused feet or the howls of the coyotes that welcomed the gibbous moon. She thought of Deetra, and what they would do to her when they discovered Goreskin’s body. The idea of it chilled her bones, despite the heat and humidity. Ayla would go back for her one day, if for no other reason than to learn what happened to her. Deetra never cried, and so in her honor, Ayla refused to cry for her lost friend.
 
   She stopped at the edge of a wide clearing. Tiny curious eyes in the brush reflected the moonlight and the familiarity of it struck a chord of memory from the night before. On the other side of the clearing, a brook wound out of the woods, gurgling happily past the bottom of a long, steep embankment. Halfway across the moonlit clearing, she stepped over a broken, moss-covered wall, the foundation of some long forgotten building. This is where her mother had carried her, to this place. Holding her hands under her chin, she closed her eyes.
 
   “Mother, Goddess of the Night. Your daughter is in need, and begs humbly, to remember.”
 
   The dream returned to her; her mother in the street, the blood, the symbol on the door, the temple, her back on the cold stone, the Goddess, and what she told her.
 
   The temple can provide… Wash yourself in the brook, and then take what you need.
 
   Ayla opened her eyes. “Thank you, Mother.”
 
   She slid down the embankment to the water and found a wide, flat boulder. It stretched out over a deep pool with a small, trickling waterfall. She took off the torn dress and jumped in. The water came up above her head, but Ayla had learned to swim in the duck pond back at the plantation. She rolled onto her back, letting the cool water soothe the sting of Goreskin’s whip. Her mind drifted to the fate of Deetra. When the masters found Goreskin face down in his own blood, Deetra would take the blame, and they would kill her. Ayla hoped her mother and Deetra would find each other in the Goddess’ Abyss.
 
   Ayla ran a hand over her belly. She would join them soon enough.
 
   She stared up at the moon and listened to the chorus of frogs and crickets. North, the Goddess had instructed her; into the mouth of her enemy, Hornstall Keep. She had no idea what she would do there, or how to find free humans who might help her, but she had crushed Goreskin under her heel, just as her new Mother promised.
 
   Her life should have ended the night before, but The Goddess saved her. She no longer lived only for herself. If she died at Hornstall, she would go to her grave knowing her birth Mother’s murderer died at her feet, and she had repaid her debt to the Goddess. That was enough for one lifetime.
 
   Ayla turned over in the water. She rinsed the blood from her hair and body, then made her way to the shore. She held the dress up and examined the blood stains. It symbolized every memory she wanted to forget; Goreskin, his whip, leaving Deetra behind to die. She pulled it over her head and made her way back up the embankment to the clearing. All the while, she wondered why the Goddess would have her bathe first, then dig in the dirt for the chest of offerings.
 
   Her mouth fell open. Just over the dilapidated wall sat a large chest of dark wood with its lid open. The rubies and sapphires that decorated the metal bands around it glittered in the moonlight. Over the opening lay a long navy tunic, a pair of black boots, and a slender chain necklace with a steel hoop medallion.
 
   She picked up the hoop-shaped medallion first. It had no flat edges, like a polished steel loop of rope. At the top of the loop were two tiny gems set into the metal. She ran her thumb over them. Eyes. Set into the head of a winged serpent eating its own tail, they scratched her thumb like broken glass.
 
   It contains symbols of faith …
 
   Ayla laid it back down. The shadow of birds in the moonlight crossed the clearing. She looked up as she took off her dress. Some of the crows passing overhead landed in the trees overlooking the ruin. She dropped the heavy blood-soaked garment to the ground with a sigh of relief.
 
   Ayla smoothed the hair on the back of her head. She hadn't realized it was so short but had to admit she didn't miss its weight. She picked up the ancient tunic from the chest. Though it must have remained folded for hundreds of years, when she let it come undone, no creases marked the fabric. As she pulled it over her head, one of the crows in the trees behind her cawed. She dropped the hem down over her damp rear. Ayla folded her arms over her chest. Goreskin had ripped her undergarments. Even standing in the woods alone, she was uncomfortable without them in such thin clothing.
 
   She pulled on the boots. As she tied the second one, the crows exploded from the trees in a rush of wings, caws, and trembling branches. Ayla froze and strained her ears in the night. The brook babbled, but the frogs no longer called to one another by the water, or in the trees. Dogs barked in the stagnant air, calling from the wooded hills behind her.
 
   Her heart leapt to her throat. She had known the moment would come, but after the sunset started to hope it wouldn't. Ayla ran to the embankment over the brook. The yapping and barking of the hounds became more distinct. They were close - too close to run.
 
   Ayla bowed her head and whispered the prayer.
 
   “Mother, Goddess of the Night, your daughter is in need, and begs humbly, for -”
 
   A low growl rumbled a few feet in front of her.
 
   Caught. But how? The hunting dogs still barked from the distance.
 
   Ayla opened her eyes. A brindled coyote bared its teeth at her, its slender head low, front paws splayed. She held her breath. Every twitch made the animal snarl at her.
 
   It leapt. Ayla jumped away with a startled cry. The coyote snatched up her bloody dress and shook it in its jaws, then dashed down the embankment with his prize. Water splashed below, and brush rattled on the other side of the brook as it ran off. She let out a shaky breath and checked the chest. Pushing the folded tunics aside, she found an empty satchel. She took it and the handful of hardtack bread from the steel bowl beneath it.
 
   One of the hunting hounds howled a message to its masters just beyond the edge of the clearing. She was out of time. Ayla found a small water skin and stuffed it in the satchel. She threw the strap over her shoulder and stumbled down the steep embankment.
 
   Branches snapped, and dogs galloped over brush above and behind her. She stumbled and splashed into the water on all fours. A minotaur voice called out from the hill above. They were next to the temple.
 
   “We’re close!”
 
   Ayla laid down flat and submerged herself in the water. She lifted her chin and tucked the satchel under it to keep her face out of the water. Dogs barked and yipped just over the top of the ravine, then raced down the hill, a few yards behind Ayla in the pitch black. They cut across the brook, half a dozen of them in raucous pursuit.
 
   “Down this way!”
 
   Ayla held her breath, heart pumping so hard she was sure they could hear it. But the dogs kept running east - following the dress. Ayla remained in the brook, too terrified to move.
 
   When she deemed it safe, she got up and picked her way alongside the bank. She kept to the flat, wet stones, trying not to touch the brush in case the dogs doubled back. The water reflected the stars between the overhanging trees. Ayla walked until the brook tapered to a small stream. She stopped to fill her water skin in the last trickling section with a prayer of thanks. She tied off the skin and turned to circle back north to Hornstall.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter Five
 
   Hornstall Keep
 
   The clatter of hooves on stone echoed through the gulch as the minotaur led a horse-drawn wagon overhead. It made the transition from dirt road to cobblestone bridge with a bump, followed by a second bump moments later as wheels met dirt again. Ayla waited a few minutes after the wagon passed before returning to the road, with a wary glance in the direction she’d come - south. Apart from the wagon, she had not encountered another living soul since she lost the dogs in the woods three days ago. She reassured herself that the wagon wasn't looking for her as she jogged across. Not even Deetra knew Ayla’s - or rather, the Goddess’ - plan to venture deeper into the minotaur empire. Nevertheless, she checked behind her every dozen steps.
 
   Ayla left the road again but kept her path parallel to it as she waded through the waist-high grass. With no idea how far she still had to travel to reach Hornstall Keep, she occupied herself by examining her new medallion. She looped her finger through the steel hoop and held it up against the sky, contemplating the symbolism. The oldest slaves at the plantation believed snakes were reborn each time they shed their skin. She wondered what they would think of a winged one with a lizard head eating its tail.
 
   The waning moon rose a few hours after the sunset. It hung high in the clear sky among the glittering stars. Her stomach grumbled, and her legs were tired. The hardtack bread had gotten wet in the brook, which forced her to eat all of it before it spoiled. She’d finished the last piece the evening before and hadn’t had a bite since then.
 
    She found a sparse blackberry bush in a copse of red alders. Ayla picked it bare; the shriveled berries only made her hungrier. Hopefully, whomever she found at Hornstall would have some food. Even if they did, she still had no idea how long it would take to get there. Ayla took a sip from her water skin and laid down under the trees in her new, centuries-old tunic.
 
   The humidity and the discomfort of an unfamiliar place woke her in the last hours of the night. Ayla stretched, sat up, and re-tied her laces in a double knot. The leather of the boots had stayed supple despite the years in storage. She had thought them too big when she first saw them, but they fit as if made for her feet.
 
   Just before morning, Ayla crested a long hill and caught her first glimpse of the twin sixty-foot towers of Hornstall’s outer wall. She climbed to the top of one of the many hills for a better look. The road passed between fenced pastures and over the half-empty moat that encircled the outer walls of the keep. A courtyard separated the outer wall from a shorter inner wall that huddled the homes and buildings in the center of the city.
 
   Ayla stayed low as she crossed the field of tall grasses between the low rolling hills, out of view of the gate. Her tunic clung to her sweaty back. A rooster crowed, warning of the impending sunrise, quickening her step. The farmer would wake soon. A modest ranch home, hidden behind the barn, came into view as she drew closer. A lantern was lit in one of the windows toward the back. The rooster crowed again. Ayla drew close enough to smell the heavy scents of manure and old hay wafting from inside the barn. Another window in the house lit up next to the first. The barn door slid open in one slow and deliberate motion.
 
   Ayla ducked behind an empty rain barrel under the soffit. The ground here was littered with dry chicken droppings. She huddled against the barn wall and hugged her knees. The door slid back into place and she peeked between the curve of the barrel and the wall. A man, clad in a black cloak with a hood hiding his features, skulked around the corner in front of her. 
 
   Ayla looked for a place to run, but there was nowhere to go. The moment she moved, he would see her. The door of a nearby home creaked open, startling the cloaked man. He ducked around the barrel, almost colliding with Ayla. The cloaked man jumped back as a halo of torchlight passed over the door of the barn and settled on him.
 
   “Hey, you!”
 
   Ayla stared at the hooded figure a moment, speechless, and he stared back. He had messy black bangs, and scruff on his cheeks. The farmer charged towards them and the cloaked man bolted with something in his hands. Ayla jumped up and followed him.
 
   The farmer yelled, “Guards! Thief!”
 
   The cloaked man didn’t look back. She chased him as he ran past a chicken coop behind the barn. He held tight to whatever he carried in his arms, cloak billowing out behind him. Ayla checked the main gate as she ran. It stood empty and closed, same as before but another circle of lantern light appeared along the battlements. The light flitted to and fro and bounced in rhythm with the steps, but still managed to find her in the stony field. The man picked up speed, increasing the distance between them, leaving her in the spotlight alone. Ayla held the medallion in one hand as she sprinted, heart pumping a furious rhythm. The light ruined her limited night vision beyond a few feet and fear and exhaustion weighed down her burning legs.
 
   The portcullis ratcheted open and Ayla checked over her shoulder. The farmer was breaking off his chase. He stopped, and put his hands on his knees, panting. Ayla’s foot caught a stone and she went down face first into the dusty field with a cry. Hooves clopped on the drawbridge then thundered into the grass behind her. The cloaked man in front of her stopped. He turned and tossed a small cask to the ground then lifted his arm. With a twitch of his wrist, the cuff of his black shirt flew apart and the arms of a short bow sprung open. He notched an arrow and fired over her head.
 
   Ayla rolled onto her back as the gate guard bellowed and stumbled.  His spear clattered to the ground as he grabbed at a short arrow protruding from his throat. The cloaked man fired again. The second arrow pierced the guard's hand and pinned it to his neck. The minotaur dropped to his knees in the spotlight of the guard above. Another alert call sounded from the battlements.
 
   “Guard down! Guard down!”
 
   The man in the hood clicked a release and pulled the bowstring, forcing the bow arms flat against the top and bottom of his forearm with a click. He reached down and offered the other hand to Ayla. She took it and he yanked her to her feet. He held her hand as he broke into a run again, half dragging her. They approached the edge of the moat. More lanterns appeared above and shone down on them.
 
   “You there! Stop!”
 
   The man slid down the muddy embankment. Ayla fell and rolled down to the putrid water. He grabbed her by the back of the tunic and hauled her to her feet. An arrow hissed over her head and stuck in the mud, another one zinging into the ground at the man’s feet.
 
   They waded down into the water. It was thick and stunk like a latrine at high sun. He pulled her along, into the chest deep filth. A circular, barred storm drain jutted out from the wall, half under the moat. She could no longer touch the bottom, and doggie paddled towards it. The man reached it first and lifted the grate. He pushed her head under the stinking water and Ayla found the opening. She ducked in and came up retching on the other side, then sat up, waist-deep in the drain. She spat and gagged. The smell of waste, mold and rot suffocated her.
 
   An arrow struck the man in the top of his shoulder from above. He screamed and the drain grate fell from his grip with a clang that echoed back into the long, dark sewer. Ayla wiped her eyes and looked back through the entrance. The man’s hood had come down revealing a shock of mussed black hair.
 
   He tried to lift the grate with his good arm, but could not manage it so Ayla threw her shoulder against it. Another arrow scratched his head and blood immediately began to trickle down his temple. Ayla blindly reached out with her feet in the water, and found purchase against the wall, giving her leverage. Together, they got the grate open and he ducked inside, letting it clang shut.
 
   Something splashed into the water outside. Ayla looked. A minotaur waded his way across the moat. The cloaked man got to his knees and crawled up onto a narrow walk that lined each side of the knee-deep drainage ditch. Half a dozen rats skittered down the path, retreating back into the darkness. Ayla climbed out after him in the dark. The minotaur reached the entrance and lifted the grate. He inspected the narrow tunnel, his size barring entry. The black-haired man turned and the bow snapped open again. The minotaur’s eyes went wide, and he jumped back away from the grate. It closed with a deafening clang that made Ayla’s ears ring.
 
   It was a bluff, Ayla realized. The man’s other arm could not pull the draw on his modified bow.
 
   The guard beat a hasty retreat through the muck, yelling to his fellow guardsmen. “They’re in the sewers! Gate section six!”
 
   Ayla crawled up behind him in the three-foot tunnel until her shoulder rubbed against the damp wall in the dark. She whispered ahead to him.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Should have left you,” he said, and stopped to rest, out of breath. He swallowed.
 
   “What’s your name?”
 
   The man crawled on without answering. He coughed and had to rest every few steps. A rat squeaked and skittered over Ayla’s hands. She shivered and jerked her hand away from it.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   The man stopped and banged on the wall twice in the pitch blackness. He waited, then banged one more time. The sound of grinding stone filled the passageway and a crack of light appeared in the wall like a crescent moon, illuminating the low arched ceiling and cobblestone walls.
 
   “Alex, I’m a Freeman.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter six
 
   The Freemen
 
   Rats scampered away as Alex squatted down in front of the secret hatch in the wall. Warm lamplight illuminated his soaked tunic and the fletches of the arrow pointing up behind his collar.
 
   Dark hair clung to his brow and the back of his neck as he kept his back straight and his chin up as if trying to balance plates on his head. His whole body trembled. How the shot didn't just kill him, she would never know.
 
   A man inside sucked air through his teeth, the sound carrying out into the canal. “Alex, man. That looks really bad."
 
   A bald Freeman reached out to help him and Alex grabbed his hand, leaning on the man as he hobbled through the hatch. Ayla poked her head through, keeping them in sight. The Freeman escorted Alex farther back into the lamp-lit underground room.
 
   She ducked down to follow them in, but a man with chin-length blonde hair stepped in front of the hatch, hand on a dagger in his sash. He rested one palm on the low ceiling. His fair eyebrows lowered as he leaned over her, hair dangling in his eyes. The sharp reek of moonshine wafted toward her as he spoke.
 
   “Who’re you? Where’d you get that tunic?”
 
   She could ask him the same question. He wore a tunic identical to Ayla's, black with navy trim. She reached her hand down the front of her wet collar. His hand dropped to the dagger, a warning on his rugged face. Ayla paused. She held his gaze as she lifted the hoop medallion by the chain for his inspection.
 
   “I’m Ayla, Daughter of The Goddess of the Night.”
 
   Ayla tried not to smile. She had a title.
 
   His eyes meandered away from her face, down to her chest, then back up to her face. He blinked slowly at her and she could practically see the gears turning in his head.
 
   “What?”                    
 
   Alex’s strained voice cut in from the other side of the room. “Let her in, Max.”
 
   Max stepped out of the way, one hand still on his dagger. Ayla pointedly ignored him, stepped into the room and looked around. The ceiling, walls, and corners were all rounded and uneven like someone dug the room out by hand, and it contained six long wooden tables, three on the left and three to the right, with Alex laying on the second. The bald Freeman stood over him between the table and one of the polished benches. A dozen or more oil lamps and sconces burned low, some on wide shelves recessed into the walls. They provided ample light and burned away some of the smell and damp. At least one of them contained sage, to further combat the stench. It was, after all, still a sewer. At the other end of the short aisle, a closed wooden door hid another room.
 
   Ayla walked the few steps down the aisle and stood in front of Alex’s table. The injured Freeman’s face dripped sweat. He looked at his bald friend through the corner of his eye. The bald one pointed at the wood door, then pantomimed sipping a drink with his eyes crossed.
 
   Alex brought two shaking fingers up to his wounded temple, then closed his eyes. “Go get it.”
 
   The bald Freeman turned and tipped an imaginary hat at Ayla. She turned to Max for a translation.
 
   Max stood behind her in the aisle between the long tables, arms folded. “He said, excuse me.”
 
   Ayla moved and the bald Freeman sidestepped out from between the pew and table. He hurried to the back of the wide room and pushed open the warped plank door to another lamp lit room beyond. 
 
   Ayla stepped between the bench and Alex on his wounded side.  A mix of sewer water and blood flowed down the cracks of the table to the floor. The arrow had pierced straight down, just inside the collar of his navy tunic. His dark brown eyes stared at a single point above. The arrow scratch over his temple bled through the dirty hair that was stuck to it.
 
   “It’s deep,” she said.
 
   Alex laid his good arm over his eyes. He swallowed and let out a slow breath. She could tell that every movement hurt.
 
   “I’m aware."              
 
   The lamp above his head shone on the medallion dangling over his chest. She took Alex’s good hand in hers.
 
   “Did you hear what I told Max?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “My name is Ayla, I am the daughter of The Goddess of the Night.”
 
   He eyed her from underneath his arm but said nothing.
 
   Ayla cleared her throat. “Thank you for saving me, Alex.”
 
   Footsteps came up the aisle. Max stood over her shoulder, watching. Max had a strong, scruffy jawline, and brown eyes like Alex’s, only lighter. He kept a palm on the ceiling as he leaned in to look at Alex’s wound.
 
   “You look like shit,” he said.
 
   The bald Freeman came back and stood at the foot of the table. He held a cask like the one Alex dropped in the field. He tucked it under one arm and tipped his imaginary hat in Ayla’s direction.
 
   Ayla turned to Max. "Can't he talk?"
 
   "Not without a tongue, and he wants you to move."
 
   He sighed and tipped his imaginary hat again.
 
   Alex spoke with his arm still over his face. “His name’s Blabbermouth.”
 
   Ayla didn't think the name was very nice, or all that clever for a man with no tongue. She hesitated to use the name, but couldn't think of anything politer.
 
   “Give me a minute Blabbermouth, please?”
 
   He held up one finger, then folded his arms over the cask and waited in the aisle.
 
   Ayla gave him a warm smile. “Thank you.”
 
   Blabbermouth tapped his foot on the floor.
 
   Ayla made a cup under her chin. This time, she knew what to ask for.
 
   “Mother, bringer of rest and succor, your daughter is in need, and begs humbly, for her to heal this man’s wound.”
 
   Ayla opened her eyes. The wound remained the same. Alex uncovered his eyes too and checked. His muscles went rigid from the pain of moving his head. He spat and slapped one foot down on the table.
 
   Impatient fingers snapped behind her. Ayla didn’t look up. Her new Mother told Ayla she could heal in her name, but they ran out of time before she could explain.
 
   “I'm sorry. It’s my first time. I know she can heal you. She healed me. I was dying and she -” Ayla blinked and shifted her attention to Blabbermouth. “Get me some water.”
 
   Max dropped his hand from the cobblestone ceiling and hiked a thumb over his shoulder. “You’re done. It’s his turn.”
 
   Blabbermouth held up one finger, then cut a line in the air with his hand. Your one minute’s over, it said.
 
   “Fine.” Ayla stood. She pushed between Max and Blabbermouth, forcing each of them to lean on a table to make way. “Where’s your water?”
 
   Blabbermouth ignored her and uncorked the cask as he knelt in front of Alex. Max pointed at the wood door.
 
   “In there.”
 
   He put his palm on the ceiling again and watched Blabbermouth go to work. Ayla made her way down the center aisle and crinkled her nose. The lamps burned away the smell of sewer from the room, but not her hair and clothes. The constant stench turned her empty stomach. She swept away the strands of hair sticking to the bridge of her nose. She wanted nothing more than to take off the tunic. 
 
   The squat door swung inward, and Ayla descended the few stairs to another rectangular, well-lit room. More oil sconces, two for each wall, flickered as the air pressure changed. The ceiling here in the sleeping quarters was tall enough to accommodate a line of bunk beds. They sat with their heads butted up against the far wall, tunics laying over some of the footboards. Clothes and boots littered the floor. It smelled like someone had stored onions and dirty underwear in a hotbox.
 
   She considered donning one of the discarded tunics but decided to wait and ask first. Next to her by the front door, a barrel with a spigot on the bottom stood atop a rickety chair, dripping water onto the floor.
 
   Alex screamed in the other room and Ayla jumped. On the other side of the barrel sat a rusted bowl. He screamed again, weaker this time, as she filled it with brown tinted water from the spigot. She picked it up and sloshed water onto the floor as she hustled back to the dining room. Max had his hands over his face as Blabbermouth grabbed the arrow and pulled. Alex hollered - a miserable choking sound.
 
   Ayla made her way down the aisle, noticing as she did, the same symbol as on her medallion carved in relief on the back of each bench. She sidestepped between the bench and table, opposite Blabbermouth’s work. He shooed her away with a short, tense flick of his hand. Ayla turned and rested the bowl on the back of the long bench.
 
   Max took a step toward her and she gave him a warning look. He stopped, watching as she cupped her hands and bowed her head to pray over the water.
 
   “Mother, bringer of rest and succor, your daughter is in need, and begs humbly, for Her to heal this Freeman.”
 
   Ayla opened her eyes. The water within sparkled a clear, cornflower blue and effervesced for a moment before settling. The aroma of scented oils wafted from it. She lifted it with both hands.
 
   Max backed up, his light brown eyes wide. Ayla couldn't read his expression, but she couldn’t care less. She turned back to Alex with the bowl, water shining with pale blue light.
 
   Blabbermouth did a double take, his confusion causing him to let go of the arrow and stand up straight. Blood flowed from the wound onto the floor. The projectile had come out a few inches, but now Alex’s face had lost all color. The pungent smell of the moonshine Blabbermouth used to clean the area overpowered all others.
 
   Ayla’s eyes watered from the fumes, but she was grateful for the relief from the stench of her own tunic. She poured the water over his shoulder in a steady stream, as the Goddess had done for her. The arrow blackened, withered, and curled as if the water was fire. The lines of pain in Alex’s face smoothed and he let out a long sigh. When the last drops of water passed over his shoulder, the bleeding stopped and the remains of the arrow turned to ash. He lifted his arm off the pew, sat up, and stared at Ayla in disbelief as he rotated his mended shoulder.
 
   Max spoke up from behind her. “Bullshit.”
 
   Blabbermouth stared at Alex’s shoulder. He took the bowl from Ayla and sprinkled the last few drops into his palm. He lifted it to his nose, then tasted it. His eyes opened wide as he handed it back to Ayla. 
 
   She smiled at him. “It’s the smell of the Goddess’ breath.”
 
   Alex rotated his arm as he got to his feet in his soaked, now partially cleaned tunic. He put his hand on her shoulder. “I don't know how to thank you,” he said.
 
   “Do you have any food?”
 
    Alex grinned at her. “We’re a bit low, but I have some bread.”
 
   “That sounds great,” Ayla said, and Alex caught Blabbermouth’s attention.
 
   “Grab my bread for the Priestess.”
 
   Blabbermouth rolled his eyes but got up to fetch it. Ayla held up a hand, signaling him to wait.
 
   “I’ll get it. I need more water anyway. Where’s the bread?”
 
   Blabbermouth pointed to his feet, patted his chest, and then turned an invisible key in the air.
 
   Ayla grinned, pleased with herself for getting it. “A foot chest?”
 
   Blabbermouth nodded, his bald head shiny with sweat. He made an “L” with his fingers and then held up two more fingers in his other hand.
 
   Second one on the left, it said.
 
   Max sat at the table closest to the secret entrance and put the bowl down. He swept his hair out of his face and scooted closer to the wall.
 
   “Not to spoil the moment, but we need to talk.”
 
   Ayla left them to it. They needed to discuss what happened outside now that Alex felt better, and she needed to wash and eat. She reached and took the bowl from the other table, and then sidestepped back to the aisle.
 
   Ayla walked to the sleeping quarters, unable to stand her own stink. She pushed it open and turned to the barrel. The men spoke in hushed tones until Alex raised his voice for her benefit.
 
   “Someone was in my hiding spot, and I got caught.”
 
   Ayla shook her head as she held the bowl under the spigot. It filled slowly, as the voices returned to normal volume. Halfway done filling up, Max yelled.
 
   “You came in the front? Dammit! Did anyone see you?”
 
   Alex muttered something back.
 
   She topped off the bowl, wondering if he told the truth so she would know what not to say. Though spotted or not, she could not imagine anyone finding the secret entrance. Even if they did, no minotaur could fit in those tunnels anyhow.
 
   Ayla prayed over the water and carried it to a far corner, away from the beds. She poured the sweet, luminous water over her head. The wound on her back healed, and the smell from her hair and tunic was rinsed away. She sighed with relief and moved to the second trunk on the left. The bread was stale, smelled like a dirty sock, and was positively delicious.
 
   Max yelled again. “They’ll get into the crypt from upstairs, you idiot!”
 
   Ayla came back out of the room, curiosity piqued. They sat at the table next to the blood-soaked one. Alex had removed his cloak and sat wearing a tunic like the others, with his arms resting along the back of the bench. Max and Blabbermouth sat together, opposite him at the table. 
 
   “All they know is that we used the drain to get in the city,” Alex said and waved Ayla over without looking. “The crypt’s been hidden for two hundred years. We’re safe. You’re missing the point of what’s happened here.”
 
   Max folded his arms. “And that is?”
 
   Blabbermouth signed and then pantomimed pulling an arrow out of his own shoulder. Ayla didn’t catch every word, but she got the gist. She sat next to Alex with the bowl of water and the bread.
 
   Max spared her a glance. “I figured we would wait till the kids were in bed before we talked about that.”
 
   “Are you afraid of me?” she asked around the bite of bread she was chewing. “You looked scared when I healed Alex.”
 
   Blabbermouth signed, faster than before, not giving Ayla a chance to guess what the gestures meant. He gave her a furtive glance, then waited for Alex’s response.
 
   Alex scowled at him. “They can’t heal wounds.”
 
   Max signed his response slower than Blabbermouth, but still fast enough that she couldn’t follow any of it.
 
   Ayla slammed her bread down on the table making everyone but Alex jump. She stood and glared at the side of Alex’s head. “What did they say about me?”
 
   He didn’t look at her. “Blabbermouth thinks you’re a witch and Max thinks we should find out if anyone is looking for a lost slave.”
 
   “I’m not a witch, I’m a Priestess, and no one is looking for me here. I came here because the Goddess herself told me the Freemen would help me.”
 
   Max folded his arms and turned in the bench to lean against the stone wall. “The last time the Freemen helped a priestess was a hundred years ago. Know what happened to them?”
 
   Ayla shook her head and swallowed. She didn’t, and wasn’t sure she wanted to.
 
   “They were all burned at the stake,” Max said.
 
    Ayla’s gaze dropped to the bowl of water on the table.
 
   Burned alive; her stomach turned cold at the thought. Her throat tightened, turning her voice into a whisper. “The light has many guardians.”
 
   Max scoffed. “They’re called minotaurs, and you probably led them straight to us.”
 
   Minotaurs didn’t burn slaves – not to Ayla’s knowledge – but she understood why a Priestess of The Dark Queen might burn at the stake. There was no darkness within a flame, no place for the Goddess to come and comfort her. 
 
   Alex stretched and rotated his renewed shoulder. “If no one’s found either entrance to the crypt in a hundred years, they’re not about to now.”
 
   “If this is a crypt, what’s upstairs?” Ayla asked.
 
   Alex broke off a small piece of the bread in Ayla’s hands for himself. “Storage room along the inner wall. Across the main road from the Smith. The entrance is through there,” Alex lifted his chin in the direction of the back wall. “With what’s left of the men who were buried here.” Another door, shorter than the one to the sleeping quarters, stood obscured by the two tables against it. “There’s some stairs to a trap door buried under tons of who-knows-what.” He bit into his piece of bread.
 
    Ayla looked up at the low ceiling. “It’s a temple.”
 
   Max followed her eyes up to the cobblestones glowing in the lamplight. “How do you know?”
 
   “For one, the tunics. You pulled them off of the bodies in there, right?”
 
   “We aren’t the first ones to do it,” Max said.
 
    “They’re priests,” Ayla explained and pinched the short sleeve of her wet tunic. “Priests wore these before the fall of the empire. And the benches came from a temple just like the one where I met the Goddess.”
 
   Blabbermouth shrugged. So?
 
   “How long has it been a storage room?”
 
   Blabbermouth pressed his lips into a firm line and turned his palms up. No idea. 
 
   She fixed her attention on Max. “Did the last priestess find it? The temple, I mean.”
 
   “What does it matter?”
 
   “Temples are places of the Goddess’ power. She said that when Tor destroyed her temples, it weakened her – or something like that.”
 
    Alex reached under the table. Bloodstained cloak in hand, he stood and sidestepped his way past Ayla to the center aisle. “We’ll talk about getting you up there tomorrow. Let’s get some rest.”
 
   “We still need lamp oil and moonshine,” Max said.
 
    Alex slapped Blabbermouth on the shoulder as he headed for the bunk room. “You can handle that, right?”
 
   Blabbermouth flipped him off, and then waved as he spread his fingers. Screw you. The sun’s up.
 
   Alex laughed. “Then it can wait till I get up. Unless you want to do it, Max.”
 
   Ayla followed Alex down the center aisle, with Max behind her.
 
   “No,” Max said, “I was up waiting for you all night. I need to get some sleep.”
 
   When Alex reached the door, he turned to face her. “Pick a bunk, or sleep out here. Your call.”
 
   He pushed the door open to the sleeping quarters and Ayla headed for one of the unused bottom bunks without blankets. Max went to one on the opposite side and stripped off his tunic. Ayla waited for him to turn around, but he didn't. He dropped the tunic to the floor. Smiling at Ayla, naked, he winked.
 
   He meant to embarrass her and succeeded. Ayla’s cheeks flushed, even as she glared at him. In retaliation, she stripped off her own tunic and dropped it to the uneven floor in a wet heap. The only thing Ayla wore was her hoop snake medallion, boots, and a challenging gaze.
 
   Max’s jaw fell open, and his cheeks turned pink under his long blonde bowl-cut. Ayla knew men found her attractive. She never had a shortage of interested boys, and even kissed one in the fields once. Though, after her mother died, she lost all interest in romance.
 
   Alex laughed and tossed her a new one, then turned around before stripping down. His wet tunic slopped to the floor, revealing a crosshatch of whip scars on his sinewy back. She averted her eyes, put on the new tunic, and sat in the bed with her back to the headboard.
 
   Alex turned back around with a blanket. He handed it to her as he ducked under the top bunk and sat on the bottom corner of her bed.
 
   Max scoffed, incredulous. “What? You going to tell her a bedtime story?”
 
   Alex leaned toward Ayla with a smile that did a poor job of hiding the irony in his voice. “Once upon a time, Max woke up dead. Everyone was happy. The end.”
 
   Blabbermouth sputtered and snorted in the other room, laughing.
 
   Ayla liked Alex’s wit, too, and matched his tone. “Great story Alex. What’s it called?”
 
   “Well, Priestess, it’s called…” Alex stared at Max with a sardonic smile. “Max Finally Learns Respect.” He turned back to Ayla. “By Alex Freeman.”
 
   If Ayla had any previous question about who led the Freemen, she didn't anymore. She held her breath, stifling a laugh.
 
   Max covered himself and mumbled under his breath.
 
   Alex put a hand on her foot. “I just wanted to say thank you for saving my life.” He lifted one eyebrow. “Even if it was your fault I got shot in the first place.” He patted her on the foot and stood up.
 
   She shook her head as she laid down. “I wasn't the one who got caught.”
 
   Alex laughed as he went to the far wall, over by Max, and blew out one of the sconces, then the other. The room filled with the scent of oily smoke.
 
    Too warm for a blanket, she kicked it down to the foot of the bed. Her body sank into the plush mattress and a sigh escaped her lips. She’d never slept on cotton before. With a full stomach, almost nothing could spoil a night’s sleep on this bed.
 
   Almost.
 
   She rolled on her side to face Max. Alex walked around the room and blew out the lights, one at a time. Ayla held up her hand and asked him to stop, leaving only one lamp still lit by the front door. She fixed on Max.
 
   “Max?”
 
   He kept his hands folded behind his head as he lay naked on top of his blanket.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “The last male to touch me was a minotaur. I drowned him in his own blood.”
 
   Alex stood by the door and looked at Max with a raised eyebrow. Max rolled over, muttering.
 
   Ayla gave him her back, as well, and closed her eyes. “Goodnight, Alex”
 
   Alex left the one lamp lit. His bed creaked. “Goodnight, Priestess.”
 
   She held the snake medallion in her hand and whispered a prayer for Deetra, thinking about their parting hug and the way Deetra touched her lips after Ayla kissed them.
 
   She would never again meet someone so brave, or have another friend like Deetra. She ended the prayer without a request, leaving it to the Goddess, as the bed carried her off to sleep.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter seven
 
   See You in the Abyss
 
   A thump from above woke Ayla from a dreamless slumber. In the dark, it took a moment to remember where she’d fallen asleep, but the soft bed and smell of sewer reminded her. Light filtered between the gaps of the warped door to the main room.
 
   She stretched, and one of the other beds creaked, accompanied by a yawn. The door to the dining room flew open, filling the sleeping quarters with dim lamplight. Alex came in and leaned to the side under the short ceiling. Ayla sat up.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   Alex pounded his fist on the open door. “Max, Blabbermouth, Get up!”
 
   Max sat up, still dressed and wearing boots from his guard shift.
 
   Blabbermouth threw off his blanket, and Alex kicked a tunic off the floor at him.
 
   “They’re coming,” Alex said, headed back out of the door. “Let’s go.”
 
   Ayla got dressed, not knowing how long she slept. Underground, she had no sense of time.
 
   Blabbermouth followed Alex out first, smacking himself on the cheeks to wake up.
 
   Max walked out next and flashed her an exaggerated smile. “G’morning, Priestess."
 
   “Shut up, Max,” Ayla said, finished tying her boots, and followed him out. 
 
   In the next room, Alex and Blabbermouth shoved a table against the squat door that led to the stairs to the temple. Max dragged another table into the aisle. Blabbermouth and Alex lifted it together.
 
   “They’re clearing out the storage room,” Alex told her without looking up. “We don’t have a lot of time.”
 
   They flipped the second table atop the first two, wedging it against the door.  “I just can’t figure out how they found us.”
 
   Ayla’s hand went to her medallion. “They’re in the temple?”
 
   Max dragged another table into the aisle, legs scraping along the uneven floor. He shooed Ayla back.
 
   Alex flexed his fingers and shook them before grabbing one end. “I told you, it's a storage room now.”
 
   Ayla stared past him, at the door. Rage welled up within her, like icy water in her gut. The temple in the forest was a place of miracles and even as a ruin, inspired awe. The cursed half-beasts were stinking up her Mother’s home like a barn. Their gall turned Ayla’s upper lip to a sneer.
 
   “Shitting in your bed doesn’t make it an outhouse,” she said.
 
   Alex paused. “What?”
 
   “It’s still a temple, it doesn’t matter how it’s being used.”
 
   Blabbermouth rapped on the table and then tapped his foot on the floor. Back to work, it said.
 
   Alex told Blabbermouth to wait with a raised finger, then met Ayla’s gaze. “Why does it matter?”
 
   The smell of the Goddess’s breath lingered in Ayla’s nostrils. “My Mother’s angry.”
 
   Blabbermouth threw up his hands. So?
 
   Ayla fixed Blabbermouth with her gaze. Wisps of darkness, like smoke, clouded the edges of her vision. He took a step back, tripped on a pew, and sat in it with a thump.  Max moved behind a table.
 
   Ayla sneered at Blabbermouth and spoke through gritted teeth. “Don’t disrespect my Mother.”
 
   Blabbermouth shook his head and held up his hands.
 
   More hoofsteps came from overhead, not far from the barricaded door. Alex stepped into Ayla’s peripheral, his face obscured by her dark tunnel vision. A quiet seething anger rose into her cheeks.
 
   He watched her as if he’d just stumbled upon a dangerous animal. “Love the eyes. It’s a good look for you. Wanna hear my plan?”
 
   Ayla waited silently, not the least bit amused.
 
   Alex cleared his throat again and gestured to the pile of tables. “We barricade, and leave. Only one problem.” He lifted his chin at the secret hatch, opposite the door to the bed quarters. “We’ve got about seven or eight Furless in the canal waiting for us. It’s gonna be a fight in a three-foot tunnel.”
 
   Ayla’s brow furrowed. “Furless?”
 
   Max filled her in, looking at the secret entrance to avoid her eyes. “Human traitors. Loyal to the Cows.”
 
   Ayla turned toward the hatch. Alex only lit a few of the lamps, leaving deep shadows in the underground room. She lifted her chin at the entrance to the canal.
 
   “Let them in.”
 
   Blabbermouth’s eyes opened wide and he got to his feet shaking his head.
 
   Alex signaled him to stop and lifted one eyebrow at her. “They’re not just gonna walk in. But we can try.” He came away from the pile of tables and back into the aisle. Alex signaled Max to go and open the door and he obeyed.
 
   Alex flicked his wrist. The hidden short bow on his forearm sprung open, throwing apart his sleeve. An arrow clicked out of the sheath on the arm at his side and slid down between his fingers. 
 
   Ayla shook her head. “No weapons. Just let them in.”
 
   Blabbermouth headed toward Ayla. She gave him another look and he stopped.
 
   Max threw the crossbar and pulled the metal handle. The stone door cracked open and the stink of sewer wafted in. The few lit lanterns around the room flickered. Max backed away and stood behind Ayla.
 
   Alex positioned himself at her side. Their eyes met. Ayla acknowledged his fears with a short nod. Muffled hoofsteps hurried on the floor above as they waited.
 
   The Furless in the canal exchanged hushed words. The sound of grinding stone filled the crypt as someone in the canals pushed the door open farther. Ayla stared at the door, the darkness still in her periphery. Lantern light passed through the opening.
 
   Blabbermouth covered his face with his hands.
 
   More hushed words came from outside as a foot stepped down onto the floor. A man entered, using the stone hatch for cover.
 
   Ayla rolled her eyes and gestured to the Freemen. “These men won't attack you, just come in.”
 
   A scowling older man straightened in the entryway. He kept his grey hair short and wore a metal breastplate over a brown tunic and pants. He fit under the six-foot ceiling, but his hair brushed it. One hand held a longsword out to his side.
 
   “You surrender?” he asked.
 
   Alex looked at Ayla and she laughed without mirth.
 
   “No.”
 
   He half turned back to the door, his armor reflecting the lamplight. “I got nine men out here, armed to the teeth.”
 
   Ayla smiled again and spoke with deliberate calm. “Then tell your men to come in. There are enough seats for everyone.”
 
   “They will be just fine right out here.” He glanced up at the ceiling. “All we need to do is hold you. The guards will be down here in a few minutes.”
 
   “What is your name?” Ayla asked; focused, ignoring the hurried hoofsteps above.
 
   “Dylan, Captain of the Hornstall Human Guard,” the Furless replied.
 
   “You don’t need to hold us here,” Ayla approached him, whispering the prayer.
 
   The Furless pointed his longsword at her. “Stay put.”
 
   Ayla’s voice vibrated the air. “Dylan, put it down.”
 
   The Furless leader dropped it to the floor. He looked down at the weapon, confused, and mumbled a curse under his breath. Ayla walked over to him. His gaze went to the symbol of Ayla’s Mother on her chest, then back to her eyes.
 
   The color drained from his face. He shook his head, as if denying who she was. The Mother’s breath filled her lungs, burning like smoke. She put a hand over her chest, eyes watering, and exhaled.
 
   Her Mother’s ire vacated her body through her mouth in a billowing cloud of black smoke. The Furless leader recoiled from it and stumbled into the open hatch, coughing. The smoke curled into tendrils and rode the air into his nose and mouth. 
 
   His breath caught in his throat and he choked. He leaned over, and put his hands on his thighs, wheezing. A drop of blood hit the floor at his feet. Breath rattled in his chest. He dropped to his knees, face blotched with fever and blood dripping from his nose. One hand went to his throat as it swelled a grotesque blue-black. He closed his eyes, muttering incoherently. His body swayed, ready to fall.
 
   Ayla knelt down with him in the dim lamplight. A swell of pity in her heart replaced her mother’s icy rage. She understood her Mother’s anger with him, but Ayla could not let the man suffer such a horrible death. Yes, he betrayed his people and his God, but he was as much a slave as any human. A uniform didn’t change that.
 
   She placed a hand on his shoulder. He shied away, but she held firm. Her voice returned to normal and filled with compassion.
 
   “So many have forgotten Her - betrayed Her. But She has returned to free us. If you
 
   beg…” She squeezed his arm. “The Goddess might spare you.”
 
   Sweat dotted his brow. His breath caught again, and he choked. Ayla rubbed his back until the fit passed.
 
   Alex leaned over them from the side, his palm on the ceiling. She gave him a look, suggesting that he shouldn’t interrupt. Another thump upstairs and his eyes widened. Hurry up, they said.
 
   Ayla lifted the grey haired man’s chin with two fingers. His eyes had glossed over, and he almost fell backward. Holding him up, she whispered soothingly.
 
    “I’ll show you. Put your hands under your chin, like this,” she said and demonstrated.
 
   He lifted his hands, stopped halfway, then committed. He broke down into sobs, tears, and drops of blood falling into his cupped hands.
 
   Ayla smiled at him. “Good. Now repeat after me.”
 
   A loud bang from up above made everyone jump.
 
   Max spoke from over by the barricade. “They’re practically at the door.”
 
   Ayla ignored him as she recited the prayer with her eyes closed. The grey haired man echoed her as best as he could manage, crying like a child.
 
   Halfway through the words, he stopped and begged. “I'm so sorry. Please. I didn’t know.”
 
   Ayla finished the prayer for him, but when she opened her eyes, his condition remained unchanged. Her Mother promised to always answer Ayla’s prayers, though this time, she said ‘no’. Ayla clenched her teeth.
 
   “Mother...”
 
   She sensed her mother’s unwillingness to lift his affliction. The Goddess’ desire for his soul to join her in the Abyss compelled Ayla to let him die. He deserved to die, but she needed him to get out of here alive.
 
   Dylan coughed, choked, and cried. Hooves stomped on the floor above.
 
   Ayla prayed again. “… and begs humbly, please Mother. I need him to help me escape.”
 
   The Goddess relented. Dylan took a sharp breath and lifted his head, his back arched. His throat shrank, and its color returned to normal. Tears rolled down his cheeks as the red in his eyes receded. 
 
   Ayla held his face until he came back to her. Once she had his eyes, she tightened her grip. “My Mother has spared you, so you can help us escape. Do you understand?”
 
   He gave a tight nod in her grip.
 
   “Good,” Ayla said, and shoved him back onto his rear. “Mercy has its limits for traitors.”
 
   He sniffled, and touched his throat with his fingertips. Max stepped over to him, hauled the older man up by the armpits and looked him in the eye.
 
   “Lead your men back out to the moat. Tell them we have a witch.”
 
   Ayla glared at Max, who refused to meet her eye. She met the Furless leader’s instead. “I'm not a witch, I'm a Priestess.”
 
   Dylan nodded and removed himself from Max’s grip. The lantern light in the canal passed over the open door. Alex stepped between the man and Ayla and shoved him towards the open passage. “I don't care what you tell them. Just lead them back toward the moat.”
 
   The man fixed a scowl on Alex then swallowed when his gaze returned to Ayla.
 
   She pointed out the passage. “Go.”
 
   He retrieved his sword and headed for the hatch. Ducking his head under, he yelled, “Run! It’s a witch!” He climbed out, and his voice boomed in the canal outside.
 
   “Back to the moat! Run!”
 
   The men clamored in the tunnel, shouting.
 
   “I said, move!”
 
   Something heavy slid on the floor above the dining area. Alex crept over to the hatch, head turned to listen. He peered out the door, then waved for her to follow him.
 
   “All clear. Let’s go.”
 
   Alex crawled out to the right, and she joined him as Max and Blabbermouth climbed out into the dark sewer. She whispered ahead to Alex, hidden in the dark beyond the open hatch.
 
   “Where do we go?”
 
   Alex crawled along the narrow ledge, deeper into the sewer. Rats squeaked and skittered up ahead.
 
   “The arena,” he said, voice echoing through the tunnel.
 
   Ayla assumed Alex was leading them towards another exit, not into the center of Hornstall. “Why?”
 
   Max chimed in behind her. “Because they’re gonna have all the moat exits covered now.”
 
   Alex whispered from up ahead. “Right turn.”
 
   Ayla turned the corner with one hand on the wall. She reached out with the other, encountering Alex’s back and he crawled forward, sweeping something from the ledge into the muck.
 
   “One of us got caught on a supply run at the mill two years ago. They kept him to fight in the arena. I visit him all the time.”
 
   “Why just visit? Why not get him out?” Ayla said as she crawled behind him.
 
   Max answered from behind in the pitch black sewer. “If Butch disappeared, Hornstall would be crawling with guards. We normally try to avoid that.”
 
   Ayla ignored his tone. “So why are we visiting Butch now?”
 
   Alex answered: “If we’re leaving Hornstall, he’s coming with us. Besides, the guards won't be looking for us there. If anyone has a better idea, speak up.”
 
   No one did. Even Max kept his cynicism to himself. With each turn, the smell - like a dead animal in an outhouse - got worse. By the third turn, Ayla had her tunic up over her nose. The buzzing of flies ahead hummed in the canal like a beehive. The fourth turn brought them to a section of ceiling that rose straight up twenty feet. They all stretched their backs and stood on the end of the slippery walkway.
 
   Piles of excrement, like stalagmites on a cave floor, stood as tall as Ayla’s waist, each in their own halo of light from above. The room vibrated with the constant drone of innumerable flies. They collided with Ayla’s face and arms on their urgent way to nowhere. The smell came right through the tunic Ayla held over her face. She gagged and looked up. Flickering shafts of orange light shone down into the canal from a dozen holes above. Flies zipped through the light, to and fro, in a dizzying dance of chaos.
 
   Alex rested his hand on a narrow metal ladder rung built into the wall, to the side of the latrines.  The rungs continued up the full twenty feet, each one only wide enough for a single foot or hand. He crossed his lips with his finger and whispered.
 
   “This is the gladiator’s staging area. There are guards up there.”
 
   Ayla nodded, nose pinched under her tunic. She checked behind her for Max, silent for once, and Blabbermouth. They held their tunics over their noses and mouths. Only Alex seemed unfazed.
 
   A sound built in the walls and came down through the latrine. Ayla strained her ears to make sense of it.
 
   “Is that-”
 
   “Cheering,” Max whispered through his tunic, eyes watering. “There’s a Bull-show today.”
 
   Ayla waved flies away from her face. “What’s that?”
 
   Alex shook his head and swatted the air as he moved to climb the ladder in the dirty cobblestone wall. “You don't want to know.”
 
   Ayla fumed. She looked up to the underside of the latrine as the cheering rose again. Her voice came above a whisper. “What is it?”
 
   Alex took his foot off the rung, and patted the air with his hands, telling her to lower her voice. “It’s the punishment when a woman kills a minotaur.”
 
   Ayla grabbed her holy symbol with both hands. Deetra. The coincidence made it impossible for Ayla to believe it could be anyone else. If everyone knew about the show, then she would have arrived before Ayla did. She remembered the wagon that passed her on the road.
 
   “What woman? What’s her name?”
 
   Alex shrugged like he didn't care, and Ayla almost pushed him into one of the piles as she reached for the ladder. The wagon she hid from the day before had come from Hillside - Deetra’s escort to the arena. Ayla was sure of it.
 
    “Damn it,” Alex said.
 
   Ayla reached the top, and the underside of the latrine seats. The crowd cheered again. The seat was covered in filth, but Ayla didn't care. She slammed her palm against it, throwing it open. It landed on the stone floor of the room above with a loud bang.
 
   The latrine consisted of one long rectangular room with the same brick as the keep walls, with a long elevated seat for relieving bladders and bowels. A narrow doorway stood empty on one side. She climbed out of the seat and waited for Alex.
 
   He stuck his head out like a gopher, looked around, and then pulled himself the rest of the way out. Ayla didn’t wait for him to ask questions. She left the latrine and wandered into the torch lit hall.
 
   To the right, a locked wrought iron gate blocked a long curved hallway that arced out of sight. To the left, the hall opened up to a large rectangular room with a sand-covered floor. On the opposite end of that room stood a closed portcullis to the arena battleground.
 
   Five men lined the walls that led to the portcullis, guarded by a single minotaur. An Orc stood at the front, flanked by two minotaurs at his sides. The Orc, thick-muscled as any of the half-beasts, stood as tall as their chin. An iron collar rested around the bottom of his neck. Chains were affixed to iron hoops on either side of it. The links curved up to shackles on his wrists as he held the portcullis bars. 
 
   Ayla could make out the voice of the Arena Master, but few actual words. He said something about a murderer. The crowd murmured their disapproval. He said something else, and the words, ‘Bull-show.’
 
    The Orc turned away from the portcullis with a shake of his head and rattle of his chains. He saw Ayla, and his eyes shifted over her shoulder to the latrine behind her. With a wide-eyed warning and a glance to the half-beasts, he turned back to the portcullis, his posture tense.
 
   It was Butch, it had to be. Alex should have mentioned the part about his race. Ayla had never once seen an Orc, much less talked to one. It made sense to keep him for the arena. He made a fearsome champion.
 
   Ayla marched into the ready room, stopped amidst the chains, and cupped her hands under her chin. Ayla spoke the first word of the prayer as the next cheer roared past the gate. The nearest minotaur turned around, hocks grinding the sand. His angry voice rumbled in his chest.
 
   “Who are you? What are you doing here?”
 
   Ayla kept her head bowed, praying.
 
   “…your daughter is in need, and begs humbly…”
 
   Feet shuffled on sand, and chains jingled. Another minotaur’s voice said, “Grab her,” and Ayla opened her eyes.
 
   “For power over our enemies.”
 
   The minotaur approached her with a scourge at his side. The hum of flies from the bathroom grew louder. The barbed hooks at the short whip’s ends jingled as he lifted it.
 
   The buzzing invaded the room in a serpentine swarm. The minotaur flailed at the swarm with the scourge. The flies found his eyes and open mouth. The half-beast sputtered and spit as he turned, swiping through the almost solid mass of insects with his weapon.
 
   The spring of Alex’s bow carried over the humming, followed by Alex’s voice.
 
   “Priestess, get down!”
 
   Ayla ducked. The bow twanged and an arrow appeared in the minotaur’s chest, just below the throat. The scourge dropped from his hands and he stumbled a step back with a hiss. The flies separated into two streams, surging towards the other two minotaurs.
 
   Ayla raised her voice as she moved away, back toward the bathroom. The crowd in the arena hollered and cheered for some unseen event.
 
   “The Goddess of the Night has returned! The Freemen’s time has come!”
 
   The human men and Butch exchanged looks. The flies hummed in the other two beasts’ faces. Butch’s orange eyes met Ayla’s for an instant. He kicked one the minotaur’s legs as it swatted and bellowed, flies swarming its mouth. It tripped flat on its face on the sand-covered stone floor. He hooked fingers into his mouth digging out flies, choking.
 
   The other minotaur, blinded by the insects, charged at Ayla, head down. She ran for the bathroom.
 
   Max and Blabbermouth ran out from the latrine doorway. Max flipped a dagger over Ayla’s head to the guard behind her. The minotaur guard bellowed close enough behind her that his breath tossed Ayla’s short hair. Blabbermouth ran at Ayla. He tackled her to the ground and rolled her to the side. The hit took her breath away. The guard tripped over their legs and he chased his balance for a few steps.
 
   Behind Ayla, the other men yelled and taunted. The sound of a breaking bone cracked through the room, followed by a bovine moan.
 
   She turned in Blabbermouth’s arms on the floor to look, gasping for air. The men kicked and stomped a fallen minotaur. The other beast lay on the floor, twitching, a cobblestone embedded in the back of his horned skull. Flies crawled all over the wound.
 
   Butch ran in her direction. The Orc leapt over her and Blabbermouth and onto the back of the beast that tripped on them. He held it by the horns and wrestled it like a bull rider as it stood back up.
 
   Alex fired a shot into its chest from the doorway. Max ran up and stabbed it in the abdomen with another dagger. The minotaur took an awkward swing at him. Max ducked, withdrew the dagger and plunged it deep again. The minotaur dropped to its knees as the flies dissipated.
 
   Butch dismounted as he twisted the minotaur’s neck by the horns with a grunt of effort. Its neck snapped, and its body lurched in a death throe as it dropped forward onto its face.
 
   Blabbermouth released her, and Ayla coughed as she caught her breath and stood. Insects buzzed all over the room, but most had made their escape through the gate.
 
   She grabbed Butch by his muscled green arm and turned him to face her. He spun around with a scowl, then relaxed once he saw her. His breath still heaved from the fight.
 
   Metal clangs rang out in the arena in rapid succession – a rising gate. The hum of the crowd outside, ever present, rose to a cheer once more.
 
   “What?” The Orc asked, folding his heavy green arms.
 
   Ayla had only one question: “Where is she?”
 
   Butch pointed out the closed gate with disgust written on his heavy features.
 
   “The Bull-show just started.”
 
   A woman screamed.
 
   Ayla ran to the gate. She held the bars and looked out into the sandy, overflowing arena. The crowd consisted of hundreds of humans with minotaur guards and officials interspersed throughout the full two floors of elevated seating. The portcullis Ayla held onto was one of two opposing entrances to the arena floor.
 
   A woman in a work dress, with short, sandy blonde hair like a marigold, ran from a beast far on the other side from where Ayla watched. The beast wore no kilt and gave chase with his naked manhood exposed.
 
   Ayla screamed at the top of her lungs.“Deetra!”
 
   The minotaur caught up to Deetra and pushed her down into the sand. Deetra rolled away, but he stood over her, menacing and taunting her. She kicked out at his crotch but missed.
 
   Ayla gave the heavy iron bars a futile shake. “Open this! Now! DEETRAA!”
 
   Alex pried Ayla's hands off the gate and held them. “You can't save her! We have to go, now!”
 
   Ayla snatched her hands away from him. Deetra screamed from the arena floor and the crowd cheered. Ayla turned to look but Alex grabbed her again, by the shoulders.
 
   “We have time to run, but only if we leave now!”
 
   “Get off of me!” Ayla slapped Alex in the mouth. He recoiled and held a hand where she hit him. Ayla pushed him by the chest and accused the other men in the ready room with her eyes.
 
   “Open it.”
 
   Butch pushed between the others and shoved Alex out of the way.
 
   “You heard the Priestess.”
 
   Ayla eyed him as he bent at the knees. He gripped the bottom bar of the portcullis and rolled his shoulders to ready himself.
 
   “My people are still loyal to the Night Goddess.”
 
   The other men lined up on either side of him.
 
   Ayla gave Alex a stern look. “Are mine?”
 
   He shook his head, defeated, and took his place next to Butch. “We’re gonna die.”
 
   Ayla checked the arena. Deetra crab-crawled on her back, scooting away from her attacker, then found a stone on the ground and threw it from her prone position. It struck the naked minotaur under the eye. He roared, and the crowd let out a collective melodramatic gasp. Deetra scrambled to her feet. The beast rubbed his furry, bovine cheek, and stalked after her, hocks pushing deep into the sand.
 
   The men strained with a unanimous grunt. The gate came up a couple of inches and fell back down.
 
   Alex hissed and shook his hands. “It’s no good. It’s locked. Each gate has a Gatemaster above it that controls the winch. It won’t open from in here.”
 
   Ayla placed her hand on Butch’s wide back. She whispered the prayer. The words came out fast. She hoped the Goddess would understand she meant no disrespect. There was no time for ceremony.
 
   “... for the Night Goddess to give him strength.”
 
   His muscles swelled, veins bulging. Butch’s body shook with effort as he spat and sputtered, fighting to lift. The gate came up. Something metal snapped, and it flew open. The men cheered, but Ayla already ran under the spiked bottom of the portcullis.
 
   The crowd stood up in their seats, applauding the added festivities as the Gladiators chased Ayla out into the battleground. Even the guards cheered, thinking it all part of the show.
 
   Butch shouted orders behind her. “Alex, cover me. The rest of you, cover the other gate!”
 
   The naked beast saw them and broke off his attack on Deetra. Butch and Alex passed Ayla as they raced toward the scene in the sand ahead of them and the naked minotaur looked at the oncoming men, confused. His brown fur shone gold in the late morning sun.
 
   Deetra jumped up from the ground with another rock in her hand.
 
   Alex stopped twenty yards away, halfway between Ayla and Deetra. He lifted his arm, nocked an arrow in his wrist-bow, and fired. The arrow hit the beast in the abdomen and he bellowed, hunching over the wound in his belly. Hand on the protruding arrow, he turned back for the north portcullis with a heavy limp. Deetra’s rock slammed into the side of his head.
 
   The Orc caught up to him and leapt onto his back. Deetra ran in Ayla’s direction across the golden sand of the arena floor. Lash wounds from a whip striped her shoulders and neck.
 
   “Ayla?”
 
   Her name from Deetra’s lips put any doubts to rest. Her prayers on the road answered, she met Deetra in the middle of the arena floor. Deetra’s face had swelled on one side, her cheek battered blue, but her eyes held the same wonder Ayla felt.
 
   Somewhere in another world, Butch hollered a victory cry over a silent crowd. Ayla caressed her friend’s cheek with her fingertips and pushed back a lock of sun-bleached hair tipped in red.
 
   “Did he touch you?”
 
   Deetra’s eyes flooded and she shook her head.
 
   Ayla swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I thought I’d never see you again.”
 
   Deetra wrapped her arms around Ayla. Ayla turned her face up, and their lips met. What Ayla intended as a simple kiss hello, deepened to something more. Her hands dropped to Deetra’s hips as Deetra leaned into her, breathless. Murmurs spread through the crowd, as if deciding on a reaction. A moment later, they erupted in a deafening cheer.
 
   For all the ways Ayla envisioned the moment she saw Deetra again, she never imagined this. The familiar smell of Deetra’s skin intoxicated her. Her knees weakened, but Deetra held her up.
 
   “SILENCE!” The Master of the Arena’s guttural voice thundered over the crowd, interrupting Ayla’s reunion.
 
   The crowd obeyed before the echo of the Master’s voice faded. Deetra broke the embrace, leaving Ayla to recover on her own. She took a step to regain her balance, and the Arena Master yelled again.
 
   “Everyone remain in your seats! Guards to the arena floor!”
 
   The Gladiators had taken up a position at the remaining gate. The ready room they came from stood unguarded, but the inner gate to the hall remained locked. Alex and Butch stood guard on either side of her and Deetra.
 
   Minotaurs shuffled and pushed their way between the arena seats, filtering toward the stairs in the wide center aisles. The gladiators backed away from their posts as minotaurs appeared behind the closed gate.
 
   Alex lifted his chin. “I should have died last night, but I think I like this way better,” he said, and checked his wrist sheath of modified arrows. The release clicked a couple of times - empty. Collapsing the bow, he said, “Thank you.”
 
   Butch smiled at her with a terrifying underbite. “See you in the Abyss.”
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter eight
 
   The Arena
 
   Ayla’s gaze met the eyes of the gate guard above the portcullis in the wall. She whispered the prayer – for power over her enemies.
 
   “Don’t move.” The power of her Mother’s voice carried her words across the arena floor. The minotaur froze in place, hands on the winch, the gate still closed. 
 
   Ayla turned in a circle, early afternoon sun burning her upturned face. The Freemen and Deetra guarded her with stern countenances, but their hands trembled. The human crowd waited, hushed and uneasy, as the guards focused their attention on the arena floor, hands on their weapons.
 
   Ayla had survived Goreskin’s assault in the cabin, but the memory would never fade. The thought of it happening to thunderous applause in a public spectacle spread an angry flush across her face. A high sandstone wall separated the elevated seating from the arena floor. She sneered up at the spectators.
 
   “You’re no better than the cows.” The acoustics of the arena carried her voice to every ear. 
 
   “Open that damn gate! Guards to the arena floor!” the Arena Master shouted.
 
   The gatekeeper did not move, held in place by the power of the Night Goddess. The Arena Master pushed one of the guards at his side. “Get down there! Jump the damn rail if you have to!"
 
   The two horned guards posted at either of his flanks moved toward the stairs and the railing at the bottom. The tasseled gold rings on their horns and steel breastplates, signifying rank, glittered in the sun.
 
   Ayla met every eye she could, accusing everyone in the crowd. Focusing on a mother on the second floor, Ayla let the bile of her disgust saturate her words.
 
   “What’s wrong with you? How can you sit there and let them watch?” 
 
   The boy looked at his mother and she dropped her gaze to her feet. As Ayla moved on to another, Alex, Deetra, and Butch waited with baited breath in a half circle in front of her.
 
   The minotaur guards stepped up to the rail. The minotaur manning the portcullis turned the wheel lifting the gate. Half a dozen more minotaurs lurked behind it, weapons in hand.
 
   “They will come for us soon, and we will be dead,” Ayla spoke. “If I tell you the Night Goddess is returned, will you fight with us?”
 
   The crowd murmured. The gladiators backed away from the gate. Ayla stepped from between Deetra and Alex to face the Arena Master. She bowed her head, the words of the prayer spilling forth.
 
   The Priestess opened her eyes. The Arena Master’s four armored guards raced across the sand at her, horns lowered. Alex, Butch, and Deetra stepped between her and the advancing minotaurs. 
 
   “Mother, Goddess of the Night, your daughter is in need, and begs humbly,” Ayla’s voice and her Mother’s melded into one. With little more than a whisper, her words shook the arena like thunderous applause.
 
   “… for a sign.”
 
   The advancing guards on all sides stopped, horns pointing back as they lifted their chins to the sky. They each held one hand up, as if the sun might fall on them.
 
   The crowd became unsettled. People pointed to the cloudless sky behind her, one hand guarding their eyes. The Arena Master lifted his gaze as a shadow passed over the arena, like a coffin lid closing inch by inch.
 
   Deetra, Alex, and Butch ventured looks behind them. Their jaws dropped.
 
   Max’s voice came from behind her. “This can't be happening.”
 
   Ayla turned. A black circle - the moon, crept over the sun. A long moment of breathless silence passed as the shadow inched over the hundreds of faces in attendance. Ayla spoke over the din of shuffling feet and whispers and held up her hoop medallion in the waning light.
 
   “The eclipse is The Goddess’ symbol and her promise to us!” She turned to the other side of the arena as the moon’s shadow crept over the world. “The night has come to banish the light of the God of Toil! Know the sign and fight, or be slaves forever.”
 
   Every face turned from the sky to Ayla, etched with fear and awe. She could sense them on the cusp. They wanted to believe.
 
   “Those who die in the Goddess’ name will find eternity with those they love, and with their enemies under their boot.”
 
    A well-dressed man behind the Arena Master lunged. His wife screamed and reached for him, but too late. He wrapped his arms around the minotaur’s throat.
 
   Butch charged in the direction of the Arena Master with a battle cry that echoed through the arena.
 
   Alex fell back to Ayla. “I’ll be back,” he said, patting her on the shoulders, his eyes wild and alert to every detail around them. Ayla nodded, confused, but let him go. He ran off behind her.
 
   The Arena Master pulled the well-dressed man’s hands apart and smashed his face with a backward head butt. He flipped the man over the railing, and the fifteen-foot wall that marked the edge of the arena floor. The man landed in a heap.
 
   The crowd around the Arena Master came alive as the darkness of the closing eye of the eclipse touched them. They climbed over seats, swarming the minotaur.
 
   He punched and fought, but more kept coming. They grabbed his horns, kilt, and took handfuls of fur. He bellowed in frustration, pried himself from their grasp, and took a clumsy leap over the wall. A group of men hopped the rail, chasing him down.
 
    The guards, already halfway across the arena floor, hesitated and looked back. Butch plowed between two of them with his shoulder, sending one spinning to the ground. He raced for the Arena Master as the other men came down from the stands.
 
   One of the guards turned back to help, and another just stood in wide-eyed disbelief, unable to decide on a direction to go. The remaining two resumed their charge toward Ayla. Deetra picked a rock out of the sand and hurled it. It clanked against one of the charging guard's breastplates. She put her arm out in front of Ayla and pushed her back.
 
   Ayla called to the crowd once more. “The Goddess can't kill our tormentors for us! We have to fight!”
 
   Men wrestled for the Arena Master’s weapon, a longsword still in its sheath. The minotaur gored one and punched the next to reach for it. Butch met him as the minotaur recovered. He kicked the minotaur in the face, sending the half-beast onto his back.
 
   The fancy man got back to his feet, cursing. At the sight of the Arena Master, he ran over and stomped on the minotaurs groin, face full of blood, screaming something about his daughter. Butch mounted the creature’s chest and pummeled him in the face with bare knuckles.
 
   The oncoming guards bellowed, horns lowered, leaning into the run.
 
   Blabbermouth ran over the darkened sand from Ayla’s right. A spear bounced in his grip as he sprinted into range.
 
   Max dashed in from the other flank, blonde hair swept back in the sun.  He carried a spear in one hand, and a shield in the other. They must have gone back to the ready room for weapons.
 
   Blabbermouth stopped first and threw his weapon at the advancing guards with a grunt. It sailed high and wide, stuck in the sand a few yards from Ayla’s side, at the edge of the advancing moon’s shadow.
 
   Max threw his spear with a full follow through, one leg arcing out straight behind him. He struck one of the charging minotaurs in the ribs. The beast grabbed the spear and went face down in a gritty cloud. The second minotaur kept coming at Ayla.
 
   Everywhere, men dropped down from the stands. A group hollered as they raced along the base of the wall, kicking up a cloud of sand. They all carried weapons and shields ransacked from the ready room.
 
   Deetra pushed Ayla back and yanked Blabbermouth’s miss out of the sand.
 
   Ayla raced through the prayer again, eyes open.
 
   Deetra slid back in front as the oncoming beast closed. Ayla finished her prayer as the eclipse’s shadow consumed her. Her hands glowed red in the darkness.
 
   Deetra shoved her. “Run!”
 
   The minotaur ducked its horns for the gore. Deetra planted the butt of the spear deep in the sand. The half-beast lifted his head, but he’d overcommitted.
 
    Deetra dropped.
 
   Ayla held up her hands.
 
   The steel-tipped spear snapped on the minotaur’s breastplate with a crack. It stood straight up with a bellow, a dent in the steel on its chest. Ayla touched the metal, and crimson light soaked through the breastplate.
 
   The minotaur choked, hands clawing to get under his armor at whatever wound she inflicted. It turned its face to the sky, blood spraying from its mouth.
 
   Deetra stood back up, bent spear tip in hand. She kicked him in the back of the knee. He stooped, and Deetra stabbed him in the throat.
 
   The beast thrashed his horns and flailed. Deetra leapt away, leaving the spear tip in the beast’s neck. Blabbermouth came up behind her. He grabbed the minotaur by its horn and stabbed him in the base of the skull with a dagger, twisting the blade.
 
   The minotaur’s arms dropped, and it flopped over into the black, evening sands.
 
   Chaos had spread to every corner of the arena. Everywhere, humans attacked their minotaur masters with the furor of starved, abused animals. They jumped onto the minotaurs’ backs from above the arched entrances as the beasts came through the gates. Deetra approached Ayla, her face a picture of awe.
 
   The world around Ayla devolved into a murderous rage. Hundreds of her people flooded the arena floor. Screams echoed from the ready rooms and deeper in the halls. Deetra tossed her short, sun-bleached hair to cover her wounded eye. She wiped Ayla’s cheek, and cleaned off her thumb on her torn work dress.
 
   “A Priestess?”
 
   Ayla kept her eyes on the people - her people. The whole scene was surreal, like her dream. Five days ago felt like another life. Ever since she left home, she’d been thrust forward into her destiny without a moment to breathe.
 
   Deetra moved next to her and watched the crowd at the Priestess’ side. Ayla looked up at Deetra, admiring her profile and short hair against the premature evening sky.
 
    “Remember the dream I told you about?” She put her arm around Deetra’s waist as they stood together. Deetra nodded. Ayla stood on her tip toes and kissed her on the cheek. “It was real. The Goddess healed me that night and chose me as her daughter.”
 
   Ayla smiled at the carnage around her. Minotaur and human bodies draped over railings and fell to the arena floor as the death toll climbed. By the time the first rays of sun returned to light a section of the arena, Ayla could not find one living minotaur in the stands. The people chanted something unintelligible, drowning out all other sounds.
 
   Alex came over to her with Butch behind him. Both of them cradled wounds and bled on the sand in front of her. She expected a smile, but instead the rogue wore an expression of worry. He had to yell for her to hear him over the raucous crowd.
 
   “We need to calm this down. Get it organized.”
 
   Ayla nodded. She lifted her hands into the air to get the people’s attention. They roared, and stomped their feet to the chant, “Long live the Freemen.” The entire building shook, from the vellum awnings above the second-floor seats to the vibrating sand on the arena floor. Ayla lowered her arms and the crowd hushed in unison.
 
   Ayla cupped her hands and bowed her head. With Ayla at the epicenter, a wave of perfect silence settled over the arena.
 
   “Thank you, Mother,” she said, awed by the complete obedience of the people.
 
   She lifted her voice to the stands and the crowd around her. “Sons and daughters of the Goddess! Clear the arena floor! Leave only the wounded and gather the rest. Bring them to me for the healing touch of the Night Mother.”
 
   The crowd reaction came back a mix of chatter, cheers, and dubious murmurs. Ayla turned to Butch and Alex. Ayla mimicked Alex’s raised eyebrow.
 
   “Yes, Alex?”
 
   “Hornstall’s garrison is probably mustering already.”
 
   Butch folded his blood spattered arms. “There’s an armory downstairs. I can have armed men at the entrances to the main hall before they get here.”
 
   Ayla liked the way the Orc thought. The time for fighting had just begun. “Can we hold this place?”
 
   “I don’t know. Depends. Let me take Max and Blabbermouth. We’ll muster volunteers while they’re still hot, see how many we get.”
 
   “How many would we need to fight our way out?”
 
   Butch patted the air for her to slow down. “One thing at a time.”
 
   Alex shook his head. “We’re not fighting our way out, not without help from outside.”
 
   Ayla nodded, and Butch took off for the west gate without another word. Alex made like he planned to run off as well, but Ayla held him by the forearm.
 
   “Stay with me?” Ayla asked.
 
   Alex laughed, making Ayla grin. She liked the way he laughed. He didn't hold back or force it, it just happened when he felt like it. He put a hand on Deetra and Ayla’s shoulders.
 
   Not one for the touch of anyone other than Ayla, Deetra gently shrugged his hand away. Ayla gave her a reassuring smile. She needed them to get along.
 
   “I need you two to do something for me,” Ayla said, looking each in the eye.
 
   Alex raised an eyebrow. “What?”
 
   Deetra nodded her agreement and put an arm around Ayla’s waist. Ayla didn't lean in. Deetra would not like what Ayla needed to ask.
 
   “I need you to follow Deetra back to Hillside.”
 
   The moon finished its path along the sun, and daylight returned as Deetra let go and stepped away. She and Alex spoke at the same time.
 
   “That’s a bad idea.”
 
   “I just found you again!”
 
   Ayla folded her arms and stared at Alex. “You said so yourself. We need help from outside.” She shifted her gaze to Deetra. “And Hillside knows what we did, they’ll trust you.”
 
   “Me?” Deetra scoffed. “No one liked me at Hillside. Maybe if you came with us -”
 
   “I have to stay here. There are wounded to heal.”
 
   Alex kicked some sand. “Ayla’s right. She leaves, and this place will surrender in a day.’ He ran a hand through his sweaty black hair, smoothing it and his frustrations. “How do you even know if Hillside will revolt?”
 
   Ayla put a hand on his and Deetra’s shoulders. “Because I have faith.”
 
   Deetra shook her head. “I don't see how the Goddess is going to help us.”
 
   Ayla cut her objections short. “She already is. I meant faith in you.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter nine
 
   Return to Hillside
 
   Deetra gave the frothing mount a break on the far side of the bridge. With one arm still around her waist, Alex held a canteen up under her nose.
 
   “Drink?”
 
   The antiseptic smell of moonshine hit Deetra’s nose, and she shook her head.
 
   “Can you get me the water?”
 
   Alex fished around in the saddlebag. He presented her the water canteen. Deetra took it and gulpled thirstily in the early afternoon sun. Alex slid off the mount and stretched his legs on the dirt road.
 
   Deetra saluted him with the canteen. “Thanks.”
 
   Alex nodded and took a sip of his moonshine.
 
   “Did you really need that?” She asked, and pointed as he took another sip.
 
   “It’s medicine.”
 
   “It was hardly worth the risk of going back to your hideout,” Deetra scolded.
 
   “We needed supplies,” Alex replied.
 
   Deetra checked the flagstone road behind them that stretched over the bridge and last hill before Hornstall. She tucked her canteen back in the saddlebag and held the flap open for Alex.
 
    “If it’s medicine, then put it away until one of us is bleeding.”
 
   Alex held up one finger as he took one last sip. He sucked air through his teeth to cool his tongue. Deetra scowled at him. She didn't want to tend to a drunk for the next day and a half.
 
   “Just get on.”
 
   Deetra kicked, and the horse bolted. Alex clutched her waist. The countryside blurred past and the wind howled in her ears. She got few opportunities to ride in her life and none since her escape attempt three years ago. The moment she sat in the saddle, it all came back to her. The power and speed, the wind whipping her short hair until it stung her cheeks; it all felt like freedom.
 
   Deetra slowed the horse down as a hazy cloud of dust appeared over the next hill. She pulled back on the reins, bringing the horse to a stop and pointed. The horse tugged at the reins as she turned it for Alex to see down the road.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   Alex sighed. “That is at least one more drink.”
 
   Deetra put her foot over the saddlebag to stop him from reaching for it. “What is it?”
 
   “First things first.” He pushed Deetra’s foot out of the way and retrieved the canteen again. He passed it up to her.
 
   “Take a drink, and I’ll tell you.”
 
   The sun glinted off the metal and into her eyes. She twisted away from it in the saddle. “Why?’
 
   He wiggled the canteen. “Because you need to relax.”
 
   The anxious ball in Deetra’s chest agreed with him. She took it and pulled out the cork top. He answered as she tipped it back.
 
   “It’s an army headed for Hillside.”
 
   Deetra cut her sip short and choked. Alex reached around her and she handed it to him. She lifted her tunic and wiped sweat from her brow and nose, then coughed into it a few more times before answering in a strained voice.
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “A wagon or a patrol doesn't kick up that much dust. It takes a lot of hoofs on the road to do that.”
 
   “But why? What are they going to do?”
 
   “Hillside’s where you and Ayla came from.” Alex took another sip. “And what do you think they’re gonna do?” He dropped it back in the saddlebag.
 
   Destroy it, Deetra realized - burn it to the ground. Kill the families and ruin the fragile hope. The minotaurs lost nothing by killing scores of innocent people. Hillside Plantation produced less and less each year, withering under constant drought and a general uncaring attitude amongst masters and slaves alike.
 
   “How could they know what happened in the arena so fast?”
 
    “No one but us knew where we were going. The cows probably planned to do it all along,” Alex said.
 
   The dust cloud rose into the air, growing longer with each second. Deetra fixed her feet in the stirrups.
 
   “We have to get there first.”
 
   Alex pointed out west, over the rolling countryside. “We will. Just get off the road, and head west to the river.”
 
   Deetra gave a kick and the horse turned and dashed off the road. “How long do we have?”                    
 
   “We’re going to have to move fast. How many slaves?”
 
   “Just under two hundred,” Deetra shouted over the horse’s thunderous strides.
 
   Alex whistled. “I never realized Hillside was that big. They still use a bell to call the slaves in, right?”
 
   “They use it for everything.”
 
   The horse slowed as they traced a path along the river. Grass gave way to the wooded area that sat at the border of Hillside.
 
   Alex loosened his grip on Deetra’s hips. “What’s the ring for, ‘everyone gather at the manor’?”
 
   Deetra scoffed. “That’s not something we have a signal for.” She clucked at her horse, and it picked up to a walk. They passed under the boughs of some trees hanging over the road at the base of the hill.
 
   His arms wrapped around her waist. “Drop me off at the edge of the field. I’ll head for the manor.”
 
   “How do you know where the manor is?”
 
   Alex retrieved the moonshine from the saddlebag as they neared the top of the hill. “Supply runs,” he said, and tapped her on the shoulder. “You head for the slave quarter. Arm as many people as you can with whatever they have. I'll ring in the rest.”
 
   “That’s if no one turns me in the second they see me.”
 
   “Is there anyone you trust?”
 
   Deetra shrugged. She could think of a few, but Brayden, the man who had taken her in after Ayla’s mother died came to mind first. Brayden had taught her to ride, but they had not spoken since her escape attempt three years ago.
 
   They rode up the hill along the wagon ruts, keeping a vigilant watch. No one tended the barley fields. After three weeks of no rain, they reserved the hottest part of the day for gathering water from the lake beyond the field. The rest of her people would all be at home until the Masters came back out of the Manor to ring the afternoon bell.
 
   Deetra stopped the horse just below the top of the hill, a few hundred yards from her and Ayla’s former cabin, and the rest of the slave quarter. Now that she’d arrived, the idea of the two of them starting a slave revolt seemed preposterous.
 
   Alex dismounted. He smacked her on the knee. “Just, don't get killed - all I ask.”
 
   Deetra scoffed again. He asked her for the only promise she couldn’t make. The right response was to tell him the same, but he couldn't promise it either. She remembered the way he laughed with Ayla at the arena, and met his eyes.
 
   The horse shimmied, evening out it's footing in the wagon ruts. Deetra patted it on the shoulder, attention still on the rogue. “Why are you doing this?”
 
   He glanced up the hill and then smirked at her. “In the last six years, I watched the Freemen go from eight men to three. We lived in the sewer, stealing to survive. The name Freemen was a bad joke. Now, that's changing.”
 
   Deetra swallowed back her jealousy. “Not for Ayla?”
 
   “I owe her my life,” he said and folded his arms. He dipped his head to the side. “Even if it was her fault I got shot. But without her, the name Freeman would still be a lie.”
 
   Deetra nodded, satisfied. Alex and the Freemen had saved her, and more importantly, saved Ayla. When Alex told her the story about the arrow back at the hideout, Deetra could see in his eyes that he believed in Ayla and the Goddess. But now she knew he was not in love with either. She touched her fingers to her lips. She could still feel Ayla’s embrace in the Arena.
 
   Ayla’s arrival marked the moment the Freemen had to put their money where their mouth was. Alex bet everything he had. Deetra needed to do the same. She needed to commit - do or die.
 
   He turned away and skulked off through a copse of trees at the side of the field. She called to him.
 
   “Alex.”
 
    He stopped. “Yeah?”
 
   “See you in the Abyss.”
 
   Alex tipped an imaginary hat at her, gave her one last smirk, and then stalked off between a pair of trees. At the edge of the field, he vaulted the fence and dropped down low.
 
   Deetra lost sight of him. The stalks of barley did not even move with him as he made his way, if he cut through them at all.
 
   Deetra left the horse a few hundred yards back from the road, tied to a sapling. A loose knot insured that once he grew thirsty or hungry enough, he could pull himself free. Heading east, she moved under cover of a mixed patch of pine and oak trees.
 
   The woods fell farther back from the next line of cabins. Set in a semicircle they hugged a stony field zigzagged with laundry lines. The tradesmen quarters each had its own storage shed offset from the main cabin. In the center of the travel-worn yard, stood a capped communal well with a hand pump.
 
   Two toddler aged boys with brown hair ran naked out of one of the back doors. A moment later a woman in her late twenties let the door clap behind her as she came out, scolding. She had a bob of blonde hair and eyes that smiled at her little ones even as she yelled.
 
   It was Brayden’s wife. Deetra had spent a year in their home, and she still didn’t know the woman’s name. Brayden had told Deetra to call her Mam, and he called his wife ‘Dear’. After attempting to run away, taking her lashes, and a full night in the pillory, Mam refused to let Deetra return home.
 
   The twins ran under the hanging clothes a few feet from the door. One wrapped himself in a dress like a cocoon. The other stood behind a tunic with his legs showing from the knees down.
 
   Deetra came out of the wood line. Brayden’s wife slid a shirt along the line to get a better view of her. The smile left her eyes. She ducked under the clothesline and scolded her sons.
 
   “Inside and get dressed. No more games.”
 
   The dress came off the line as the first one ran giggling into the house. His brother chased after him, equally mad with giggles.
 
   Other people came out of their houses to tend the lines or pump water as Brayden’s wife walked over to the covered well.
 
   She waved Deetra over. Deetra dipped under a couple of clotheslines and made her way.  The woman spoke first. Her dress had stains from food, dirt, and little hands, but her face and hands were clean. She smelled like sweat.
 
   “Deetra? What are you doing here? They say you … " She stopped herself.
 
   Deetra finished for her.
 
   “Killed Goreskin. Yes.”
 
   The back door to Brayden’s cabin cracked open and Deetra pointed at the pair of curious faces peeking from behind it. Brayden’s wife turned and put her hands on her hips, washrag in one hand. She shooed them back inside from where she stood, and the door closed again.
 
   She mopped sweat off her freckled face with a rag. Dropping her hands to her wide hips, she shrugged.
 
   “They’re troublemakers. I'm just trying to keep the whip off their backs.”
 
   Deetra took the woman’s hands in her own. “I'm sorry, Mam – what’s your name?”
 
   She gave Deetra a confused look. “It’s Kimmy,” she said and then checked the back door of her cabin again. “I'm sorry, Deetra. But I can't be seen-”
 
   Deetra cut her off. “I don't have time to explain. But I need you to find Brayden, now.”
 
   Kimmy folded her arms, squinting in the high sun.
 
   “He’s inside. What’s going on?”
 
   Deetra stepped around her and headed for the cabin. Kimmy chased behind her and grabbed Deetra’s tunic.
 
   “Deetra wait. If the masters see you -”
 
   Deetra spun around and knocked Kimmy’s hand away. The woman took a step back in shock. Deetra held up one finger.
 
   “I'm saving your life, Kimmy. But I'm running out of time, so shut up, smile, and bring me into the cabin. Understood?”
 
   Kimmy swallowed hard, her face a mix of confusion, fear, and anger. She stormed past Deetra and lifted the clothesline over her head. Deetra followed her through the back door.
 
   The door opened to a sweltering kitchen, wide enough for one person. Kimmy led her past the brick oven, and into the main room. Too hot for candles or lamps, the only light came from the two open windows in the front wall and the open front door. 
 
   Brayden sat on a wooden armchair next to the window, repairing a bridle in his lap. He pursed his lips and blew his dirty-blonde bangs out of his eyes. Outside the open shutters, the twins chased one another, now dressed in short pants with no shirt.
 
   Brayden looked up from his work with a smile as Kimmy entered the room. When he saw Deetra, he dropped the bridle to the floor and stood up. He ran a hand through his sweaty dirty-blonde hair and squinted at her.
 
   “Deetra?”
 
   Kimmy folded her arms. “I told her we couldn't be seen w-”
 
   He gave Kimmy a stern nod and she relented with a huff, moving out of the way. Brayden took a cautious step towards Deetra. 
 
   “I thought they took you to Hornstall.”
 
   Deetra nodded, eyes flooding. Brayden wrapped his thick arms around her. Deetra held on for a moment and then pushed him back, or tried to.
 
   He let her go and held her out at arm's length. “Kimmy’s right,” he said, and glanced back out the windows to his boys. “You shouldn’t be here. I have two boys. I can't -”
 
   “This is about your boys. About everybody.”
 
   Brayden took a step back, ran his hand through his dark brown hair, and folded his arms over his wide chest.
 
   “Explain.”
 
   She did, in as few words as possible. Somewhere in the middle, Kimmy left through the front to tend to her boys. Deetra gave him the real story of Goreskin’s death, her trip to Hornstall, finding Ayla, and ended with the arena.
 
   Brayden’s reaction to Deetra’s story went from horror to anger, to pride, to something else she couldn’t quite read. He took a deep breath as Deetra finished and let it out slow.
 
   “The tradesmen and house help met yesterday at the well.”
 
   Deetra gave him a puzzled expression. “For what?”
 
   The boys yelled outside, Brayden checked the window again. He lowered his voice, as if the walls had ears.
 
   “A rider arrived at sunset, from Hornstall.”
 
   Deetra lowered hers too. “What rider?”
 
   “Older guy, grey hair. Came to tell us there was an army comin'.”
 
   Deetra didn't know anyone with grey hair among the Freemen or otherwise. Deetra shook her head. “I wish I knew that someone already told you.”
 
   “What’s the matter?”
 
   “I left Ayla at the arena and rode all the way here, for nothing.”
 
   Brayden shook her by the shoulders. “Not for nothing. To help. Once Deetra the Cow Slayer -”
 
   “What?”
 
   Brayden laughed and walked toward the kitchen. “That's what my boys call you, the Cow Slayer. You’re a bit of a local hero.”
 
   He picked up his pace in front of the brick stove.
 
   “We couldn't rally much support for a revolt. Once I tell people you escaped, they’ll be more willing. No woman has ever killed a minotaur and lived to tell about it.”
 
   He went out the back door, ducked under the clothesline, and held it up for Deetra. He put his arm over her shoulders and pulled her close as they walked through the crabgrass toward the capped well.
 
   They stopped next to it. He stood in front of Deetra and held her by the shoulders. “You can't be seen. Not yet. Do you understand?”
 
   Deetra said nothing, but acknowledged his urgent warning with a nod. Brayden hustled over to the well and pushed off the heavy, round, wood cap. It fell to the side with a clunk. Deetra frowned at him as he backed away, half-turned toward the cabins.
 
   “I'm gonna go get Smith. Look in the well, there’s a platform. I built it for my boys, just in case,” Brayden swallowed and checked Smith’s door behind him. “Will you do that? Just look?”
 
   Deetra nodded again and Brayden sprinted for Smith’s cabin, ducking and weaving around the clotheslines. He tripped on Smith’s back step and caught himself in the doorway.
 
   “Smith,” he yelled, and then disappeared into the cabin.
 
   His flushed face passed by the kitchen window. Deetra headed for the well. She ran and stopped herself with her hands on the stone rim. Six feet down, a wood platform filled the width of the shaft.
 
   Brayden came back alone, running. “Get in.”
 
   Deetra spied down it again, then faced him. “Don't cover it.”
 
   “Okay.” He said, and helped her climb up on the lip.
 
   “What’re you gonna do?”
 
   Brayden helped her down onto the platform. The damp air inside of the well cooled Deetra’s skin. He leaned both of his thick, hairy arms on the side of the well and looked down at her.
 
   “Me and Smith got weapons last night, in case the others were wrong. I'm gonna get some men together. You wait here. If I ain't back by lunch bell, come on out.”
 
   He made to leave and Deetra remembered she had not told him about Alex.
 
   “Wait! There’s a man at the manor. His name is Alex. He’s supposed to ring the bell to call everyone to the manor.”
 
   Brayden nodded. “You did good, Deetra. Real good,” he said, and stood up straight.
 
   Deetra stood on her tippy toes and curled her fingertips over the warm, coarse lip of the well.
 
   “Hurry.”
 
   Brayden nodded and took off. Deetra sat down and waited. She tried to remember the prayer Ayla recited at the arena, but could not recall the exact words. As she waited, the sun changed its position and shone down into the well, heating the back of her neck and hair. Someone used the pump above. Deetra held her breath till they left.
 
   It happened two more times in quick succession. Doors opened and closed as the lunch hour neared its end. Voices filled the yard above as people lined up at the pump to refill their waterskins and canteens. Deetra pressed her back against the wall closest to the pump, so that anyone inspecting the well-cap might not see her. Brayden’s face appeared, blocking out the sun and startling her.
 
   He reached down and hoisted her out of the hiding spot. She shaded her eyes with her hand, squinting in the glare of the clear afternoon. Dozens of men stood in silence around the lot behind the cabins, each with a weapon in hand.
 
   Brayden replaced the lid to the well. The men all stared at her. A man at the front with a leather apron stepped forward and knelt before Deetra. She recognized him as the smith.
 
   “Is it true, Priestess?”
 
   Deetra recoiled from the word. The story must have changed as it spread. “I'm not the Priestess. Ayla is.”
 
   Smith’s brow lowered. “Where is she?”
 
   “In the Hornstall Arena. She saved me with a group called the Freemen.”
 
   The lunch bell rang out a frantic rhythm. Alex’s voice carried over the slave quarter. At first, Deetra couldn't make it out, but after the third time, she heard it.
 
   Fire.
 
   Brayden looked at her. He wanted her to say something.
 
   “I need a weapon,” she said, surveying the men for any that might have two. A young man, also bald, stepped out from behind Smith – his son. He handed her a long pole with a barbed metal tip - a homemade fishing spear.
 
   She took it, testing its weight. She had spearfished at the lake every summer with the boys. She had tried hunting rabbits too, but never got one. Thankfully, minotaurs stood almost eight feet taller and four feet wider than most rabbits.
 
   She raised her voice over the bell and ruckus of running slaves and slamming doors.
 
   “The Hornstall garrison is coming. If we can kill the Hillside masters and escape, there are hundreds more of our people waiting to fight at our side in the Hornstall Arena.”
 
   Smith shook his head. “We had this discussion. The rider said the same thing, and I’ll tell you what I told him. We’ll never get past Hornstall’s walls. We need to head south.”
 
   “I know a way into the keep.”
 
   “And what way is that?”
 
   “Through the sewer.”
 
   “Why should we trust you? You’re the reason that army is coming here in the first place.”
 
   Deetra pushed past him and walked through the group, headed for the road. Sun-bleached blonde field hands ran between cabins, calling to one another. They gathered on the road and moved together toward the manor and the ringing bell.
 
   Deetra paused in the middle of the tradesmen. “Yes, me and Ayla started this. We killed Goreskin, and now a dozen more minotaurs. I didn’t come here to warn you. I came here to tell you the war has begun – whether you wanted it or not. And we can win, with your help.”
 
   “South!” A man cried out from behind her.
 
   Deetra turned, but could not figure which of them said it and so raised her voice to all of them. “If you run south, they’ll catch anyone not on a horse before nightfall. Right now, the Garrison is split. If we can make it back to Hornstall before they do, we have a chance at a first real revolt in two hundred years.”
 
   The men replied with more nods and a few muttered agreements. Brayden joined Deetra in the center. “It’s fight or run, men. What’s it gonna be?”
 
   The tradesmen answered with a unanimous yell, and pumped their assorted weapons in the air; swords, bills, scythes, pitchforks, fishing spears, and a few with only lit torches.
 
   “Fight!”
 
   They fell in line behind Deetra as she lifted her spear and marched for the road. The path to the manor was crowded with people, some running with empty buckets to help with the fire. Deetra sniffed the air for smoke but detected none.
 
   The bell stopped ringing as Deetra rounded the last bend at the end of the slave quarter. Long narrow pillars supported the manor’s wide soffit that hung over the wood porch. Brayden and his men muscled their way to the front as they arrived at the carriage turnaround.
 
   The minotaurs stood in a line at the base of the steps, a few more than Deetra’s original estimate of forty. On the porch stood Ayla’s mother’s rapist, Steelhorn. He held Alex in close by the throat, belly to back. His polished horns were filed down to needle-like points, and he wore a grey kilt with red stripes. The fur on his flabby chest had gone grey, narrowing into a line over his sagging stomach.
 
   The bell-post lay on the wood floor at their feet. The rogue’s nose and lips dripped blood onto his tunic. One hand held the minotaur’s wrist. He waved at Deetra with the other and smirked a silent apology.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter ten
 
   Revolting
 
   Steelhorn’s voice lifted over the congregated slaves at his front step. “There is no fire, as this fool would have you believe.” He shook Alex by the neck to demonstrate.
 
   Deetra stepped out in front of the crowd. The line of horned half-beasts at the base of the steps glared at her. One stepped in her direction. In response, two dozen men stepped through the front line of the crowd, brandishing swords and spears.
 
   The minotaur stopped and fell back into line with his fellow masters. The dark haired tradesmen took ready positions as a second group came up behind them with simpler weapons and torches.
 
   Deetra glared up at Steelhorn.
 
   “If you kill him, this only goes one way.”
 
   Murmurs spread through the gathered slaves. The words revolt, priestess, and revolution stood out among the chatter.
 
    Steelhorn squeezed the rogue’s throat. Alex kicked and fought, eyes bulging. “What way would that be?” he taunted.
 
   The minotaurs in front of them held clubs, maces, and long, serrated swords at the ready. Deetra looked to Brayden, but Brayden’s face said what she already knew. Attack meant death. The first twenty men to reach them would die, and likely the second twenty.
 
   Alex’s face went from red to blue in Steelhorn’s grasp. The minotaur stared at Deetra in silent challenge. No one moved.
 
   She tried to think of what Ayla would do. The only thing she knew for sure - Ayla would not stand here doing nothing, indecisive. Ayla fought Goreskin in the cabin and threw stones at him in the street. Ayla never hesitated.
 
   Deetra took aim over Alex’s head. She aimed high, and the weapon sailed over the front formation.
 
   Alex dropped his weight onto Steelhorn’s arm, using the firm grip for leverage to throw his legs up and hook his heels around the back of the minotaur’s neck. The spear sunk into Steelhorn’s hip, causing him to bellow and drop Alex to the floor.
 
   Alex landed on the floor in a heap and rolled over the wood planks, gasping and holding his throat.
 
   As if this was the signal they were waiting for, the crowd came alive. Rocks pelted the row of minotaurs in the face and chest. Cries of, Cow, Cursed, and Beast, accompanied each throw.
 
   Above, Steelhorn snapped off the shaft of the barbed spear, then threw open the double doors to the manor and limped inside.
 
   Alex crawled on his belly to the stairs.
 
   The tradesmen, led by Brayden, screamed like savages and surged forward for the attack.
 
   The armed tradesmen rushed past Deetra. They clashed with the minotaur line, driving spears, and swinging swords under the cover of raining stones.
 
   Smith plunged his sword into a furry abdomen. The minotaur brought the head of his mace down on Smith’s spine. They fell together.
 
   Alex lay on his stomach, panting. Deetra yelled to the top of the stairs.
 
   “Alex!”
 
   He scrambled to his feet, his lips and chin awash in blood, and ran half-way up the stairs. He searched the chaos at the bottom. One of the slaves held a torch aloft as he watched the guard before him scramble at the flames engulfing his fur. The cuff and sleeve of Alex’s shirt flew apart as his bow sprung open. He nocked an arrow and fired.
 
   More men screamed in agony toward the front, sacrificing their lives for the revolt Deetra and Alex started. Win or lose, Hillside had taken up the fight. Some of the field-hands picked up stones. Others craned their tanned necks to see the battle, and others fell back, fleeing the cries of their dying fellow man up front.
 
   The torchbearer flinched. Alex’s arrow struck his weapon, knocking it from his hand. It landed in the grass to the side of the stairs. The dry grass caught, and the first wind to cool Deetra’s skin in a week spread it fast - too fast. With a whoosh, the grass blazed, and the fire scorched a trail beside the stairs.
 
   Alex continued firing arrows into the backs of the minotaurs, hooting and hollering. When the trail hit the manor walls, they caught fire in a matter of moments, with a hissing, crackling sound reminiscent of laughter. The fire spread in both directions. It crawled over the door and under the windows. In moments, flames wreathed the manor. They poured in the windows, setting the curtains inside ablaze.
 
   Any retreat blocked by the flames at his back, the last minotaur lifted his sword. A spear pierced his chest, followed by another. The half-beast dropped to one knee. Smith’s son flanked him and drove his sword down between the beast’s neck and shoulder with a grunt. The sword came out of his hands as the minotaur fell forward, snapping the spears lodged in his chest.
 
   Every eye moved to the fire and smoke curling into the air. The arched, double front doors collapsed, belching out fire and black smoke from the inside. A minotaur screamed from inside the manor. Alex ran down the steps, and Deetra pushed through the gawking crowd standing amidst the twisted bodies of the fallen.
 
   They met at the bottom, but Deetra’s eyes were not on her companion. Instead, she looked up to the doorway, where Steelhorn hobbled and flailed blindly to make his way out amidst the flames burning away his fur.
 
   Alex spun on his heels, bow at the ready. With a glance, he nocked and fired. Steelhorn’s head jerked skyward violently. The crowd became silent, and only the crackle of flames could be heard. The minotaur that had ruled them for so long dropped first to his knees, then crashed down on the steps, the fletches of an arrow poking out from between his eyes.
 
   The remaining tradesmen hoisted their weapons into the air with a victory cry. Deetra ran to Brayden, helping him away from the front. Blood flowed from Brayden’s hairline down to his jaw, his left arm limp at his side.
 
   Alex held a rag over his own broken and bleeding nose. “We should back away before this place explodes.”
 
   “Explodes? What were you stealing from here on those supply runs?”
 
   The bruising already started under Alex’s eyes. His voice came out nasal, and he enunciated like he had swollen lips. The corners of his eyes lifted in a grin.
 
   “Moonshine.”
 
   Deetra would have smiled, but she struggled to carry the much heavier Brayden. Alex ducked in between them and draped Brayden’s good arm over his shoulders. After the rush of battle left him, Brayden could no longer walk unassisted. The tradesmen cleared the way ahead through the crowd that remained, while others brought the wounded away from the manor.
 
   Brayden’s left arm had saved the rest of him from a minotaur club. It lay twisted at his side, broken in too many places to discern the damage. He dripped sweat from the heat and pain. The skin had already stretched tight and turned blue. The dark purple blotches on his shoulder had spread up his neck.
 
   Alex stopped when they reached the road, and adjusted his hold on Brayden. A shorter, stocky, tradesman Deetra did not recognize came over to relieve the rogue. Alex helped him get in position.
 
   “You have someone you can take him to?”
 
   The tradesman nodded and ducked under Brayden’s arm. Brayden held his breath through the transition. Deetra circled around in front of him. He lifted his head and gave her a weak grin.
 
   Deetra kissed him on the cheek and said, “Thank you.”
 
   He smiled at her. “You’re welcome, Deetra the Cow Slayer.”
 
   As the stocky tradesman led Brayden away, Alex beckoned Deetra to join him in the grass on the side of the road.
 
   He lowered the rag held to his nose and inspected it. Touching the tip of his nose with a wince, he met her eyes.
 
   “Go get the horse and meet me at the stables. We need to talk.”
 
   Deetra rode her horse through the slave quarter, and across the road. The Fieldhands, marked by their sun-bleached hair and lithe bodies, cheered as she passed. A smile crept over her face as she headed northwest into the rolling pastures, but she reserved any celebration. The time had not yet come.
 
   Alex and the tradesmen stood on the far side of the pasture, inside the gate to the stable. She kicked the horse into a gallop. A few saw her and waved.
 
   Moments later, she hopped off the horse. It trotted right through the open gate and into the hands of a stable boy. He took it by the reins and the horse stopped with a nicker and shake of his head.
 
   Alex and the tradesmen gathered around her. A man with gray hair and a steel breastplate with the Hornstall insignia stood next to Alex. Alex introduced them.
 
   “Deetra, this is Dylan.”
 
   Dylan offered Deetra a hand to shake. Deetra stared at him until he dropped it and cleared his throat. He cocked a thumb back at the stables.
 
   “I rode in last night. The guard dispatched me from Hornstall when the arena was taken.”
 
   Deetra faced Alex. “What’s going on?”
 
   The man opened his mouth to reply, but Deetra cut him off. “How did the Garrison know we were going to Hillside?”
 
   “They have no idea, but two escaped slaves from Hillside killed a Master and almost thirty Hornstall guardsmen. I was sent here to bring word to the Masters of the garrison’s arrival. I met with Brayden instead.”
 
   Alex and a few of the tradesmen, including Smith’s son, nodded their confirmation. I told him that they’ll be here by the dinner bell, today. A hundred and -”
 
   Deetra cut him off as eyes widened amongst the tradesmen. “I know how many there are.”
 
   “Brayden and I came up with a plan,” Dylan said as he walked past Deetra and pointed out into the pasture where the horses once took shelter from the sun under slender red alder trees.  Now, only small clusters of stumps remained.
 
   Dylan’s eyes went to the smoke rising over the barley field and over the inferno of the manor. “Right now on the riverbank are nine rafts. Enough for seventy people. The garrison had to have seen the smoke already. They’ll be double-timing it. We should each grab a horse, ride and offer anyone willing to fight a place on a raft.”
 
   The smoke from the manor fire stayed thick and black for hundreds of feet into the clear blue sky. The wind blew in from the south and fire tore through the barley field. No one watching from a distance would misunderstand - Hillside had revolted. But Deetra didn’t trust Dylan. Who asked him to round up reinforcements? 
              “Why are you doing this?”
 
   Dylan adjusted his brown tunic under his breastplate and cast his gaze at the ground.“Because I have to attone. I fell from grace, and I am trying to reclaim myself.” Dylan turned to the other tradesmen. “We dont have much time before the army gets here.”
 
   Alex stepped in front of Dylan. “What about the people who don’t get a place on a raft? The children, and people who can't fight?”
 
   “We only have room for so many. I wish we could have done more.”
 
   The color drained from Alex’s face as the realization dawned in his bruised eyes. “We’re leaving them.”
 
   Deetra waved to the stable boy, busy rubbing down her horse. He nodded and pulled the saddle he'd removed from the mount back down from the wall. She refused to leave more than half of Hillside behind to be slaughtered by an army of minotaurs. 
 
    
 
   Deetra rode over the wide flats of tough, short grasses and up to the winding riverbank. The woodline on the other side sat atop its own hazy reflection in the slow-moving current. The soft wind rippled the image and the water glittered in the mid afternoon sun. From its position in the sky, Deetra guessed they had another two hours before the garrison arrived.
 
   Nine rafts sat side by side, askew on river stones exposed by low waters. The dark-haired tradesmen instructed the field hands around them. The field hands set supply packs together in the center of each raft and bound them together with twine.
 
   Dylan approached her on foot and took the horses reins as she dismounted.
 
   “Smith’s son, Killian, just left. These field hands have pledged to fight for the Freemen.”
 
   Deetra took the reins back from him. “And Alex?”
 
   On cue, Alex came over the last hill before the river on one of Hillside’s workhorses. Deetra led her own away from Dylan. He followed a couple of steps but Deetra held out a hand, ordering him to a stop. She climbed back into the saddle and rode out to meet Alex.
 
   Alex stopped first and Deetra rode up alongside him, facing the other direction at the bottom of the incline. The horses nickered a greeting at one another and swished their tails. Deetra’s mount shied away from the Hillside stock, and she turned it around to get it under control.
 
   Alex wiped sweat from his brow and chin. “I stopped at Brayden’s. He gave me some names I could trust. They’re on their way. The other guys are still -”
 
   “How is he?”
 
   Alex frowned. “The arm’s pretty bad. But he’s up in bed, talking.”
 
   “Did you tell him the plan?”
 
   “He says he trusts Dylan, but if you don’t, to trust your gut.”
 
   “I don’t, and if I really trusted my gut, I would tell Dylan to stick his rafts where the God of Light don’t shine.”
 
   Alex shrugged, and looked over her shoulder to the raft. “Why?”
 
   “He betrayed his people once, and now he says he’s on our side. I dont know how anyone trusts him.”
 
   “Ayla healed him. They prayed together in the crypt. He warned Hillside, came up with a plan to escape. After all that, why wouldn’t we?”
 
   “Because his plan would have sacrificed more than half of Hillside.”
 
   “And, we took care of that. Hillside will be empty when the army gets here.”
 
    
 
   Tradesmen and field hands, in groups of eight, lifted their rafts and shuffled them over to the river. The Freemen now numbered seventy-three. Seventy boarded the rafts in the river as the current carried them lazily north, toward Hornstall. Deetra, Alex, and Dylan rode together along the river.
 
   Dylan rode to Deetra’s left, and Alex to her right. She ducked under a low branch. Dylan took his horse into the shallows to avoid it. He turned to her in the saddle as he tugged the reins back toward shore.
 
   “I know it doesn’t feel right, leaving all those people behind. If I could have saved them, I would have. I hope you know that, Alex.”
 
   Alex leaned out to the side, avoiding another tree branch. “We didn't leave anyone behind. They’re packing whatever they can, and following within the hour.”
 
   Dylan whistled. “The riverbank is going to be a tough journey on foot.”
 
   Deetra and Alex shared a look. Alex clucked at his horse to bring it up to a trot and moved ahead of them. “It’s better than waiting to die.”
 
   Alex lied. Deetra had asked him to keep the real plan between them. She told the remaining men and women about the hobbled slaves in Moonvale. She said that if they brought the revolt to Moonvale, they would know their allies by their feet.
 
   When the army arrived, Hillside would already be sacked. By the time the army made it back to Hornstall, Deetra, Alex and the tradesmen would already long-since have used the canals to get inside the city.
 
   Dylan took a sip of water from his canteen and dropped it back in his saddlebag. “I dont know why I didn’t think of that.”  
 
   Deetra picked up her horse’s pace to match the slight increase the river’s current and sighed. “Me either.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter eleven
 
   Trading Places
 
   The river turned east, around another hill, on its meandering northern course. The late afternoon sun glared off the water as Deetra stood on a raft next to her blindfolded mount, surrounded by tradesmen. Some lay down on the raft, while others kept watch on the wood line on the west bank. 
 
   Alex stood next to his horse on the raft ahead of her, with six tradesman. Dylan rode on the one behind her. The horses refused to board the rafts at first but with a blindfold and some mushrooms one of the tradesmen collected they tolerated the river ride. Deetra rubbed her horse’s neck, imagining her second reunion with Ayla.
 
   The nine men on the lead raft jumped to their feet, rocking their vessel as it circled the bend. Deetra blinked away her and Ayla’s embrace in her imagination. Something splashed into the water behind her. She twisted to see, but Killian called back to Alex from the lead raft, making her pause.
 
   The four tradesmen and two field hands on Alex’s vessel grabbed their weapons as he turned and relayed the message back to Deetra.
 
   “The garrison!”
 
   No. The garrison was on the road, Deetra had seen them herself this morning.  Deetra raised her hand against the glare off the river. The rafts had brought them back almost the same distance she had travelled since she’d seen them on the road earlier. The garrison must have stopped and waited. But she had no idea how they knew to detour half a mile from the road, to the river.
 
   The first raft drifted past the bend, and Deetra’s raft picked up speed. Her horse nickered a complaint so she tightened her grip on the reins. She turned to pass the message to Dylan but her attention was pulled to the tradesmen on the raft behind her staring and pointing at something in the water, arguing and confused.
 
   She followed the pointing fingers, and there was Dylan swimming for shore, already halfway there. He must have jumped off at the first hint of danger, before the current picked up. Her jaw clenched involuntarily and she balled her fists, struggling to see past the red haze clouding her vision as things clicked into place. 
 
   The minotaurs couldn’t afford to leave Hornstall’s defenses divided, so they had Dylan bring Hillside’s fighters to them while the masters slaughtered the rest. This way, the garrison would only be gone two or three days, instead of four or five. 
 
   The bastard had set them up. 
 
   The men on Deetra’s raft turned to her, confused. They all talked at the same time, each with a different version of: “What do we do now?”
 
   Deetra checked the front. The men on the raft ahead of Alex, the lead, all fell to their backs and sides. One splashed straight into the river. Alex’s voice carried over the water as his men dropped to their bellies and he ducked behind his horse. “Take cover!”
 
   Deetra and the tradesmen hit the deck. Her horse shuffled, startled. The vessel shifted, picking up more momentum as it cut through the steepest part of the bend. A man on Alex’s raft screamed and she looked up. The man rolled onto his side, an arrow in his thigh. Only a few arrows reached Alex’s vessel.
 
   She stood back up with a shout to her men. “We’re not in range yet! On my word, jump off the side and use the raft for cover.”
 
   As Deetra’s raft followed Alex’s around the bend, another volley of arrows arced through the sky from the wood line on the west bank. They rained down on Alex’s raft a second time. His horse reared, arrows in its shoulder, neck, and hip. It lost its footing and fell flat on top of the raft.
 
   Red alder logs splintered and separated, and Alex and his men plunged into the river. The horse thrashed for a moment, tangled in the rope that held the raft together, and then went under. The wreckage drifted further apart as the river cut around the bend.
 
    Holding her breath, Deetra searched for Alex. Her vessel rounded the hill and her heart sank at the view thus revealed. The minotaurs had assembled in squads on a level, grassy bank on the east side. The moment they came into view, the twang of dozens of bows carried over the water. Deetra’s horse shied and fought her grip. Arrows dotted the sky.
 
   Deetra yelled: “Now! Jump!”
 
   Deetra let go of the reins. The tradesmen reached down for handholds on the side of the raft. She grabbed the pointed end of one of the logs and jumped in.
 
   Arrows peppered the deck and pack, one landing between her fingers with a vibrating thwack. The horse neighed and splashed into the river as one of the tradesmen fell over her with an arrow in his chest.
 
   Deetra pulled her chin up to look over the deck. Her heart ached with regret over the loss of the horse. A few hundred yards down the bend, a group of minotaurs waded out into the water with long polearms. They hooked the first raft, littered with tradesmen bodies, and pulled it to shore.
 
   The raft behind Deetra’s had followed her example and took cover in the water. Two men hung onto the raft for dear life. Arrows thunked and popped on the deck in front of her face again, a few slicing into the water around her.
 
   The current slowed as they came out of the turn and Deetra moved hand over hand toward the back, seeking better cover from the arrows. She made it, but the archers in the wood line did not fire again.
 
   She spotted Alex. Only a hundred yards from the minotaur squads on the east bank, he crawled onto shore. He took cover in some brush and flopped onto his back, gasping. If she swam for shore now, the current might carry her to the same area. Deetra pushed herself from the raft and swam.
 
   The current dragged her at a diagonal. She fought just to keep her head above water. Her long arms, strong and tanned from long days in the vineyard, crawled through the river as she kicked.
 
   The distance to shore seemed to stay constant, never drawing any closer. Her muscles burned and her body screamed for more than intermittent breaths. She gasped each time her face came out of the water.
 
   Alex’s voice called to her. “Deetra! C’mon! You can make it!”
 
   She checked her distance to shore and this time it was closer - twenty yards, maybe less. Alex kept checking over his right shoulder. Two minotaur squads had broken away for the others, headed his way. Deetra put her face back in the water and fought her way to him. The pull of the current lessened as she drew closer. She picked her head up again.
 
   Dylan ran down the shore toward Alex from the opposite direction, longsword in hand. Alex saw him and wheeled around, a pair of daggers drawn. Deetra forced herself to keep swimming, still gasping and trying to get her breath - ten yards to go.
 
   Her foot brushed against a stone at the bottom of the muddy river. Dylan swung his sword and Alex ducked. Her face dipped under water as the rock tumbled and she lost her footing.
 
   Alex yelled above, his words muffled. Her other foot found the rock again and she pushed herself above the water.
 
   Alex was still yelling, Dylan on the ground behind him.
 
   “… go! We have to -”
 
   Dylan rose up, blood dripping from his lip and nose. Deetra tried to yell, but water got in her mouth and she choked.
 
   Alex checked over his shoulder in time to see Dylan plunge his longsword into Alex’s back. Alex’s body arched with a grunt, shoulders back. Dylan withdrew his weapon and pushed. Alex dropped to his knees and fell forward, face first into the water.
 
    It didn't look real. It couldn’t be real.
 
   Deetra screamed. “I’ll kill you! You coward!”
 
   She swam for shore, vigour renewed by rage. Dylan planned this from the beginning. She had wondered how he made it through the battle at the manor without so much as a scratch.
 
   Now it seemed obvious. He didn’t come when the bell rang or when the manor burned. It was the only part of what happened that hadn’t gone according to his design. 
 
   Deetra made it far enough to walk out of the water. She lifted her legs high, out of breath, heart twisting in her chest. Alex’s blood seeped into the river, following the current. His black hair floated around his face.
 
   Deetra rushed Dylan, hands hooked into claws. She lunged for him. He side-stepped and kicked her in the gut as she came down. After the hard swim, the kick stole the little breath she had left. She landed on the shore in a ball, without enough air in her lungs to cry out.
 
   The minotaur soldiers came up behind Dylan. He smiled at her and pointed. “This is the one from the arena. Take her alive.”
 
   Deetra fixed him with a hateful glare, Alex’s head bobbed in the water next to her thigh. Something hit her in the back of the head and the world went black.
 
    
 
   Deetra sat inside a closed wagon in the dark, her back against the wall as it rocked and bounced along the road. Chains jingled as she lifted her hands to check the bump on the back of her head but she couldn't reach it. Her captors had shackled her hands and feet together. Her head pounded and her eyes blurred in rhythm.
 
   The wagon slowed down to roll over a big bump in the road. The ride smoothed, and the sound of wagon wheels on stone echoed outside. The bridge. They were almost to Hornstall. Deetra had been out for a full day.
 
   Dylan’s voice carried over the sound of horses and the wagon. “I ride ahead to talk to the rebels. I will meet you at the second gatehouse!”
 
   His voice made her sick. She wondered if the men on the last five rafts had gotten away. Alex had reported two wagons with the garrison and she didn't hear a second one on the bridge. The garrison must have split a second time to give chase to the survivors. Good. The less that returned with her, the better. With any luck, the army chased the survivors all the way back to Hillside. It would give Ayla and Butch time.
 
   Torchlight pierced through gaps in the vertical slat wall of her transport as it slowed to a stop. Hoofsteps moved all around the wagon and the portcullis to Hornstall clinked open. Commotion surged outside.  Minotaurs, dozens of them by the sound, spoke with thick, hurried tongues. Her headache and the echo in the gate house made them impossible to understand.
 
   A shout from the driver and crack of his whip quieted them and got the wagon moving out into the night again. Deetra half fell to her side. She righted herself and propped her aching head on her palms. The chains held her hands too close together for her to cover her ears.
 
   Dozens of hooves clattered on flagstone all around her in the dark. The wagon picked up speed just in time to slow down again for the second gatehouse. The cacophony of hooves doubled as the inside of the wagon lit up in vertical lines again. This time another horse’s hooves joined the first two, followed by Dylan’s voice.
 
   “They offered a trade. Follow me to the perimeter!”
 
   Another crack of the whip and they left the second gate. The horses out front picked up their pace to a trot. The wagon shook and bounced. Through the vertical slats, she saw the temple go by. The streetlamps along the main road passed on either side in quick succession. Dylan was in a rush to get her there, apparently.
 
   Arena perimeter… That meant Ayla and Butch held up their end of the plan. They’d held the arena until her return.
 
   The thought of Ayla put a lump in Deetra’s throat. Since she’d left, she had wanted nothing more than to see Ayla’s face again. Now, she couldn't bear the thought. Deetra never imagined she would return a failure - just victorious or dead.
 
   The wagon slowed to a stop again and more minotaur voices and hooves gathered round. One of them came to the back door and threw the latch. Deetra squinted against the sudden flood of light as the doors were flung open. The shadow of the arena looked darker still in the cloudy night.
 
   A minotaur with a torch stepped aside and another, high-ranking by the gold ring on his horns, stepped behind the wagon. He reached in and grabbed Deetra by both shackled ankles. Before she could object, he jerked her toward him.
 
   She slid onto her back with a thump. Her head bounced off the wood, causing a bright explosion of pain behind her eyes and her stomach threatened to expel its contents as he dragged her towards the edge of the wagon.
 
   A pole slid between her shackled ankles and wrists. The two minotaurs hoisted her up, metal digging into her skin, and hoisted her out of the wagon on the pole like a pig. Blood rushed to Deetra’s head and she struggled to stay conscious as the pain increased even more. She swayed in rhythm with the gait of her captors and the sound of their hooves.
 
   They passed the entry to the arena, her eyes closed against the flickering light all around. The familiar smells of burning pitch from the torches and musty sand greeted her. The shuffle of boots and hushed words told her they’d reached the human perimeter. The minotaurs who carried her stopped.
 
   A human voice spoke up. “The Priestess agreed to allow four prisoner escorts up to the west gate.”
 
   The half-beast holding the pole by her head adjusted his grip. “Who’s coming with us?”
 
   Dylan spoke up from behind. “Just you two and me.”
 
   Negotiations meant that the arena had reached a stalemate and both sides had come to the table to discuss options. The garrison must have split, as Deetra thought. If the rest of the men had arrived, she doubted Dylan and the minotaurs would waste more time with talk.
 
   Dylan ordered them to a halt. “When we get there. No one says a word, but me.”
 
   The minotaurs agreed, and they carried her down a hall that stunk of latrine. Deetra’s shoulders ached from the strain of holding her dead weight. The shackles on her ankles and wrists stripped and tore her skin with every bounce or movement, creating a constant burn interspersed with sharp, stabbing pains.
 
   An excited human yell she didn’t recognize echoed down the hall. “They’re coming!”
 
   Then another voice, more distant, hollered for Ayla. “Priestess!”
 
   Deetra twisted but couldn’t see around the swishing red kilt and thick furry legs in front of her in the flickering torchlight. Empty weapon racks lay on their side in the corner. A breeze pushed sand over the floor and collected in the cracks.
 
   Dylan’s trousered human legs stepped up alongside her. “Put her down.”
 
    The beasts stopped and dropped her. Deetra saved the back of her head, but the pole came down on her temple. She rolled onto her side, on the cliff of her pain threshold, staring down into unconsciousness. Her body heaved and she vomited next to Dylan’s boots.
 
   Ayla’s voice came next, far away, like Alex calling to Deetra when she dipped under water.
 
   “Unshackle her. Wait. You!” she growled. “I should have let you die on your knees in that crypt, pig.”
 
   She heard a smug laugh, wavering in her consciousness.
 
   “It’s Dylan.”
 
   “Where’s Alex?”
 
   The fear in Ayla’s voice cut into Deetra’s soul. The traitor scoffed.
 
   She lost track of what they were saying after that. Instead, the image of Alex, face down in the river played over in Deetra’s memory. His short, black hair floating around his ears, blood trailing into the shallows in wisps…
 
   But she would never tell Ayla that part. She would just suffer that memory alone. Deetra blinked as the world came back one sense at a time; the gritty floor under her cheek, the stink of sweating half-beasts, the dust of the arena floor, Dylan’s laugh.
 
   “Orcs,” the traitor said, still chuckling. “Bloodlust and balls, but no brains.”
 
   If Dylan planned to defeat Butch and Ayla by underestimating the orc, he wouldn’t live long enough to regret it. The orc had no shortage of brains – or dignity, as he chose not to reply.
 
   Ayla spoke next. “I said, unshackle her.”
 
   Deetra fought the lump in her throat as they unlocked her cuffs. The cool air soothed her raw wrists. The pole slid from between her ankles, and a furry hand lifted her upper body from the ground by her wrists, cuts burning once more in his grip. A knee in her back pushed her forward until her knees touched metal and sand.
 
   A pair of small hands, cool, but rough, touched Deetra’s cheeks and lifted her head. Deetra sucked in her lip to stop it from quivering.
 
   “I'm sorry,” Deetra said.
 
   “Don't be,” Ayla said and stroked her hair.
 
   The hands holding Deetra up pulled her away. The minotaur’s body leaned and she fell against his hairy thigh. Deetra opened her eyes. Her chains rolled and slid on the floor ahead of her to the base of a portcullis. They stopped in front of the bars, Ayla on the other side. Butch stood behind her on the arena floor, the torch in one hand reflecting off his amber eyes.
 
   “Put them on, witch,” Dylan said.
 
   “No! Ayla, don -” Deetra said, but a hoof kicked her in the chest. The world flashed white and her lungs wouldn't take air. She thrashed against the beast’s leg, trying to force a breath. The world greyed out again but Ayla’s scream brought it back.
 
   “Stop it! You’ll kill her!”
 
   A sword cleared a scabbard and Dylan yelled, “Put them on!”
 
   Deetra drew her breath with a gasp and coughed as she let it out. Her chest whistled and rattled with a maddening tickle. Butch signalled to someone above the portcullis with a winding motion and then two pinched fingers, the torch in his other hand throwing the gesture into long, distorted shadows. The portcullis rose with a clanking sound.
 
   It came up two feet and Ayla faced Butch, still on her knees. He bent, locked the cuffs on her wrists, and kissed her on the cheek.
 
   Deetra wanted to scream, to tell her no, but it came out a wheeze. The taste of copper in the back of her throat made her stomach roil.
 
   The minotaur let go. She caught herself with her hands, her chest and head crying out in unison. She laid down and put her cheek to the sandy floor.
 
   Ayla rolled under the gate. She slid over and lifted Deetra’s head into her lap. Ayla’s breath tickled Deetra’s ear.
 
   “Take this,” she whispered, and pressed a cold metal hoop into Deetra’s hands. “Butch will explain.”
 
   Deetra stared at her face, her head still throbbing in time with her pulse. Her voice came out a thready croak. “What’re you doing?”
 
   Ayla smoothed Deetra’s hair back and sniffled. She kissed Deetra’s aching temple and the headache eased immediately. “Making a trade.”
 
   Deetra tried to sit up, and Ayla helped her.
 
   Someone had trimmed Ayla’s raven black hair to even it out from Goreskin’s chop job. Long bangs draped over her cheeks, framing eyes filled with sorrow. Deetra propped herself on her arms to take in the sight of her. Who knew if it would be the last time. Ayla’s ice-blue eyes in the soft lighting almost made her weep.
 
   “I don't understand.”
 
   Ayla’s lip quivered, and her eyes flooded. “I told you Butch would explain,” she said, and wiped her eyes with her palms.
 
   Deetra let her questions slip away. For days, always with the Abyss at her heels, she’d waited for this moment. She pressed her lips to Ayla’s. Ayla leaned in close, a fragrance on her breath.
 
   The stitch in Deetra’s chest eased. She broke the kiss enough to sigh and Ayla placed a finger over her mouth. Noses touching, the Priestess whispered, eyes closed. Deetra pressed her palm to Ayla’s tunic, over her heart. Ayla leaned in again, brushing her lips over Deetra’s. The kiss deepened and the throbbing in Deetra’s head faded.
 
   Then Ayla jerked away from her. Deetra recoiled, eyes opening. Dylan had Ayla by the arm. He gave them a disgusted look.
 
   “That's enough.”
 
   The traitor pulled Ayla to her feet as Butch reached under the gate and grabbed Deetra by the forearm. The orc dragged her under and Deetra let him. She and Ayla held each other's gaze. The Priestess’ kiss still lingered on Deetra’s lips as Butch helped Deetra to her feet on the other side.
 
    The brazier inside the west gate made the shadows of Dylan and the two minotaurs inside leap and twist, like demons dancing. They led Ayla around the corner, past the latrines and out of sight.
 
   Deetra looked down at her hands. In one, she held Ayla’s steel medallion.
 
   Butch’s thick green arm gathered her in and squeezed - a hug. “This was her choice.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter Twelve
 
   Guardians of Light
 
   Her wrists in chains, Ayla followed the long hall she had come to know well in the past three days. Only one of every three torches burned on the wall, to conserve supply. The minotaur guards escorted her, one in front and one in the back, as Dylan strode next to her. He held his chin high, face a grimace of determination.
 
   She pressed her fingers to her lips, treasuring her last memory of Deetra, whom she would never see again. Ayla knew from the beginning that she carried Goreskin’s calf. The Freemen needed a leader for the temple that could endure. Deetra endured.
 
   They reached the front entrance to the Arena and the mainstay of the human defences. The wind tossed her hair under the cloudy night sky. Every head bowed as she passed through the blockade of stones, weapon racks, and pikes. The only sound came from the roaring braziers on either side of the high, arched arena entry. A horse drawn wagon with wood slat walls and roof stood ready to receive her.
 
   Dylan drew his longsword from the scabbard at his hip. His steel breastplate and grey hair shone orange in the light. He directed her to the open door of the wagon with the tip of his sword.
 
   “Your chariot awaits,” he sneered.
 
   Ayla propped her shackled wrists on the floor of the wagon and climbed up, Dylan following her in. She sat with her back against the slat wall and he sat opposite her, sword still drawn. He laid the weapon across his lap.
 
   The door closed, leaving only the shafts of light between the boards. One lay over Dylan’s right eye and the corner of his mouth. He pulled a medallion out of his breastplate and laid it out over the steel. It bore the image of the sun. His lips curled into a sardonic smile.
 
   Other than curiosity at where he found the trinket, Ayla couldn’t care less. She had chosen to surrender. Let him think he found protection from the Goddess. It could only help Deetra and Butch in the end. The medallion served as a symbol, not a shield. A God’s power didn't flow from a disk at the end of a chain.
 
   Dylan lifted it to the bar of light shining through the wall, reflecting the light in Ayla’s face. She reclined her head against the slats and closed her eyes.
 
   Dylan scoffed. “You didn't even know what I was, did you?”
 
   Ayla didn’t look at him as she answered, trying her best to sound bored. “I knew you were a coward and a traitor. What else is there?”
 
   “I am a Guardian of the Light.”
 
   Ayla's dream crept up from the recesses of her memory.
 
   “The light has many guardians, and seeks to burn away the darkness forever.”
 
   When the Freemen lair was discovered, Ayla had assumed that the minotaurs presence in the temple had angered the Goddess. She’d been wrong. It was him, a Guardian of the Light.
 
   The wagon driver cracked his whip and Ayla flinched involuntarily.
 
   Dylan gave her a satisfied sneer. “Don't like the whip, slave?”
 
   The thought made the skin on her back crawl. Ayla looked away from him, pushing away the memory of Goreskin’s whip the morning after her dream. Instead, she focused on the sound of his guts hitting the floor, like wet rags. A satisfied smile tugged at the corners of her mouth at the thought.
 
   The wagon lurched forward into a turn, making them both lean. The lights of the arena passed between the cracks, throwing bars of light as they circled the monument to Tor in the center of the courtyard. Dylan rested his elbows on his knees and held his sword, pommel in one hand and blade resting on the other. He looked at it as if he’d never seen it before.
 
   “My great-great uncle slayed the last Harbinger of the Dark Queen with this sword. After living in this hell-hole for thirty years, I did not believe there would be another evil Harbinger … at least not in my lifetime. When the sword fell from my hand in that place, that’s when I realized the truth, but it was too late.”
 
   Shafts of light moved along the sword as a streetlamp passed outside.
 
   “You’ve served Tor for thirty years and still have the gall to call me evil?”
 
   “I do not serve Tor.”
 
   Ayla pointed at his breastplate. “That mark on your chest says otherwise.”
 
   “That is a pass from Tor to walk among the half-beasts, and allows me to guard Hornstall from the return of the Dark Queen. A Guardian of the Light serves only his God.”
 
   “You served mine in the crypt. Begged her for mercy on your knees.”
 
   Dylan gritted his teeth, and gripped the blade of his sword until his fingers dripped blood.
 
   “No. I called upon my God, but his light could not reach me in that evil place.”
 
   “Don't blame your God for your own lack of faith.”
 
   Dylan’s eyes narrowed and his voice raised with each word, until he screamed at her. “I have drunk His immortal blood from the Chalice of Kings. I have slain the unrighteous with but the word of His name. My faith would never have faltered if it were not for that place!”
 
   The wagon slowed down. Hooves walked around the wagon, a torch shining through the slats.
 
   A minotaur voice at the back of the wagon called to Dylan. “Prisoner secure?”
 
   Dylan cleared his throat and sat up straight. “All’s well.”
 
   The driver’s whip cracked. Again, Ayla jumped. The horses resumed their normal pace.
 
   Ayla smiled at him. “You said it yourself. You did not believe another Harbinger would come. Your faith faltered long before you stumbled into the crypt. The Guardians of Light have failed, because of you.”
 
   Dylan’s eyes flared. He pointed the sword at her chest. It shook with his need to kill her. “Look around you Priestess. I have not failed.”
 
   The wagon lurched over a pothole and the sword bit Ayla above the breast. The Priestess recoiled from him and lifted her knees. She held them guarding her chest and leaned against the wall.
 
   “You begged on your knees out of fear. Fear of me and my Goddess. That was your failure, and that is why the God of Toil has turned his back on you.”
 
   Another streetlamp passed outside, throwing ribs of light over Dylan’s breastplate. The horse pulling the wagon picked up to a trot.
 
    “He is not the God of Toil.” Dylan leaned forward. “He is the God of Goodness and Light.” The tip of his sword angled down, pointing between her legs. “And virtue.”
 
    Protecting her chest from the sword, she’d forgotten her modesty. Ayla tucked her heels under her bottom.
 
   “It was your God’s curse that stole my virtue,” she said, curling her lip in revulsion.
 
   “Hardly. Your Goddess is responsible for your enslavement and was the first to breed the half-beasts.”
 
   Ayla’s brow pinched. “You lie. The Goddess herself told me the truth. The Sun God cursed Tor and when the curse could not be lifted, he slew Her priests and put our people in chains.”
 
   Dylan scoffed. “That is a half-truth. Would you like to hear the rest, Priestess? Or are you afraid to know that your Goddess has lied to you?”
 
   “My Mother wouldn’t lie to me. You can’t make me doubt her.”
 
   “Tor said the same thing. In time though, he learned the truth and converted.”
 
   “Tor worships the God who cursed him?”
 
   Dylan shook his head. “Not anymore. The Dark Queen came to him in his dreams, tempting him until he fled the Temple of the Sun. When he returned home, Her priests sacrificed women to him until he’d sired Her an army. When Tor discovered he’d been used, the Goddess sent knights to slay him. Tor defeated them and led his sons against every temple in the north. But after all he’d done, Tor could never return to the light. So he sent a messenger to the Guardians, asking us to come and keep the Dark Queen from rising again.”
 
   Ayla believed most of his story, but her Mother would never have sacrificed women to Tor. That was a lie, but Ayla had no means with which to refute him, so said nothing.
 
   “Unlike Tor,” Dylan said, “I can still atone.” He pointed the sword at her again. “Once you are dead, The God of Light will forgive me for what happened in the crypt. The Sun God is merciful.”
 
   “You’re a coward and so is your God.”
 
   The look in Dylan’s eyes screamed murder. Ayla invited it, daring him with her eyes.
 
   The back door of the wagon opened to a view of the main road, facing away from the castle.  Max’s face leaned in and swept his chin-length, blonde hair away from his scruffy face.
 
   Ayla’s jaw dropped. Her mind tried to reject the face, but it was him.
 
   “Max?”
 
   He ignored her as she stared at him. Dylan dropped down out of the back next to him on the road. They clasped hands and bowed their heads in unison.
 
   Dylan spoke first. “What are you doing here?”
 
   Max closed the door and latched it. “The whore and the orc ordered an enemy head-count.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And I need to know if you want them to think the garrison came back.”
 
   Ayla had indeed ordered it. She slid over to the back and put her face to the cracks in the door.
 
   Dylan sheathed his sword and stretched his back in the dim light of the road. “She can hear you in there.”
 
   She remembered the shared look between Max and Dylan in the crypt, after the Goddess healed him. Dylan only left once Max said to.
 
   Max cocked a thumb at the wagon. “Who’s she going to tell?”
 
   Dylan grabbed Max by the shoulder and walked away with him. “They sent you alone?”
 
   “No, with Blabbermouth, but …”
 
   Ayla strained her ears, but they moved too far away to eavesdrop. She shook her head as she sat back down, the sting of betrayal in her heart second only to the worry for her friends. Ayla had no love for Max, but Alex had and so did Blabbermouth and Butch. Deetra didn’t know him, but they would sleep under the same roof tonight in the arena quarters.
 
   Ayla had slept in the same room as the traitor the night she first arrived at Hornstall. That night, Max had taken second guard shift. In the morning, Alex could not figure how the minotaurs found the crypt so fast. Max had gone to tell Dylan about the Priestess - that his time had come.
 
   The Freemen had never really been free at all. Ayla hoped Deetra’s instincts would serve her better than Ayla and Alex’s had served them. She bowed her head and prayed for a sign for Deetra.
 
   She lowered her hands with a sigh. A rat sat looking at her, between her feet. Ayla lifted her chains to scare him off. His head cocked to the side and his beady eyes caught a shard of light. They sparkled a wintry white-blue, like her Mother’s. It twitched its nose at her. Amused, Ayla did it back. He scampered off to the side of the wagon. He squeezed between the slats and disappeared into the night.
 
    
 
   Deetra ran her hand along the steel railing that encircled a recessed portion of the floor housing a scale replica of the arena. She studied it from above, circling. Rested and fed, she was ready to plot Ayla’s rescue, but Butch made no mention of it until she did.
 
   He leaned with his hands on the railing opposite her, one foot out behind him. His amber eyes watched in her peripheral as she descended the two stairs to the map floor. The design of the room made it so that the morning sun from the open door shone on the model below her.
 
   Butch spoke from over her shoulder. “The Priestess said no rescue attempts.” 
 
   The model held Deetra’s attention as she replied, “Ayla wouldn’t have traded her life if she knew something could be done about her calf.”
 
   The closer she got to the replica, the more it took her breath away. She squatted down and inspected the waist-high miniature arena, envisioning the battles in the hall, and Ayla giving orders from the arena floor while healing the wounded.
 
   Deetra looked up and met Butch’s disapproving glare. No matter what he said to the contrary, the orc blamed her for Ayla’s decision and Alex’s death. In that, they had something in common.
 
   Uncomfortable with his silent accusation, she shifted her gaze to the faded mural on the domed ceiling above. It depicted the arena floor and gladiators combating a giant spider with a man’s torso and head.
 
   Butch’s voice echoed off the dome. “I told her the arena surgeon could help her, it was early enough. She said no.”
 
   Deetra stood up to make another objection, but Butch’s eyes had followed hers to the ceiling and still lingered on the mural. Deetra waited, but he turned away from the railing without looking at her.
 
   The taxidermied heads of animals on the walls stared at her with their glass eyes. Furious, she balled her fists and marched for the stairs to the main floor of the war room.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Butch sat down at the Arena Master’s desk. Weapons and tapestries adorned the walls behind him, all old, but well-tended. He settled into the oversized chair – the Master of the Arena’s chair – and folded his arms.
 
   “The surgeon told her that aborting her calf carried risks. A lot of women die from fever. Once she heard that, she refused. She said that if she was going to die, it would be trying to save her people, not herself.”
 
   It sounded nothing like the old Ayla, but Deetra believed him. Deetra liked the new Ayla; she had hope in spades and shared it with every person she touched. Deetra put her coarse hands on the smooth wood of the desk and leaned toward him, letting the medallion catch the light of the lamp on the desk.
 
   “The Priestess also left me in charge.”
 
   Butch nodded. “And you are. But battle plans are the General’s job, not the temple’s, Priestess.”
 
   The word hit her like a smack in the face. He said it as if she needed to know her place.
 
   “She left me in charge of the temple?” 
 
   Butch’s unfolded his arms, his heavy orcish jaw conveying strained patience. He threw his hands in the air and sighed as they landed on the desk.
 
   “I needed to tell you that?”
 
   Deetra never once imagined herself a Priestess. Alex gave her one of the tunics and called her a Freeman. That's how Deetra thought of herself. She held the hoop medallion up by the chain and stared at the serpent eating its tail.
 
   Butch took a deep breath. He gestured behind Deetra to the model as he rose from his chair. She turned around. The grand arched door to the hall stood ajar, letting in a light breeze. Butch moved around his minotaur-sized desk and leaned against it next to her. His green hand beside hers made her feel small.
 
   He shrugged. “I brought you in here to brief you, not argue.”
 
   Deetra looked up and to the side at him. “I'm sorry. I just can't believe -” Deetra stopped herself, Butch’s expression suggested the time for acceptance had come.
 
   He pointed at the model. “The main entrances are blocked. Until last night, we smuggled in supplies through the canals.”
 
   “What happened last night?”
 
   “The Cows flooded them. Twenty men drowned.”
 
   He pointed to the outer edges of the model, showing the grounds surrounding the fort.
 
   “They dammed the river, flooding the docks and half the slave quarter.”
 
   Deetra stepped away from the desk and rested her hands on the rail over the map floor. “Did you and Ayla get a headcount of our men?”
 
   Butch answered from behind her. “Blabbermouth’s last count was 466 armed, 212 spectators and 127 dead, including 38 cows. Him and Max should be back this afternoon with the garrison count.”
 
   On cue, Max stepped into the doorway, soaking wet, blonde hair slicked back.
 
   “Two hundred and ninety-two.” he said, and slapped the door, leaving a wet hand print on the wood. Meeting Deetra’s eyes wiped the smile from his face. He looked over her shoulder.
 
   “Where’s the Priestess?”
 
   Max had left before news of Deetra had arrived. Guilt gnawed at her and compelled her to answer in Butch’s stead. “She traded herself for me. It happened last night.”
 
   Max pushed off the doorframe and into the room. “I didn't ask you,” he said, then accused the Orc with his eyes.
 
   “Butch? You wanna tell me what's goin on?”
 
   Deetra turned and Butch headed back for the desk. “It was Ayla’s choice,” he said, and sat in the Arena Master’s chair. “Deetra is the new Priestess.”
 
   Deetra liked the word less each time he said it. She never had a vision, nor met the Goddess as Ayla had, nor could she heal the wounded. Deetra was as much a Priestess as Max. She addressed the Orc first, then the puddle at Max’s feet.
 
   “Don't call me that. And why are you wet?”
 
   Max ignored her and walked faster toward Butch’s desk. “Where’s Alex?” The Orc would not meet his eye. “Look at me, you overgrown toad.”
 
   Deetra watched intently for Butch’s reaction, worried he might kill Max on the spot for the insult. He glowered at Max, arms folded, jaw tense.
 
   “Dead.”
 
   A lump rose in Deetra’s throat. Max stopped next to her, a step away from the railing. He shot her a dirty look from the corner of his eye, then his head cocked to the side when Butch’s eyes dropped.
 
   “How?”
 
   Deetra swallowed the lump in her throat enough to talk, and confessed. “Stabbed in the back by a traitor.”
 
   Max eyed her but spoke to Butch. “So we lose a priestess and one of our best fighters, and get left with this worthless bitch. Some trade.”
 
   Butch shook him by the tunic. “Shut your mouth, Max.”
 
   Deetra balled her fists. “Butch.”
 
   The orc held Max at the end of one arm and looked from over his shoulder. As Priestess, Deetra could not order a rescue. She understood that now.
 
   “I'm taking the canals to the Goddess’ Temple. The Priestess,” Deetra emphasized the word to show she learned her place and so he would know his. ‘Requires men as temple guards.”
 
   Butch blinked. “You’re conscripting men?”
 
   Deetra took her turn to blink, unsure what the word meant. “Yes?”
 
   Max knocked Butch's hand off his shoulder and limped back toward the wall. He bumped a shield and a hand went behind him to silence it. His eyes accused Butch.
 
   "You're really gonna let her lead more men to their deaths?"
 
   Butch folded his arms. "She's not leading anything." The orc fixed his orange gaze on Deetra, an unspoken message that his next words were his last on the issue.
 
   "We’re going alone. You and me.”
 
   Deetra gave him a short nod. “When can we leave?”
 
   “Tomorrow. First light.”
 
   Max chimed in. “I'm going with you.”
 
   Deetra glowered at him. “I don't think so.”
 
   “I've been a Freeman for six years.” He rested a hand on the door to catch his breath. “You don't tell me where I go and don't go.”
 
   Deetra flashed an angry look at Butch.
 
   The orc shrugged. “It’s the only Freeman law.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter Thirteen
 
   The Rat and the Martyr
 
   Ayla sat on the floor of the castle dungeon chained to the wall, her fingers bleeding and sore. Dylan and Max had escorted her through the castle, down a stairwell and chained her where she sat in the corner. The wide open space echoed every rattle of her chains, and every breath. They emptied out the dungeon for her. She did not want to imagine how. 
 
   On the other side of the iron gate at the bottom of the spiral stairs, the dancing light of a single torch dimly illuminated the cavernous expanse. It was just enough to see the rusty shackles, like hers, hanging from the walls. Implements of torture, among them a whip, lay spread out on a table stained the color of rust. 
 
   She thought they would use the whip on her in a vain attempt to have her renounce her Goddess. Instead, they left Ayla alone long enough she was inclined to believe they had left her down here to rot. She had taken the time to pray. 
 
   In the arena, she discovered that not all miracles required the same components. Some, like healing, required water - though a kiss from the mouth would suffice. To cure a disease, she needed a small sacrifice of the afflicted person’s blood. 
 
   She learned through doing, but one truth rose above all others during her short time in service to her people. The greater the sacrifice, the more power the Goddess granted. About to make the ultimate sacrifice, Ayla had implored the Goddess for her people’s freedom.
 
   Ayla inspected the tips of her trembling fingers, shredded almost to the bone. She lowered them and admired her work, eyelids heavy. On the floor between her legs, the wall behind her, and even on her legs and arms, she’d drawn the ouroboros in her own blood. She did not have any means to cut herself, so she had just ground her flesh onto the wall, fingers begging for mercy. Dozens of them decorated the immediate area around her, as far as her chains would allow her to reach.
 
   Boots descended the spiral steps to the dungeon. Ayla rested her head against the wall. At long last, her time had come. The heavy lock clanked and the gate creaked open as Dylan stepped through, sword in hand. He stopped, eyes on the gory ritual all around her. 
 
   “Let me see your hands!” he said.
 
   Ayla held up her hands, fingers splayed, displaying the dried rivulets of blood to her elbows. Dylan grasped at his medallion. Ayla rolled her eyes. For a man ‘guarding the light’, he knew very little of faith.  
 
   “Your God abandoned you, remember?” she said and picked her head up from the wall. “Would you like me to pray with you?”
 
   The light of the torch dipped, deepening the shadows in the dungeon, shrinking the radius of the light. Dylan stepped closer to the open gate and pointed the sword at her. 
 
   “If I hear one word of a prayer -”
 
   “You have no power over me, traitor.”
 
   Dylan gritted his teeth and took a deep breath. He ventured forward one shuffling step at a time, sword out in front of him, like a man in the dark. A large ring with only two keys came from his belt. His eyes wandered over the markings around her. 
 
   Ayla had no idea what Dylan thought the circles meant, but resented the fearful sweat forming on his brow. She had sweat under the God of Toil’s light, condemned to a life of misery and an unspeakable death. If anyone had a right to fear, she did, not Dylan.
 
   He threw the key ring over the table. It landed at her feet. Dylan pointed with the sword.
 
   “Use them. Take off the ankle shackles.”
 
   Ayla considered playing difficult, forcing him to do it himself, but she had no desire to drag out the situation. If he had come to walk her into the flames, then it was time to get on with it. She feared burning at the stake, but not as much as waiting for it to come. 
 
   Ayla picked up the keys and found the right one. Her fingers hurt, and it took some time to hold it right. She managed it, then tossed the ring onto the torture table as she stood. 
 
   Dylan gesticulated with the sword as he spoke. “Alright. Out the gate ahead of me.”
 
   Ayla pointed at the weapon as she passed him. “You don't need that. I can still escape, or kill you, whether you’re holding it or not.”
 
   Dylan scoffed, but held the medallion. “Then why don't you?”
 
   Ayla ascended the first stair. “Because, I want you to think you’ve won.”
 
   The keys came off the table and he hustled back to the door to follow her up the stairs. “And why would that be?”
 
   Ayla slid her hand along the round central support as she continued up the stairs. “So you won't hesitate to do what you promised.”
 
   Dylan laughed. “Don't worry, witch. Your stake awaits.”
 
   They continued to the top in silence until Ayla reached the second barred doorway. Dylan had her step to the side and pulled it open for her. She stepped into a round room – a castle guard tower. Armored half beasts, their horns tipped in steel, lined the walls of the bereft room, shoulder to shoulder. They stood motionless except for their eyes, which all turned towards her. 
 
   She paused, but Dylan prodded her forward and through the room with the tip of his longsword. The door on the other side opened out to a crowd of slaves. They cheered when Ayla stepped out into the cloudy day. The air smelled like morning, but without the sun and after so much time in the dungeon she couldn't be certain. 
 
   People crowded around the road for the first leg of her half-mile journey to the far off pyre in front of the inner keep wall, beyond the arena. Armored minotaur guards brought up the rear of Ayla’s procession. The slaves stayed off the road under the guards’ stern watch. 
 
   The shouts started at the front as people leaned into her path. They spouted obscenities and accused her of witchcraft. 
 
   A woman threw a half rotten fish at her. It slapped Ayla in the shoulder.
 
   “Kissfish!” 
 
   Ayla had never heard the term before but could guess its meaning. Word of her and Deetra’s kiss at the arena must have spread to the slave quarter. 
 
   “Witch!” 
 
   Another fish hit her in chest, its festering body splitting and splashing black ichor on her face. 
 
   “Kissfish!” 
 
   Her breast stung and she couldn’t stop from gagging as the smell hit her nostrils.
 
   More people raised their voices until the screams, accusations, and threats all blended together.  People spat and threw more rotten fish. Their shouts blamed her for everything from the flood and the death of their children, to the years of drought. 
 
   Dylan followed behind, dodging the missiles while keeping the sword to her back. Another fish hit her in the stomach, then another in the arm. One slapped in her face, its sharp fin leaving behind a shallow cut. Ayla held up her shackled hands to guard her face. The stink of dead fish quickly became overwhelming as they rained down on her in all sizes, from all directions. 
 
   The flood. The minotaurs had flooded the docks and the slave quarter. When the water receded it left behind dead fish, like an omen or a curse. And the people of Hornstall blamed her. 
 
    Another rotting sun-fish hit her raised hands and split, flinging greasy, stinking water in her mouth. Ayla spit, gagged and heaved, eyes watering. Her boot landed on another one and slipped. Dylan’s sword dug into her back, drawing a drop of blood and a hiss from between Ayla’s teeth. His other hand steadied her by the arm. He kept his head low, between her shoulder blades, using her as a shield.
 
   A father held a little girl with curly, sand-colored hair. He spat in Ayla’s direction and then leaned the child into the road and told her to do the same. She put her fingers in her mouth and cried instead. Ayla smiled at her and met her brown eyes as she passed. The curly haired girl smiled back and gave her a tiny wave. Her father turned away.
 
   “I told you to spit!”
 
    A man with a scarred chin and lips grabbed Ayla by the tunic. He twisted it in his hand until it choked her. “Whore! My boys drowned!” 
 
   Dylan slapped the man’s hand, but he held on. More people crowded into the road. Dylan pushed them back, but more kept pushing forward from behind. Dylan stabbed the man in the gut, sword angled upward into his chest. The man grunted and his scarred eyelids fluttered as he dropped to his knees. Dylan withdrew his great-great uncle’s holy sword, dripping blood. He screamed a warning to the crowd. 
 
   “Everyone back!”
 
   People screamed and pushed back against the crowd behind them. 
 
   Ayla knelt down. The man’s lips foamed with blood as he struggled for breath. She held her hands over his wound to slow the bleeding. She began reciting the prayer. She’d only spoken a few words before Dylan slapped her in the face. Ayla landed on her rear, cradling her stinging cheek. Undeterred, she continued whispering the prayer.
 
   Dylan grabbed her by the back collar of her tunic. Ayla touched her finger to her tongue for a drop of water as she stood. She reached out to the dying man but Dylan dragged her away. 
 
   A woman screamed and covered the man’s body with her own. She accused Ayla with her eyes, despite what they’d witnessed.
 
   Ayla met her eyes. “Let me heal him.”
              The woman spat at her.
 
   Ayla spat back. The woman moved, letting it land on the bleeding man’s cheek. Dylan slapped her again and light flashed in her peripherals. She blinked away spots as he pushed her forward. Her face burned. The woman shouted from behind her, this time in elation, with a distinct note of disbelief.
 
   “Danny? My Gods, Danny!” 
 
   Dylan stopped. Ayla turned around in time to witness the woman holding Danny by the cheeks, her expression filled with wonder. The wound in his chest had healed. Danny’s eyes opened and then widened in terror. 
 
   The woman looked up and shrieked as Dylan stabbed Danny a second time. The blade withdrew with a spout of blood and Danny’s eyes glazed over. The blood doused the woman’s cheek and neck. She screamed until it twisted into a long, heart-rending howl.
 
   Ayla understood then that should the arena fall, the minotaurs and the Guardians of Light would not spare a single life. Anything Ayla touched with her Mother’s blessing offended the God of Toil and his traitorous, merciless minions. 
 
   Ayla lunged for Dylan’s throat. He punched her in the face, but Ayla caught his neck. Her torn and grated fingertips burned as she squeezed. It only made her grip stronger as she fought the pain.
 
   The slaves swarmed her, kicking, punching, and spitting. A fist collided with her mouth, and another in the same eye Dylan already struck twice. Something pummelled her stomach, and it sucked the air out of her lungs. 
 
   She collapsed to the ground, holding her belly. Dylan shouted, trying to regain control, but no one listened. One of the unseen minotaurs that followed from behind bellowed. A hock pawed and scraped on the flagstone. People scattered and screamed. Blood spattered Ayla’s neck. 
 
   She rolled onto her back. A man clutched at a steel tipped minotaur horn protruding out of his chest, eyes rolling. The half-beast lifted his head and tossed the man into the air. He flipped once, limbs flapping around like a rag doll. The crowd backed away from her.
 
   Dylan pulled Ayla to her feet, his lip bleeding and a fresh bruise forming on his chin. The minotaur’s breath tossed the short hair on the back of Ayla’s head, heating her neck. Spots blinked in her eyes. She forced herself to take slow breaths as Dylan dragged her along.
 
   A few more steps and they cleared the crowd. Ayla’s heart fluttered. Until this moment, her imminent death had not seemed real. She searched the structures built into the wall, six all together. Ayla imagined the sewers beneath, trying to pinpoint which building might be the temple. 
 
   The crowd trailed behind at a distance, eager for revenge on the witch. They continued to shout; whore, witch, kissfish, and other epithets. No one seemed to notice or care what happened with Dylan and Danny. A chant of ‘burn the witch’ came together and rose above the rest. At least with Dylan and the minotaurs behind her, they did not throw any more fish.
 
   The arena loomed over the paused battlefront in the courtyard. Human and minotaur alike watched her pass. The wind, heavy with the promise of rain, cooled her neck and played with her long black bangs. 
 
   A stack of wood waited in front of one of the buildings. The temple. The Guardians of Light must think themselves brave to burn her at her Mother’s doorstep. Ayla expected more in attendance, but in front of the temple stood only the Furless Guard. 
 
   Her cheek swelled to obscure the bottom half of her vision on one side. Dylan prodded her again and she took another step. Ayla wiped blood off her chin and winced at her split lip. 
 
   “I guess it looks better if humans put me to the stake?”
 
   “Yes,” Dylan said and jabbed her with the sword again to hurry. “The honor is ours alone. Their only request was to have it done before Tor arrives.”
 
   Ayla looked back at the fifteen-foot-tall statue inside the carriage circle in front of the arena. “Tor is coming?”
 
   Dylan nodded. “But this will be over before then. When word spreads of your fate, your people will attack. Isn't that your plan? Martyr yourself and give them a reason to fight?”
 
   Ayla smirked, channelling Alex. “I know the garrison isn't back.”
 
   Dylan shrugged. “We don't need them if your friends come out to fight.”
 
    
 
    Deetra came up for air at another intersection. The dim light of the cloudy day came down through the storm grate above. The canals between each intersection had filled to the top.
 
   She treaded water, taking deep breaths and wiping her face. Half a dozen rats swam beside her. Deetra swatted them away.
 
   Butch held onto a ladder rung embedded in the canal wall that led up to a storm drain above.               He pulled Deetra to it so she could rest. 
 
    Max stood at the top of it, surveying the road through the grate. Rats crawled over his feet and lined the small ledge under the grate above his head.
 
   “What’s it look like up there?” Deetra asked.
 
   Max peered both ways one last time and then started his descent. “There’s a crowd out by the west guard tower of the castle. But the road is clear to the temple.” 
 
   “How much farther to the secret hatch?”
 
   Max shook his head and stuck one finger in his ear to clear out the water. “It’s the longest stretch. We have to swim past it to the intersection to get some air. Then double back.”
 
   Deetra nodded, bobbing up and down in the water. “Which way?”
 
   Max pointed to her left. Deetra took a deep breath and held her nose as she prepared to go under. Butch gripped her arm, holding her in place. He gave Max a perturbed look and pointed to her right. 
 
   “It’s that way.”
 
   Max grimaced. “Sorry, he’s right. Just got turned around.” He mussed the orc’s wiry hair. “I'm glad you still remember, Butch.”
 
   Deetra eyed Max. She didn’t like him before. Now, she didn’t trust him either. 
 
   Butch released her arm. “Go on ahead. I’ll meet you at the next drain.”
 
   Deetra shot Max one last suspicious glance, then held her nose and plunged forward. She kept her eyes squeezed closed and lips curled. Her hand found the canal wall and she slid her hand along it as she swam for the next drain. 
 
   Just as her breath ran short, the canal wall ended. Deetra swam up to the surface with a gasp, then reached for the wall ladder. More rodents huddled and squirmed together in the crevices of the worn wall. The ladder extended below the waterline and Deetra held on there, leaning away. 
 
   A loud creak from outside vibrated the drain, followed by a slam that rattled it. Deetra held onto the rung and covered her head as rats rained down from above. They landed on her arm, head, and shoulders. She held her breath so she wouldn't scream in horror as she thrashed. She pulled one out of her hair and flung it against the wall.  
 
   A man ran past the storm drain. “I have to get the commander!” 
 
   Deetra lowered her brow as a convulsive shiver travelled down her back. She reached for the next rung of the ladder. 
 
   Butch’s olive-green face popped up out of the water. Deetra covered her mouth to stifle a shriek. 
 
   “Where’s Max?” she whispered and held out a hand for Butch. He took it and she pulled him to the ladder with her. 
 
   “He’s coming. He needed a minute to cool down.”              
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We had a talk.”
 
   “About?” 
 
   “He needed to remember who the enemy is.” 
 
    
 
   Ayla drew closer and closer to her fate. The pyre awaited just over a hundred yards down the main flagstone road through the trades district. A man in a breastplate waved from the formation of Furless by the pyre. He ran towards them. 
 
   “Commander! The temple!”
 
   Dylan patted the air with his hand. “Lower your voice, fool.”
 
   The young Furless caught his breath. “The front doors of the temple.” 
 
   “What about them?”
 
   The young Furless glanced at Ayla. “They closed - by themselves. There are circles drawn in blood all over them.”
 
   Dylan’s eyes went wide and he glared at Ayla. He grabbed her by the upper arm and signalled the minotaurs to stop and hold the crowd at bay. Dylan shook her. 
 
   “What did you do? What are the symbols for?”
 
   Ayla shrugged her arm out of his grip and continued walking ahead of him. “I don't think my Mother appreciates your choice of location.”
 
   The young Furless walked backwards in front of her, eyes on Dylan. “We should call it off.” He said and glanced up at the sky. “It’s gonna rain anyhow.”
 
   Dylan pushed him back toward the minotaurs and the crowd. “There is enough pitch on that stack to burn through a hurricane. Get moving. Tell everyone to stay back until we know what in the Hells is going on.” 
 
   Ayla laughed and kept walking. “Does it feel like a day for atonement?”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   Another quarter mile brought Ayla to the foot of the rounded pyramid of wood with a log standing straight up in the center. The scent of pitch assaulted her as she stepped up onto the pile without hesitation.
 
    Dylan climbed up after her. She put her back to the pole. Dylan looked up at the sky, then back to the temple door. He pointed at one of his men. “Kenny, throw some pitch on that door. Then head back and tell Edwin no one passes the Arena perimeter.”
 
   “Yes sir!”
 
   Dylan went behind the pole and looped a rope around it and under Ayla’s chin as Kenny tore off down the main road. The Furless leader pulled the rope tight, but not enough to restrict her breathing.
 
   How considerate. 
 
   She pulled against it as he tied it behind her, leaving herself an extra fraction of length. He did the same for her legs, around her waist, and her arms above her head. 
 
   She faced the arena. Ayla could not turn her head to see the temple doors but the sound of splashing tar came from that direction. 
 
   Word must have spread. People appeared on the top floor of the arena like tiny shadows. One by one, they filled the entire rim. 
 
    
 
   Deetra’s face broke the surface. Rats squeaked and squealed in the dark all around her. The Freeman hideout had filled with water to two feet below the ceiling. The sickly sweet stench of decay assaulted her senses. 
 
   Butch came up out of the water beside her, ducking under the low ceiling.               “Ugh, what died?”
 
   Breathless, with a growing anxiety over the rats, Deetra felt for his face in the dark and found him. Rats squeaked and chittered from all around. 
 
   “Which way to the door of the temple?”
 
   “It’s right behind us - open. Hang on to me.”
 
   Deetra took a fistful of his tunic and went under with him and came up on the other side of the door.
 
   A trap door in the floor stood open at the top of a short staircase that rose up out of the water. The smell of death greeted her again - stronger this time. Deetra swam over towards the trap door. Her feet found the rest of the submerged stairs. She wiped her face again, and her arm brushed against something floating next to her. A black rat screeched. 
 
   Deetra glanced at it, then looked again. The rat stood on the back of a bald head. A man in a Freeman tunic floated on his face in the water. His scalp sagged and his neck had bloated. 
 
   Deetra covered her mouth and backed away to the other side of the stair. The rat stood on its hind legs and eyed Deetra a moment before leaping for the stairs and disappearing into the dim light of the temple above.
 
   Butch lifted the face out of the water. 
 
   “No,” he said and pulled the body closer to him. Butch looked the hideous corpse in its swollen, grotesque face. The head lolled back and the orc forced open its mouth with his fingers. 
 
   No tongue. It was Blabbermouth. Deetra put her hand on Butch’s shoulder. 
              “I'm sorry, Butch. I liked him.” 
 
   Butch let Blabbermouth’s body go and it sank into the crypt. He cupped his hands under his mouth, then lowered them again. 
 
   “See you in the Abyss, Blabbermouth.” He said, and then cleared his throat. 
 
   “You alright?”
 
   Butch nodded and took a deep breath. “Let’s go see this temple. I’ll deal with what happened to him later.”
 
   Deetra climbed the last couple of stairs, water cascading from her tunic and hair. An overturned stone table lay on its side next to the opening in the floor. Smaller, and dustier than Deetra imagined, the temple did not live up to a single expectation. 
 
   “This is the temple?” Her voice went up into the rafters. 
 
   Newer sections of stone covered slender, old windows. Some of the stones had fallen out, letting little shafts of square light shine on the dusty floor.  It had no ceiling, just rafters up in the angled roof. A few empty crates lay scattered and broken on the floor. 
 
   The double front doors came to a point at the top and the light of day peeked in from underneath. 
 
   Butch folded his heavy green arms. “What’d you expect? It's been a storage room for two hundred years.”
 
   Someone coughed and moved about in the water beneath the trapdoor. Butch ran over to the opening. He reached down and hauled Max out by his tunic. Max fought, still wiping water from his face. 
 
   “Butch, what gives? Let me go.”
 
   Butch dragged him over to the wall and pinned him up against it with both hands. Max’s eyes went wide. Butch pulled him close and then slammed him into the stone again. 
 
   “Where’s Blabbermouth?”
 
   Max blinked. “I told you already, you overgrown toad. Get off me.”
 
   Butch growled. “Call me that again and I will snap your spineless body in two.”
 
   Max quit his struggling. “If it bothered you, you should have -”
 
   Butch slammed him again. “Where is he?”
 
   Max’s voice rose two octaves. “I don't know! Okay? We came back separate. He said he was checking out the dam.” 
 
   Max killed him. Deetra didn't know how she knew, but she did. Blabbermouth knew the canals. Even if he drowned checking the dam, the idea that the water carried him to the steps of the temple went beyond coincidence and into the realm of impossible. 
 
   Butch held him and turned back to Deetra.
 
   Deetra met Max’s eyes. He looked away. Blabbermouth had his tongue cut out once for talking. For what, and to whom, Deetra couldn't fathom, but Max killed him to stop it from happening again. 
 
   “That’s why he told me the wrong direction in the canal – he was buying time to hide the body. He was betting you would follow me, but you remembered the canals better than he thought.”
 
   Butch slammed him against the stone wall again. The orc leaned in close, saliva dripping from one protruding canine, his heavy brow menacing. 
 
   “So you would have time to hide the body while we were lost.”
 
   Max threw his hands up. “Butch, I can explain.” 
 
   “Start.”
 
   “When Blabbermouth and I joined the Freemen together, there were only three other Freemen. You, Alex, and Dean - I mean, Blabbermouth.” 
 
   Butch nodded. “You better get to the point.”
 
   “The day we got caught at the mill, when Blabbermouth cut out his tongue -”
 
   Deetra gasped. “He cut out his own tongue?” 
 
   Butch answered, his eye still on Max. “Yeah, they tortured him. He did it to stop himself from talking. Crazy bastard.” 
 
   “No,” Max said. Butch pushed on his neck harder and Max fought to make words, his voice strained. “We just told you that. Alex cut out Blabbermouth’s tongue because he gave you up.”
 
   Butch let go and took a step back in the empty room. “What? Who did? Blabbermouth?”
 
   Max nodded and coughed. “Alex didn’t want to kill him.”
 
   “What does that have to do with anything?” Deetra asked.
 
   Max straightened his tunic, and swept back his hair. “He was going to do it again, for a Furless insignia.” 
 
   “Prove it,” Butch said. 
 
   “How?” Max threw up his hands in the empty former temple and scoffed. “Alex and Blabbermouth are dead. Want to go ask the Furless? Other than Ayla, you are number one on their list.” Max offered Deetra a sneer. “And I didn’t kill Blabbermouth, it was an accident. I was trying to stop him.” 
 
   Deetra could sense Butch trying to decide if he believed Max. The story was convincing. 
 
   “Butch, I-”
 
   A black rat scampered over to Max and sat between his feet. Deetra marveled at its brazenness. It cocked its tiny head to the side and looked at her with frosty-blue eyes, like Ayla’s. 
 
   Rats can’t have blue eyes, can they? 
 
   “Butch. Look.” 
 
   “I see it.”
 
   Max kicked at the rat, but missed. It ran a few feet away, stopped, and glared at him.
 
   “It’s a sign. He’s a rat.”
 
   Butch cocked a fist.
 
   “Butch, wait!” Max yelled, and Butch paused.  Max brought his fist up into the Orc’s ribs. 
 
   Butch roared and stumbled back, a dagger in his side. Wide eyed, he clutched the wound and pulled out the weapon.
 
   Max pushed him and ran for the open trapdoor. The black rat ran between his feet. Max’s boot came down on it, crushing blood from its body and slipped. He went face first onto the dusty wood. 
 
   Butch stumbled back to the far wall, blood dripping from beneath his leather jerkin.
 
    
 
   “For the crime of witchcraft and invoking the Evil One, Ayla of Hillside, you are condemned to burn at the stake. May it please the God of Light.”
 
   Ayla bowed her head to pray as Dylan walked over to his line of men. Over the past week, Ayla asked for many things and her Goddess never denied her. The wind blew in from the south, still teasing the idea of a downpour. She finished the prayer, but like when this all first began, let her Mother decide what she begged for. The aroma of scented oils replaced that of the pitch around her. Ayla opened her eyes. 
 
   Dylan retrieved a torch held by a man at the end of their funeral formation. He turned to face her and stopped in place, his eyes staring at her feet. Ayla looked down. The pitch smoked, and the wind blew once more, feeding it until flames appeared. 
 
   The Priestess nodded, fighting back tears, as the Goddess’ answer to her prayers burned its way up the pitch. In her secret heart, she wished her Mother would save her; come out of the temple and snuff out the flames with her gaze. 
 
   Ayla knew the truth of her fate since the beginning. Her life was forfeit. The stake and the flames were the fulfilment of all she asked. She hadn’t wanted to die like her mother, and now she wouldn’t – for better or worse. At least her death would have meaning and Goreskin’s seed would die with her. 
 
   Dylan walked past her to the temple door, out of Ayla’s line of sight. Orange light leaped up in her peripheral vision as he lit the door. 
 
   The flames warmed the air around her and the toes of her boots. The thought of death had not scared her since the day her Mother told her of the calf growing in her womb. In her mind, no fate could compare - until now.
 
   Her boots charred and her toes blistered. Ayla bit her split lip, imprisoning a mounting cry in her soul. The flames licked her shin, singing hair. The hem of the tunic smoldered. 
 
   The maddening need to flail or run overwhelmed her. The pressure to scream built like a steaming kettle in her throat. Ayla fought the bindings at her ankles, rending skin. The kettle inside boiled and scared noises escaped her throat. The wind shifted, bringing a half-second respite for her toes, but it stoked the slower burning wood like a bellows.
 
   Ayla gasped for a breath and inhaled hot smoke. She coughed against the rope, chafing her neck, throat raw from the heat. Her eyes bulged and watered as each wracking cough led to another sharp inhale of acrid smoke. 
 
   Fire climbed the pile of wood on all sides. The rising heat distorted the world around her in undulating waves. The curtain of haze and flames drew closer on all sides. Every breath burned. Her tunic caught and her legs blistered. Ayla tried to recite the prayer. She lifted her chin to keep her face out of the rising flames. 
 
   The words wouldn't come. The pain eclipsed thought. She could hold it back no more.
 
   Ayla screamed.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter fourteen
 
   Sacrifices
 
   Dylan’s voice echoed through the rafters above. “For the crime of…” 
 
   Deetra snatched the dagger from Butch’s wound and turned in time to see Max barrelling at her. Deetra brought the dagger down as he collided with her midsection. The dagger glanced off his shoulder blade. 
 
   They hit the ground, Max on top, between her legs. He grabbed her wrist and smacked her knuckles against the floor to make her let go of the knife. 
 
   “… the Evil One, Ayla of …”
 
   Deetra grit her teeth and held onto the dagger. She punched him in the cheek, left handed. A sick grin on his face, he ignored it and ground her knuckles into the wood. Her tunic had hiked to her waist. 
 
   He was enjoying this. She could feel his stiffness between her legs. The acrid smell of smoke hung in the air. Deetra punched again, but his other arm blocked. 
 
   “… to burn at the stake.”
 
   Max leaned his weight onto the hand with the dagger and smashed his fist down on her fingers. Her middle and ring digits broke and the dagger slipped. Max snatched the blade. 
 
   Deetra grabbed his wrist with both hands. He twisted her broken digits until she screamed. The dagger came down. 
 
   Deetra weaved her head and turned it to the side. The blade cut her chin and stabbed the floor. She reached under his tunic, and grabbed him by his testicles. 
 
   Max’s whole body flinched and tensed. He punched, but Deetra got her other arm up in time. She head butted him in the face. His nose cracked and spewed blood on her face. 
 
   Max’s head whipped back and Deetra rolled him onto his back, hand still gripping between his legs. The dagger clattered over the wood. Max punched again and hit her in the nose. The world flashed and pressure built instantly in her sinuses. 
 
   She squeezed harder and Max howled the guileless scream of true torment as one crushed in her palm. She leaned over his face, blood dripping from her nose. 
 
   “Do you know what I did at Hillside?”
 
   She twisted and pulled. Something inside his scrotum ripped. 
 
   Max opened his mouth to scream again, when Butch’s boot came down and crushed his temple with a sickening crunch. Deetra recoiled and looked up. 
 
   Butch lifted his foot with a sneer, hands over his belly wound. “She picked grapes.”
 
   A heart-wrenching wail echoed through the rafters. 
 
   Deetra scrambled to her feet. Smoke billowed under the heavy steel-banded wooden door of the temple. The scream paused, then returned; a broken, raw sound that turned Deetra’s insides to jelly.
              Butch ran with a limp to the door. He grabbed the handle and jerked his hand away with a grunt. He winced, jumping up and down, grunting, fighting the pain. Bits of flesh stuck to the handle. 
 
   They were too late. Ayla would die just beyond the temple door, while Deetra stood on the other side, helpless.
 
   Ayla’s wail continued, longer than she thought possible, before it faded again. Her eyes settled on the overturned Altar. This was a temple, and she, a Priestess. She tried to recall the prayer, but couldn't pull a single word from her racing mind. 
 
   Deetra turned her face to the rafters and yelled for the Goddess. “Help me! Ayla needs you!”
 
   Nothing. Ayla wailed again outside, weaker, dying. Deetra turned, searching the stone covered windows, the walls, and rafters above for an answer. Smoke rolled up the inside of the door in a creeping black cloud. 
 
   She balled her one working fist and screamed at the temple. 
 
   “WHERE ARE YOU?”
 
   The stone covering the two windows shattered like glass. The bricks fell into shards and crumbled to the floor in a wave, billowing dust. Colored light tinted the debris-filled air in hues of red and blue. The stained glass that once decorated the window stood miraculously intact. Images of fire, minotaurs, and blood stood over Deetra on either side like painted sentinels. 
 
   Ayla cried out once more.  
 
   The image on the window before her depicted a woman at the stake, wreathed in flames. The other showed a woman with short brown hair on her knees, looking up at the sky with tears streaming down her face. 
 
   Deetra’s insides went cold.
 
   She picked up a stone from the ground and hurled it through the image of the woman burning, smashing a fist sized hole. She turned to get another stone. 
 
   Butch picked up one of the half-broken crates and hurled it at the window. That did it. Glass rained down as he ran back to her. He held out his hands, fingers laced, palms up. Deetra propped her foot on it. He lifted and she crawled over the jagged ledge. 
 
   Deetra dropped to the narrow alley between the temple and the building next to it. She climbed over the refuse in the smoke clouded alley. Ayla had gone quiet. The flagstone flickered orange in time with the roar of the flames and popping wood. Deetra’s heart beat a broken, panicked rhythm as she climbed out of the alley.  
 
   The Furless stood in a line, nine of them, watching Ayla burn. Her body was a charred husk within a cocoon of twisting flames. Nothing recognizable as her friend remained. She had the crazy hope, for an instant, that the body did not belong to Ayla - but Deetra knew. 
 
   They had formed a semicircle on the other side of the pyre with Dylan on one end.
 
   She had no weapon. Her good hand could not grip one if she wanted it to, but the wrenching pain in her heart could not accept doing nothing. 
 
   Ayla would not hesitate and never owned a weapon. A Priestess needed only her Goddess. Deetra was not a Priestess and didn't want the title. She was Ayla’s protector, her knight, and she had failed. If the rest killed her, she could die knowing she had taken Dylan with her. 
 
   Butch hit the ground behind her with a grunt in the piled refuse. Good. He could cover her while she throttled the traitor. She bolted out of the alley and headed straight for Dylan. Two on the closest end pointed at her through the haze. They shouted orders, drowned out by the din of the twin fires. 
 
   She cut between the inferno of the temple doors and the one engulfing her friend - her love. The medallion beneath her tunic bounced on her breastbone. Scooping up a burning, two-foot section of kindling from the pyre with her off hand, she shrieked a battle cry. Dylan, sword already drawn, ran to meet her between the two conflagrations. 
 
   “Handle the orc. I got this one,” he shouted to his men. 
 
   Thunder rolled in the distance as Dylan slowed to a trot and then stopped. He gripped the chains of a medallion in one hand and held the sword out to one side. Deetra ran at him full speed and took an awkward swing with the stick. 
 
   He lifted the sword, parried, and stepped to the side. Deetra stumbled to a stop a few feet past him. She turned around in time to see him lunge with his sword. He thought he had her and overcommitted. 
 
   Deetra weaved and he missed. She held the unburned end of the stick with both hands. Rage muted the pain of her broken fingers. It came down in an arc, striking his sword wrist. The sword clattered to the ground. She took a swing at his face.
 
   Dylan ducked and kneed her in the stomach. Deetra doubled over. The section of wood dropped to the ground. His boot collided with her mouth. 
 
   The world flashed. She chased her balance back a few steps and landed on her rear. The flames of Ayla’s sacrifice heated her back and roared in her ears. Her vision doubled like she couldn’t uncross her eyes.
 
   The medallion wrapped around Dylan’s fist glinted in the firelight as he picked up his sword. Deetra retrieved the steel oroboros from inside her collar as the other hand grabbed a new stick from the pile behind her. She forced her injured hand to grip the burning pitch. 
 
   Her hand cried out but Deetra used the flash of agony to focus her eyes. She held the burning stick behind her back as she stood, wincing. She turned her shoulder, feigning injury to her arm. 
 
   Dylan advanced on her, a slow and menacing walk under the gloomy sky of the morning. Swords clanked and men screamed from the other side of the blaze. Drops of rain pattered on Deetra’s head and hissed in the fires. 
 
   Dylan grinned as he advanced on her.  
 
   “Your Goddess is late.”
 
   Deetra tossed the holy symbol to him. Dylan jumped away, legs together, as if she tossed him a handful of spiders. Deetra threw the stick, end over end. It hit him square in the forehead, splashing burning pitch across his face. He screamed and dropped the sword.
 
   Deetra rushed to his weapon as he shrieked and rubbed his eyes. He dropped to his knees in the rain. He tried to splash water on his face but no puddles had formed yet. His fingers rubbed across damp cobblestone, frantic.
 
   “My eyes! God of Light, my eyes!”
 
   She stepped behind him. 
 
   “Traitor,” she said, and shoved the blade into his spine. Her injured hands didn't have the strength for a killing thrust. The blade sank in an inch next to his backbone, slipped out of Deetra’s hands and clanked on the road. 
 
   Dylan’s back arched and he fell over to the side, writhing. 
 
   “You kissfish bitch!”
 
   Deetra picked up the blade with her left hand. He rolled onto his side and held up a bracer to block. She swung the blade down. The cut slid down the bracer to his wrist. 
 
   His hand twisted to an unnatural angle and he hollered again. Deetra brought the sword down again with her left hand at his neck. It chopped into his collar, blade wedging into bone. 
 
   Dylan went rigid, blood pouring into the street from his collar. Deetra pried the blade loose and hacked with another awkward swing. The blade hit higher, under the ear. The Furless leader’s body went slack. 
 
   The rain picked up and thunder rumbled a low warning of impending downpour. Deetra squinted through the flames and smoke, trying not to look at Ayla’s remains. The time for mourning would come. 
 
   Butch cried out. Sliding and snapping wood sounded from the other side, under the crackling of the diminishing flames.  Butch’s form appeared as a shadow in the wreath of flames around Ayla. He rammed the stake with his shoulder. 
 
   It tipped and fell to its side, crushing one of Ayla’s seared arms. He rolled down the side of the pile, hissing, and grunting in pain. The post only burned in a few places, and the fall had extinguished most of what surrounded Ayla’s body. 
 
   Deetra ran over with the sword, climbing through the remaining flames. The fire scorched her calves and thighs. She chopped at the ropes that held Ayla. Almost burned through, they came away with a few quick hacks. Butch had used three dead bodies to create a path up the bonfire. No other Furless lingered. Cowards. She dragged Ayla’s body out of the knee high flames, hands blackening, and collapsed in the wet street with her. 
 
   Thunder rolled through the sky and the rain beat down in heavy drops. Deetra grabbed her under the shoulders to pull Ayla’s body into her lap. Despite the cooling precipitation, Ayla remained too hot to touch. 
 
   Deetra flinched as every part of her body singed already ragged skin. Rain drops hissed as they landed on red embers of Ayla’s smoldering flesh.  Ayla’s head lolled to the side. Half of her face bore blisters and black scorches, but otherwise remained unblemished.
 
   Deetra wanted nothing more than to hold her, but the Goddess denied even that. She cried out with every touch as she laid Ayla on her back in the street. Deetra used two fingers to pick up Ayla’s wrists, one at a time, and folded them over her chest.
 
   The rain beat down harder and the door of the temple fell from its hinges, black and thin. Deetra ran her fingertips along Ayla’s cheek, and planted a kiss on the corner of her mouth. She whispered, her throat tight and voice husky.
 
   “I'm sorry.” She curled her lips in and bit them. She swallowed but her heart stayed lodged in her throat. “I tried.” 
 
   A shadow cast over her, blocking the rain. Deetra looked back. Butch stood over her, unsteady on his feet, bleeding from half a dozen serious wounds on his chest, arms and face. Their eyes met.
 
   He put a hand on Deetra’s shoulder. “We have to go.”
 
   Deetra shook her head and a sob escaped. She covered her face with trembling, broken, and now scorched hands.
 
   Butch took her under the arm. “She’s dead, Deetra.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter fifteen
 
   Dark Night
 
   Deetra shrugged Butch’s hand away. The rain hid her tears but her voice couldn't. 
 
   “No. She can't be.”
 
   Butch squeezed Deetra’s shoulder. “Nothing burns for a quarter hour and lives. They’re coming. We have to go. Now.”
 
   Deetra looked back toward the arena. The rain came down hard, obscuring it in the mists. She squinted as the drops fell from her lashes. Minotaurs - dozens of them - marched down the road in the distance. Their cloven feet, ill-suited to the combination of rain and cobblestones, made it too dangerous to run.
 
   When she looked back down, Ayla’s lips had parted. The sky lit up with lightning. Deetra didn't dare to hope. Even if Ayla somehow had lived, no one could heal her. Deetra was no Priestess.
 
   Thunder rolled in, building until it culminated in a boom that rattled the roofs and glass of the nearby buildings. Deetra pointed to her medallion on the ground next to Dylan’s corpse. Butch retrieved it, on the precipice of falling over as he bent to get it. 
 
   Deetra put her ear to Ayla’s mouth, staring at her chest, willing it to rise. Butch dangled the medallion at the edge of her vision. Deetra took it from him and wrapped the chain around her hand, eyes still on Ayla’s chest. The wind shifted and drove the rain in her face. 
 
   Butch spoke from above. “I’ll bring her. Let’s go.”
 
   Deetra placed a hand on Ayla’s chest. Soggy pieces of blackened flesh smeared away like mucus, revealing bloody, burned muscle. 
 
   The minotaurs drew close enough that the sound of their hooves rose over the driving rain. The wind gusted and the temple door shifted into the road. Deetra slid her arms under Ayla’s back and knees and lifted. With so much burned, she weighed almost nothing. 
 
   Deetra motioned with her head for Butch to precede her into the temple. “Get the altar. Stand it back up.”
 
   Butch shook his head, his expression weary and doubtful, but ran with a heavy limp into the temple. Deetra stepped over the threshold with Ayla in her arms. Rain pattered against the remaining stained glass window. Water ran down the picture of the woman on her knees, head bowed. 
 
   Butch strained and then roared as he lifted the solid stone table back to a standing position, away from the trapdoor. Deetra walked around the debris and glass on the floor. She laid Ayla down on the stone with her feet hanging off the edge. 
 
   Deetra knelt down before the altar, mirroring the image in the stained glass. Ayla’s arm slid off and dangled in front of Deetra’s eyes, black skin, exposed muscle, and broken bones. Deetra held it with her own broken hand. 
 
   The words came to her. 
 
   “Mother, bringer of rest and succor, your daughter is in need, and begs, humbly, for you to heal Ayla.”
 
   She waited but nothing happened. Ayla’s hand still had the same sickening feel. Deetra kept her head bowed and surrendered to the sobs. Tears came in a flood as the rain outside beat upon the glass. 
 
   “Please,” she said, shaking her head. “I don't know what to do without her.”
 
   Deetra still held the ouroboros medallion in her other hand. She lifted it, looking for help, a sign - anything. Ayla told Butch, and Butch told Deetra, that the medallion served as a symbol only, it provided no healing or protection itself. 
 
   The serpent ate its tail in a loop. It represented life and death - birth from decay - like planting a tree upon a grave. The medallion symbolized the truth of life; nothing existed without sacrifice. Ayla’s finger twitched in her hand. 
 
   Deetra lifted her head and loosened her grip. Her lips had parted like before. Hocks clacked on wet stone out in the rain. The wind gusted, throwing the other temple door off its hinges and it clapped into the street.
 
   Deetra put her ear to Ayla’s lips in the dim light of the temple windows. Breath tickled her ear. She stood straight up.
 
   “She’s alive.”
 
   Butch leaned over Ayla’s body in disbelief. “Can you heal her?”
 
   Deetra handed Butch the ouroboros. “Yes.”
 
   Butch cocked his head to the side, listening to the sound of the advancing enemy. “Then do it, or I'm dragging you into the canal by your ear. They’ll be here any minute.”
 
   Deetra knew what she needed to do. “Butch, would you kill for Ayla?”
 
   He folded his olive green arms, streaked in blood. “Is that a real question?”
 
   Deetra laughed. A strange acceptance had overcome her. Ayla would live. The Goddess had a plan all along. She met Butch’s eyes, her own pleading with him.
 
   “Would you kill me, for Ayla?”
 
   Butch’s brow lowered. “I would gut you like a carp.”
 
   Deetra liked Butch. His harsh and violent nature did not preclude him from having a soft heart. He had a pair of short swords he took from the Furless, one on each hip. Deetra drew one and held it out, cradled in her hands. Butch took it with a solemn air. 
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   Deetra nodded as she knelt down facing the altar. In fact, she had no idea if it would work. But she was willing to give her life, just for the chance. 
 
   Butch took a deep breath behind her. 
 
   Deetra lifted one finger. “Wait, until I finish the prayer.” 
 
   Butch cleared his throat. “Oh. Sorry.”
 
   She took Ayla’s hand once more, and recited the prayer. Ayla’s finger moved again, still hanging on. 
 
   “… and begs, humbly, to give my life for Ayla.”
 
   Deetra took a breath and held it, waiting for the blade. Lightning flashed in the windows as the rain came down outside in sheets. Butch grunted with effort. Her heart leapt into her throat. 
 
   No regrets. 
 
   The blade pricked the back of her neck, a pinch - nothing more. Minotaur voices came through the door from the road. The adrenaline in Deetra’s veins ran cold. Butch had lost his nerve. 
 
   Perfume, bold but not offensive, suffused the air around her. Thunder crackled and boomed. She looked up from her knees. A woman stood behind the altar, her hand on Butch’s wrist. 
 
   Her eyes caught Deetra’s notice first, ice blue, like winter - identical to Ayla’s. Her bangs rested on her brow, with long, onyx hair on the sides. The Goddess incarnate.
 
   The Goddess lifted her hand and the ruined doors of the temple flew to their proper places, slamming shut. She could pass for Ayla, fifteen years older, but the woman’s flawless skin was ageless - like a living statue. The Goddess pushed Butch’s hand to the side. He let the sword drop to the floor. 
 
   Deetra didn't know how to react, so she remained kneeling before the altar, speechless.
 
   The Goddess held out her hands and looked down at Deetra. She put her hands in the Goddess’. The idea to consider it first never occurred to her. Obedience came on instinct, as if her body or her soul understood something she didn’t. 
 
   The Goddess laid Deetra’s palms on Ayla. She rested one over the heart and the other over the dip where Ayla’s belly button once resided. The wintery eyes of the Goddess met Deetra’s and she looked into the white-blue Abyss of the Goddess’ soul.
 
   The Goddess spoke, her voice vibrating the air in the temple. “You offer your life for my Daughter?”
 
   The compassion in the woman’s voice reminded Deetra of her mother, a memory she buried in the dark recesses of her heart. Everything about Ayla’s transformation made sense in that instant. 
 
   Far away, in a place that no longer mattered, the half-beasts battered the doors.
 
   “Every breath.”
 
   The Goddess held out a hand to Butch. “A sword.”
 
   A green hand placed the other sword from his belt into the Goddess’ waiting hands, held the same way Deetra had, cradled. The Goddess switched her hold to one hand and lifted Deetra’s chin high with the tip. 
 
   “I accept your sacrifice.”
 
   Deetra closed her eyes, waiting for the cut. The Goddess had come in the flesh to accept Deetra’s soul. Deetra never imagined such an honorable and auspicious death. She welcomed it. 
 
   The blade touched her right shoulder, and the Goddess spoke again. “Do you, Deetra, swear to live only for Ayla, Priestess of the Night Goddess, and die to protect her?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   The blade lifted and settled on her left shoulder.
 
   “Do you, Deetra, surrender your soul in death, to the Abyss, and the will of your Goddess?”
 
   A chill ran up Deetra’s spine. With her next words, her soul no longer belonged to her. Death might be better. 
 
   Hocks clacked on stone and both flimsy, burned doors rattled. The power of the Goddess made them strong, however, and they did not falter. 
 
   “I do.”
 
   Behind Deetra, Butch gasped and she peeked at Ayla through one eye. Light, the color of cornflowers, seeped from her palms and spread over Ayla’s charred body like oil. The black chips of skin and cloth dried, cracked, and turned to dust as the light passed under it. Grey powder cascaded down to the altar, unveiling fresh pink skin, and black scales. 
 
   The black scales formed a shirt, and leggings of scalemail armor, identical to the one the Goddess wore. The light reset her fingers with a pair of pops and travelled up Deetra’s arms, soothing her wounds. In its wake, interlocking red metal plates shone like steel rubies.
 
   The Goddess lips turned up into a proud smile. “Rise, Lady Deetra.”
 
   Deetra stood, her back straight and chin high. The armor moved with her like a second skin. The torrent of rain on the roof, window, and the wood floor inside, muted the sounds of the enemy at their door. 
 
   The Goddess leaned over, pursed her lips, and with a soft breath blew the ashes from Ayla’s face. The melted clumps of Ayla’s hair untangled and rolled out to its full length, as it was before Goreskin cut it. The sections wound themselves together in a single onyx braid, just like she used to wear. It hung over the side of the altar. 
 
   Ayla’s eyes opened, like the reflection of the moon on ice. She sat up between Deetra and the Goddess, her expression distant. The rain pounded on the roof above in sheets like waves. Outside, a cursed half-beast shouted above the howl of the storm. 
 
   "Get that door down, now!"
 
   The Goddess stroked Ayla's hair and Ayla looked at Deetra, then over her shoulder to Butch.
 
   “Do you, Ayla, accept your lady knight’s vow and swear to never bring her dishonor?”
 
   Ayla beamed at Deetra. “I do,” she said, and then threw her arms around Deetra’s armored neck.
 
   Deetra held her, fulfilling her own wish she made above Ayla’s charred body.  She traced her fingers down Ayla's braid.
 
   "It's beautiful," Deetra said and a swell of passion rose in her belly. 
 
   Butch cleared his throat, and Ayla's chin lifted from Deetra's shoulder. He spoke as Deetra held on, the aroma of Ayla's skin comforting her.
 
   Butch harrumphed. "You are not allowed to do that again."
 
   Deetra laughed and released Ayla as the renewed Priestess climbed down from the altar. She turned to her mother first, her expression serious.
 
   “Mother -”
 
   The Goddess answered her question before she finished it. "Yes, my child, you still carry a calf. It too, was saved."
 
   Ayla's smile faltered and Deetra's heart sank. The roof creaked in the wind and the rain soaked the floor of the temple through the open window. The Goddess placed a hand on each of their shoulders. 
 
   "Your sacrifice has not only inspired your people, but the Gods themselves," she said, and thunder shook the walls. 
 
   Butch spoke, his voice soft with reverence. He turned his face to the rafters. “The Goddess of Storms.” 
 
   Ayla’s Goddess nodded once at him. “Indeed. The God of Toil has upset the balance for too long. The Tempest, and many others, rally to our side.”
 
   Ayla glanced over at the medallion on the wet floor, with the image of the sun. “What about the Guardians of Light?” 
 
   “The Guardians of Light’s own treachery has revealed them to the other Gods. Kill Tor, and they are no more.” The Goddess said, and flicked her wrists at the doors. They flew open and the Tempest’s winds took them clattering down the road. The wind howled through the temple. 
 
   Butch raised his voice over the wind. “Tor’s immortal. How do I slay him?”
 
   The Goddess’ voice carried without the need to raise it. “You cannot. Your Priestess shall counsel you. Go now, your people need you.”
 
   All three of them turned. The minotaurs out front no longer battled the door. Embroiled in combat with the people of the arena, they didn't even notice the doors had opened. The haze of rain limited visibility beyond a few yards. In front of the entrance, three men held one of the half-beasts at bay with the end of their spears. 
 
   Deetra turned back to the Goddess but she was gone. 
 
   Butch picked up his sword from the altar, a visored helm rested next to it, shining red. The back of it swooped out to a tail, like the rear end of a duck. He handed it to Deetra. She lifted the visor and swept her short brown hair from her brow as she donned it. The padded inside fit snug, but comfortable.
 
   Ayla beckoned Butch with a curled finger to lean over. He bent down and she kissed him on the cheek. He smiled a big, toothy orc grin, as his wounds knitted themselves back together. He raised his brow at her, his amber eyes eager for battle.
 
   “Ready, Priestess?”  
 
   She laid a hand on his chest and smeared the blood on his jerkin, drawing a circle. “The Goddess blesses you with strength.” 
 
   His veins bulged and he breathed deep, puffing his chest out. He picked up the other sword and handed it to Deetra. “Time to try out that fancy armor,” he replied, lifting his thick, orcish chin toward the door. “Let’s go cow tipping.”
 
   Ayla kissed her knight on the cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered and held Lady Deetra’s armored hand.  
 
   Outside, two more minotaurs had joined the first one. One man lay dead in front of the pile of wood, his polearm on the ground next to him. Only two men remained and they fell back toward the extinguished pyre. 
 
   One minotaur lowered his head and charged. His cloven hoof slipped as he took his first step and he went down on his stomach in the wet street.
 
   Thunder boomed as Butch ran out the temple doors to take up the attack on the beast's flank. He did not hear or see the orc until it was too late. Butch plunged his sword into the fallen beast’s neck and shouted.“Deetra, grab that glaive!”
 
   Deetra ran for the door and discarded her blade in the street. Ayla followed the knight out as the other two minotaurs in armor fell back, away from the pyre. 
 
   The torrential downpour turned the main road into an ankle-deep river. Hundreds of men filled the street - from the rain obscured arena to the temple. Her people had taken up the fight, leaderless, but with a unanimous conviction. Ayla stood at the rear of the formation, her back to the still smoldering stake. 
 
   The wind stripped roofs and threw debris into the street as Butch shouted orders. He assembled the two men in front of her. “Make a line!” 
 
   Lady Deetra picked up a weapon from the ground, a polearm with a blade affixed at the end of its eight-foot length. “Go for the legs! Advance together!”
 
   Rain rolling down her ruby armor, the knight took her place with the two men beside Butch. Ayla watched from behind the line as they advanced toward the two remaining minotaurs. One of the beasts wielded a mace and had gold rings on his horns, the other carried a serrated sword and wore a steel ring in his nose.
 
   The minotaur with the gold-ranked horns attacked Butch with the mace. The orc parried with his sword but the other beast used the moment to swing its long serrated blade. It sliced into Butch’s collar and shoulder. He roared in pain.
 
   Deetra lunged with her glaive and sliced into the gold-ranked beast’s thigh. The other two men stabbed with their spears at the beast with the pierced nose. He blocked one with his serrated blade and the other spear scratched his furry calf. 
 
   Ayla lifted her voice above the storm and clash of battle. “Butch, fall back!” 
 
   The orc kicked the high ranking minotaur holding the mace in the ankle. The blade of Deetra’s glaive cut across its face. It went down on its back with a splash. Butch took a step back, still facing away from Ayla. His knees buckled but he remained on his feet. Blood coursed down to his leg. He needed her, now. 
 
   One of the men speared the downed beast, scoring only a minor wound under the shoulder. The minotaur grabbed the haft of the weapon and pulled him forward. A kick sent the man sprawling back toward Ayla as the beast climbed back to his feet. The minotaur with the nose ring plunged his sword into the remaining man in the formation. He fell to the ground, dead.
 
    Ayla’s feet splashed in the road as she ran the few steps up to Butch, every part of her soaked to the bone. With the smell of doused firewood in the air, the cold wet of the world around her soothed the memory of the flames. Ayla shook away the image and recited the prayer as she came up to him. The rain provided the water for the cure as she touched Butch’s back. The wound on his collar closed. 
 
   One of the men on the ground coughed and she rushed over to him. He hacked up blood and held out a pleading hand, ribs crushed by a hock. Her thumb pressed to his forehead, she whispered the words again. A minotaur bellowed and Ayla looked up.
 
   The gold-ranked minotaur swung his mace down at Lady Deetra with the power to crush her bones to dust. She held up her glaive with both hands and blocked. The wood cracked, but didn’t break. Ayla cringed as the force of the shot knocked the knight to her armored rear. 
 
   The minotaur with the nose ring swung his sword as she landed. She laid flat and the blade passed over her head. The minotaur followed through and arced the serrated blade back up over his horned head. 
 
   The orc screamed a battle cry and hurled his sword end over end. The pommel struck the  minotaur in the face, square in the nose ring. Its horned head snapped back. 
 
   Lady Deetra stabbed up from her prone position with the glaive. The blade sank into the minotaur’s belly and his sword clattered to the ground. She yanked out her weapon and rolled to the side as the half-beast fell. She pushed herself back to her feet.
 
   Butch swung his sword at the throat of the remaining minotaur while Lady Deetra swiped at its knee. The creature tossed its head to the side, parrying Butch with its horn, then countered with a swing that collided with Deetra’s helm. 
 
   The impact made Ayla wince. The armor didn't dent or scratch, but Deetra collapsed onto her back, motionless. Ayla ran up to the line. Lightning flashed followed by a blast of thunder that rippled the water as Ayla dropped to her knees in the swift moving stream in the street. She opened the visor. Deetra’s eye ung from the socket. 
 
   Ayla held her breath as she touched her knight’s cheek and the cornflower light spread, repairing the injury to her eye. Lady Deetra revived, blinking away the drops that found their way into her helm. 
 
   “Ow.”
 
   Ayla kissed her on the nose, grateful the shot hadn't killed her. “Get up, milady.”
 
   The knight rose to her feet. Ayla picked up the glaive and handed it to her. Deetra slapped the visor down and rushed forward. The beast had lost its mace and had Butch in a choke, using him as a shield. 
 
   Even with the strength blessing, Butch could not outmatch the half-beast in raw power. Deetra stopped next to the remaining man from the arena. They jabbed and feinted and the minotaur turned Butch this way and that, fending them off. The orc clawed at the beast’s arm, trying to get a hold. 
 
   Ayla recited the prayer, tongue flying through the words. Finished, her next words echoed from the Abyss. “Let him go.”
 
   The minotaur released Butch and turned to run. The man with the healed ribs picked up his spear from the ground and hurled it at the beast. The spear tore into the minotaur’s side and it stumbled sideways, hocks slipping on the slick road.
 
   Butch grabbed the haft of the spear and drove it deeper. The minotaur twisted with a high-pitched bellow. Butch roared and twisted the spear, as Deetra stepped over and hacked the beast’s head off with her glaive. Blood splashed and mixed with rain as it fell, a drop landing on Ayla’s cheek several yards away. She wiped it with her palm, though the rain had already washed it away.
 
   Cheers carried over the storm from down the road. Ayla made a visor with her hand as the raucous celebration spread from the arena. Butch and Lady Deetra searched for their next opponent, but there were none to be found. 
 
   The rain had slowed to a drizzle, increasing visibility. Ayla scanned the road. Everywhere, men from the arena hoisted their weapons into the air, whooping and hollering. Not one beast remained standing. 
 
   Ayla turned to face the main gate, away from the arena. The time for celebration had not yet come. Both Dylan and the Goddess told her that Tor, the Goddess’ immortal son, was on his way to Hornstall. She could only assume he led an army to quell the rebellion. The storm may have slowed them, but they needed to prepare. 
 
   Dylan said that the minotaurs of Hornstall wanted Ayla dead before Tor arrived. They put her to the flame only hours after she made the trade for Deetra. That put Tor’s arrival sometime in the next couple of days.
 
   Lady Deetra and Butch came up on either side of her, both out of breath. The knight lifted her visor. Butch folded his arms, eyes on the inner keep wall. 
 
   “There will still be guards in the gate houses.” He said and hiked a thumb over his shoulder. “I’ll put a group together to take them.”
 
   Ayla nodded, still deep in thought. The cheers of the men from the arena drew closer, echoing off the inner walls of the keep. She turned her face to the grey sky above. “Tor is coming. It won't be long before the main army arrives.”
 
   Butch grunted. “And there’s the second half of the garrison to worry about. I’ll see about the wall defenses. I don't think any of the catapults or pitch vats have been used in centuries.”
 
   Deetra nodded. “We have more men out there. The Hillside tradesmen, and the second division that went to Moonvale. We have to get them back here before then.”
 
   Ayla never heard about a second division sent to Moonvale or survivors from Hillside. Dylan had told her their people had all died. But then, he also told her the other half of the garrison had returned when it didn't. 
 
   “Survivors? I was told that Hillside was razed.” 
 
   The first few men of the advancing crowd arrived, chanting, “Long live the Freemen.” Butch stopped and turned back to talk to them. Deetra looked over her shoulder, then back to Ayla. 
 
   “It was, by Alex, but we got almost everyone out. At least forty of our men escaped on the river and we sent another thirty armed and fifty unarmed to Moonvale.” 
 
   “Alex razed Hillside? How?”
 
   Deetra gave her a wan smile. “Moonshine and a torch.”
 
   Butch returned. He clapped his thick, green hands together with a grin. “We already have the gate houses, too. Hornstall is ours.”
 
   Ayla nodded. “The only thing to do now is prepare the defense for when Tor arrives.”
 
   Deetra added: “And send some riders to Moonvale and Hillside to find out what happened to the rest of our men.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter sixteen
 
   With Children
 
   Ayla sat alone in the temple six days later, on one of the pews recovered from the crypt below. The rain had burst the dam and the canals had returned to normal levels. She had interned Blabbermouth in the crypt and held a public ceremony for all the fallen in the battle. 
 
   Ayla left the doors open to cool the temple from the hot afternoon sun that poured through the windows. A glassblower volunteered his time and in two days replaced the stained glass with the same picture as before, Ayla at the stake. 
 
   A knock at the front door interrupted her afternoon prayer. The Priestess kept her head bowed and concluded communing with her Goddess before she looked up. Butch came down the center aisle. She had gotten to know his heavy walk. 
 
   The first scout arrived in the morning with word of Tor’s army. In seven days, he told her, an army of seven hundred minotaurs would arrive. The exhaustive report listed supply wagons, horses, and catapults. Ayla told him to keep the numbers to himself and to leave again tomorrow evening to track the army’s movements.
 
   She stood up and turned to Butch with a smile. Her voice carried through the rafters above. “Any word?” 
 
   Ayla expected word from the Hillside scout three days ago. After six days, when the rider still had not returned, she assumed the garrison caught him. Her plan now depended on information from the Moonvale scout. 
 
   Butch stopped in the colored light of the window. He cupped his hands beneath his chin, paying homage to the altar as she had taught him. The temple held a gathering the night they took Hornstall, right after sunset. By the end, people crowded in the streets to hear the words of the Priestess who had survived the flames. The second night she moved the gathering to the arena to have enough room. The temple, while sacred, had become impractically small.
 
   Butch lowered his hands with a toothy orcish grin. “Still no word of Hillside, but the Moonvale scout returned an hour ago.”
 
   Ayla stepped into the light of the window and stood in front of him. “And?”
 
   “And …” The orc trailed off, trying to build anticipation, but his face could not hide the good news. “The storm decimated Moonvale. Convincing the slaves to revolt was easy. They lost a lot of men, but the rest are on their way.”
 
   Ayla cupped her hands and said a quick word of thanks to the Goddess of Night for the aid of the Goddess of Storms. The Tempest not only aided in the battle for Hornstall and slowed Tor’s army, but her wrath visited the plantations. Even if they had not revolted, if the storm destroyed the plantations the refugees would all come to Hornstall. 
 
   She walked towards the doors. “How many and how long before they arrive?” 
 
   Butch followed and answered. “All of them - 160 or more. Three days, at the most. I set up the messenger with the other one in the arena barracks.” 
 
   Ayla stepped out into the light of day. Everywhere people worked to finish repairs from the battle and the storm. On the building next to the temple, another storage room, a man tested part of the angled roof with his weight. Sweat rolled down his brow.
 
   Ayla’s blessed tunic and armor, despite all its tiny blackened scales and leather backing, weighed next to nothing. Still, sweat rolled down her cheeks in the God of Toil’s light. She pitied the man on the hot roof in his heavy leather apron with loops for his tools.
 
   He saw Ayla and waved with a smile. Ayla waved back.  Despite the hardships, heat, and impending armies, most everyone Ayla encountered wore a smile. Freedom renewed the purpose in their lives, and for many, faith brought hope that their freedom would last. 
 
   Of course naysayers existed, but Ayla ignored them. People would always find a reason to complain and life went on for them as it always did. She envied them.
 
   Butch didn't wave. “Why did you tell the scout with Tor’s army report not to share his information with me?” 
 
   Ayla had waited for this question since yesterday. “Because the number doesn't matter.”
 
   Butch folded his arms and his mean orcish brow furrowed. “You have a plan?”
 
   Ayla rested a hand on his arm. “We are going to the War Room now to make one with Lady Deetra.”
 
   Butch dodged a pair of children, a girl chasing a boy as they raced across the street barefoot. The orc shook his head, frustrated. “Then don't you think I should know what we’re up against?”
 
   Ayla held out an arm to stop him as more children cut across their path. A little girl, no older than four with short brown hair, stopped in front of them. She curtsied in her ragged dress. Amused, Ayla responded with a clumsy imitation, using her armor.
 
   “Yes child?”
              “How do you be a Princess?”
 
   Ayla laughed as she squatted down in front of her with a happy bounce. She swept the child’s hair back over her ear. “You mean a Priestess?”
 
   The little girl put a finger in her mouth and nodded as she twisted her hips back and forth, swinging her other arm. “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Believe the Goddess knows best for you, and trust in her. Can you do that?”
 
   The little girl beamed. “Sure!”
 
   Ayla looked back up, squinting in the sun. Butch stood with his arms folded but Ayla thought she detected a hint of a smile. She returned her attention to the little one. “Do you come to gatherings at the arena?”
 
   The little girl shook her head. 
 
   Ayla put a hand on her shoulder. “Tell your Mommy that Priestess Ayla would like you both to come. Can you do that?”
 
   The little girl nodded, fingers still in her mouth. 
 
   Ayla patted her on the back. “Good. Now, go and play.” 
 
   She watched as the girl ran off to join to others who stood by the ice house on the side of the main road. They spoke to her in excited whispers. Ayla stood back up and returned her attention to Butch.
 
   The orc folded his arms. “Spill it, how many did the scout say?”
 
   Ayla sighed. He wouldn't give up until she told him.  “Seven hundred.”
 
   The orc’s amber eyes opened wide. “Seven hundred?”
 
   Ayla walked on, leaving him behind as he stood gape-mouthed in the road. She turned north, up the main road toward the arena. She left the new temple doors open as a welcome to all who wished to worship. The orc skipped a couple of steps to catch up. Ayla shook her head at him as she walked. 
 
   “I knew I shouldn’t have told you.”
 
   Butch sighed. “And now, I wish I hadn’t asked.”
 
   The sound of a hammer banged out a rhythm from the former slave quarter. Ayla had renamed it the Freeman Quarter. A man passed them on his way to the smith across from the temple with buckets of water. He nodded at Butch and the Priestess and gave her a small wave while he held the pole with the other.
 
   Ayla waved to him as she spoke to the orc. “Have faith.”
 
   “How is faith going to kill seven hundred minotaurs?”
 
   “I don't know yet. Trust is part of faith.”
 
   “I don't understand.”
 
   The monument of Tor lay broken on its side in the turnaround in front of the arena. Ayla liked it that way, a symbol of their victory to come. She decided she might just have it left there, as a symbol of their victory. 
 
   “There’s nothing to understand. Faith isn't a riddle. Just believe and trust in the Goddess, like I told that little girl. I have spoken to hundreds in the arena and they all doubt, all question. Children are the only ones -”
 
   An idea struck her, an inspiration from the Goddess herself.  
 
   The orc grumbled. “The only ones, what?”
 
   “I’ll explain when we get to the War Room. I have a plan.”
 
    
 
   The orc shook his head as he sat in the oversized Arena Master’s chair, under the domed ceiling of the War Room. 
 
    “I don't like it.”
 
   Ayla leaned against the railing above the Map Floor, facing Butch’s desk. “What part don't you like? Using children?” 
 
   Deetra came up the couple of stairs and leaned her rear on the rail next to her. Her armor rested on a stand beside Butch’s desk. The sunlight that poured through the open door reflected off the ruby plates, casting red kaleidoscopic light on the domed ceiling. 
 
   Butch waved off the concern of using children with a cavalier flick of his wrist. “You’ll never get that far.” He leaned forward, elbows on the minotaur-sized desk. “Tor isn't going to come into the city to discuss terms of surrender. If he even lets us surrender, it’ll be unconditional.”
 
   Deetra turned around and put her hands on the rail, studying the model. “We need to either do enough damage to his army to earn the right to have terms, or find some other kind of leverage to get him inside the gates.”
              “Alone,” Ayla added, turning around to face the Map Floor. “Or at least with very few others.”
 
   She gestured to the model below, now stretched out to the edges of the circular depression in the War Room. Butch had approved a commission for additions to the Map Floor. He and Deetra had decided on wood, for the sake of time. Each piece was carved to the same scale as the arena. 
 
   It didn't include all of Hornstall but they’d gotten most of it. The south walls; including the sixty-foot gate towers, the Freeman Quarter, storehouses, temple, and docks all sat in their proper places. They used hundreds of smooth pebbles to represent the river.
 
   Deetra pointed at the temple. “That’s our leverage. You said that Tor sought out and destroyed every temple of the Goddess.”
 
   Ayla nodded. If Tor believed them, the temple might lure him into the gates. However, the Hornstall temple would have to be one Tor himself missed, an original. If it was built since, it would not have any real value to him. 
 
   Deetra turned and faced Butch. “The Freemen have existed for three hundred years, in the same crypt, right?”
              Butch folded his arms and shrugged with a sideways head tilt. “On and off. We don't know much. We know that the secret entrance to the crypt has been found by different groups over time. There are names, thousands of them, scratched into the ceiling of the sleeping quarters.”
 
   Ayla nodded. She had seen the scratches, but hadn’t noticed they had any form - like names. She could not read anyhow. She would look again, though, and bring Deetra with her next time she went down there. Alex must have scratched his name in too, and Ayla wanted to add hers and Deetra’s. 
 
   Deetra ran a hand down Ayla’s forearm, comforting her, as if she could read her thoughts. Ayla covered it with her own as Deetra spoke. 
 
   “The tunics are blessed by the Goddess. So are the benches. They barely got wet after days underwater. Which means those things are original, like the tunics.”
 
   Ayla had known the Freemen hideout once served as the temple crypt. She never gave thought to how it ended up serving that purpose in the first place. The freemen lived as rogues, pilfering what they needed to survive. 
 
   “The priests were the first Freemen. They must have hidden the temple. It looks like all the other storage rooms along the wall. No one would ever have thought twice.”
 
   The Priestess knew Butch loved the Freemen and their stories. Orcs, he told her, kept an oral history. Long tales were the passion of every orc child. 
 
   “Then why leave the altar in the storage room?” he asked.
 
   Ayla thought she knew. Each time she knelt before the altar, she could smell the aroma of scented oils, if only in her mind. The ancient stone had a power of its own. 
 
   “To protect it. To help keep the priests, and later the Freemen, hidden. That altar is ancient. That proves it’s one of the original temples from Tor’s time.”
 
   Deetra squeezed her arm. “He’s gonna be upset when he finds out he missed one.”
 
   Butch smiled his orc-toothed grin. “We’ll use the location of the temple as leverage to gain conditions of surrender. Tor will want to verify that it's the real thing. I think we have ourselves a plan.”
 
    
 
   Ayla stood atop the sixty-foot west tower of the outer keep wall. The view was clear for miles. She took her hair out of the braid and let the wind run through it. The river wound its path through the hills to her right. To her left, endless hills rolled on into the horizon. Deetra stood next to her clad in her red full plate armor. The Priestess had requested the watchmen send for her the moment they spotted the survivors from Moonvale. 
 
   The refugees and revolutionaries trudged down the road, two hills to the south, straight ahead, just over the bridge. They brought wagons filled with supplies and horses. The storm had filled the gully below it, creating a tributary to the river.
 
   The gate below opened and four riders galloped over the drawbridge, followed by two horse drawn wagons. Ayla had ordered her people to gather up all the injured, sick, and every child, so she could tend to them. 
 
   Deetra lifted her visor. “By tomorrow, we will be watching Tor’s army arrive.”
 
   Ayla didn't answer. Tomorrow, the war began in earnest. Butch believed that Tor’s army would try to wait them out, starve them. He said that Tor would have the supply reports from Hornstall, and know how long they could hold out. Ayla could ill afford a long, protracted siege. The arena surgeon could help her but the window for that help grew shorter with each passing day. 
 
   The wagons reached the bridge and tiny people scurried over to them like ants. The riders stayed while the wagons turned around to make haste back to the keep. Ayla gathered her hair and tied it into a ponytail with a strip of black leather. 
 
   “I have to meet them in the gatehouse. You coming?”
 
   Deetra closed her eyes and took a deep breath of fresh air. “Would you mind if I stayed up here another minute?”
 
   Ayla kissed her on the cheek. “Of course not. See you downstairs.”
 
   Deetra nodded and Ayla made her way down the stairs next to the battlements. Six flights later, Ayla nodded to a guard who unlocked the door to the courtyard. Butch waited for her inside the gatehouse with a group of fifteen of his strongest soldiers. 
 
   He waved her over and Ayla jogged to him, scale mail jingling. Both portcullises stood open like gaping steel jaws wide enough to chew six wagons side by side. Torches burned along the walls. The orc stood with arms folded in the center of his line of men. Ayla stepped between two and came out in front of them. 
 
   Butch spoke, eyes scanning beyond the drawbridge. “Most of them will stay in the Freemen Quarter. Fighters will stay in the arena.”
 
   Ayla nodded and they waited in silence until the first wagon arrived. As it rolled over the drawbridge a woman caught Ayla’s eye. She had a round belly. The Priestess stepped in front of the wagon. 
 
   The wagon driver pulled back on the reins, stopping the horse just before the first gate. Ayla pointed to the woman, then beckoned her with a curled finger.
 
   “You. Come here.” 
 
   A man tried to help her down but she shooed his hand away and climbed down on her own. She had long sun-bleached blonde hair and wore a dirty tan dress over the swell of her belly. The man, also a field hand, looked haggard, with black circles under his eyes. 
 
   She stopped in front of Ayla and took a knee. The man stood behind her. Butch stared him down until the man also took a knee. 
 
   Ayla lifted the woman’s chin with her finger. “What is your name?”
 
   “Ava.”
 
   “How far along are you?” 
 
   They both knew what she really asked; are you carrying a calf? The woman met Ayla’s eyes and did not look away. 
 
   “Three months.”
 
   Ayla’s heart ached with pity. Judging by the size of her womb, if she had carried a human child, she would only have two months to go. Horses clopped up the drawbridge until the other wagon stopped behind the first. The people in the back leaned over the side to see why they were stopped. 
 
   Ayla knelt down on the cobblestones in front of the pregnant woman. Her voice echoed off the stone walls of the gatehouse. “Who is this man with you?”
 
   The woman bowed her head. “My brother, Gaelan, milady.”
 
   Butch’s chest rumbled. “It’s Priestess.”
 
   The woman looked up, then back down and hurried to correct herself. “He’s my brother, Priestess.”
 
   Ayla shook her head at Butch with a stern look and he dipped his head in silent apology. She lifted the woman’s chin again. Her voice kept the compassion it had before but now carried an edge. 
 
   “You are too far along for any surgeon to help you.”
 
   “I know, Priestess. That’s not why I came.” The pregnant woman’s green eyes held Ayla’s gaze and did not waiver. She set her jaw. “I want to fight.”
 
   Ayla turned to the men lined up in the gatehouse, their breastplates gleaming in the sun. Ayla cleared her throat and one hand went to her stomach. 
 
   “This woman goes to the arena. She gets a weapon and any armor that might fit.” She turned back to the woman’s brother. “What about you?”
 
   The man nodded. “I have a weapon on the wagon.”
 
   Deetra came around the corner from the stairs, visor down. “What’s going on?”
 
   Ayla stepped between the men and passed her Lady Knight, the lump in her throat audible. “Nothing. Just taking volunteers.” 
 
   Deetra followed her. “Are you alright?”
 
   Ayla walked faster, as if she could escape the truth if she just got far enough away from Ava. She hurried down the road, sensing eyes on her. Ayla made it to the second gatehouse and didn't slow down as the guard saluted her. She ducked around the corner then put her back to the wall and looked up, her breath coming in short gasps and puffs.
 
   Deetra caught up to her removed the helm. “What in the Hells happened back there?”
 
   Ayla tried to turn away but Deetra stopped her with an arm blocking her path against the wall. Tears stung her eyes. 
 
   “That woman,” Ayla said and swallowed the lump in her throat. “She’s me, in ten weeks.”
 
   Deetra looked around the corner at the other gate house, then returned her attention to Ayla.
 
   “Can we talk about a surgeon now?”
 
   Ayla shook her head, still looking up at the sky. Her voice came out a strained whisper. “I can't risk it. I have to finish this first.” 
 
   Deetra wrapped her armored arms around Ayla. “Let’s get you to the temple.”
 
    
 
   Ayla stood behind the altar, using it as a short podium. The four-year-old girl that inspired this gathering, Abigail, stood beside her. Abigail’s father worked as a blacksmith across the street from the temple. He’d waved to Ayla when Abigail ran into her. 
 
   Forty-two children sat in the rows of pews, twenty-six girls and sixteen boys. In terms of seating, the temple had reached capacity. They talked in groups, separated by hair color and homeland. Her little marigolds, with their sun-bleached, brown tipped hair, sat to Ayla’s right. They represented the field hands’ children from Moonvale. The girls outnumbered the only boy, three to one. Ayla knew at least one of the girls was conceived in a breeding cabin. Her mother had volunteered to fight, one of the few - other than Ava. 
 
   “I'm going to be honest with you. Can I do that?”
 
   Heads nodded at different intervals and they all looked around at each other for confirmation. Some nodded with hesitation, like they weren’t sure what she’d said. Others clearly just did it because their peers did. 
 
   Ayla grinned. Some might see it as ignorance, or as evidence of a lack of understanding. The Priestess saw their faith in one another - naked and innocent faith. They trusted each other, operating solely on instinct. 
 
   “I’m Priestess Ayla. You’re here because we need your help - all of us. Me, General Butch, Lady Deetra, your moms and dads - everyone.”
 
   Their faces grew more solemn with every word. A few of the older children nodded their confirmation. They understood things the others didn't, like armies and slavery. Some had attended a gathering before and heard Ayla’s pleas to the people for help and volunteers. Now, it was their turn. 
 
   “But there is someone more important who needs our help. Does anybody know who?”
 
   Four hands went up, three boys and one girl. Ayla went with her bias and chose the girl. Ayla had seen her before, at the gatherings. Her family lived in Hornstall. Her father was a soldier but Ayla couldn't remember his face. The girl, about seven years old, had dark-brown hair and freckles on her nose. 
 
   She lowered her hand. “The Goddess?”
 
   Ayla rewarded her with a big smile she reserved for good children. “I’ve seen you at gatherings. I'm glad you were listening.”
 
   The boys took offense. A blonde field-hand boy, about ten, waved his hand - frantic for Ayla to notice him. “I go too!”
 
   Another boy, younger than the first leaned towards the Moonvale boy. “I went to the first one. Right after they burned her.”
 
   Ayla blinked, shocked. She understood that some knew, but to hear it so plain from his mouth gave her pause. She decided she didn't like his tone with the Moonvale boy. Ayla wouldn't have this become a competition. 
 
   “No one is better than anyone else, here. Watch your tone.”
 
   Every child oohed until Ayla silenced them with a look. She would not have them punishing one another for their mistakes either. As Priests and Priestesses, mistakes would happen and they needed to accept that. 
 
   She considered where to begin and decided to treat them with the same respect the Goddess had shown her. The tale of their lives had a beginning and it started with Tor, three hundred years ago. Ayla had told the tale before at the gatherings.
 
   “To the rest of you who don't know who the Goddess is and haven't attended a gathering yet, I will explain. Do you like stories?” 
 
   They shouted their approval and Ayla laughed. No other gathering had ever shown this much enthusiasm for the tale of Tor. She’d chosen her acolytes well.
 
   She explained that Tor was the first minotaur and the Goddess’ misbehaving son who, because of his disobedience, had been cursed by the Sun God and could not be saved, even by his mother. 
 
   The children listened with rapt attention to every word. Most of them had no idea where the half-beasts came from or why they lived in slavery. Ayla had never known either, but she knew that they required human women to sow their seed. The Priestess told them that as well.
 
   Some became angry, especially the boys. They balled their fists and scrunched up their faces, ready for a fight. Others, mostly girls, covered their mouths in horror. The rest just listened, absorbing the tale.
 
   Tor, the invincible immortal boogieman, terrified them one and all. The idea of anyone needing their help puffed up their chests with prideful bravado. Ayla told them that only they could help slay him, with the Goddess at their side, through prayer.
 
   The Priestess taught them the words and told them of the power in begging the Goddess for strength, or healing. She cut herself and healed it with the prayer. The children were awed until their faith filled the temple with the Goddess power. None of them could heal, yet. They had not felt the touch of the immortal realms. She would pray for the Goddess to come to them in their dreams, just as she had for Ayla.
 
   Deetra arrived late in the night, looking for her. The Priestess sent the children home in groups with soldiers. Deetra hugged her, heavy bags under the knight’s eyes. 
 
   “I'm headed to sleep. Are you done here?”
 
   Ayla hugged her back and they shared a long, soft kiss. “No, not yet.”
 
   Deetra yawned. “Tor’s army isn’t gonna wait for us to sleep in.”
 
   Ayla knelt before the altar. “One more prayer. Just wait for me, okay?”
 
   Deetra sat in the pew, waiting.
 
    
 
   Ayla sat in a pew with Deetra’s head in her lap and the helm resting on the other side of her. The knight fell asleep in her armor, waiting. Ayla didn't sleep at all. One more prayer had turned into the whole night praying in the darkness. She gave thanks for the children and prayed for Butch to be wrong.
 
   When they discussed the plan, Butch said he believed Tor would starve them out, rather than risk damaging the strongest fortification in the south. If that happened, by the time Ayla’s plan went into motion, no surgeon could help her. She needed him to attack. 
 
    The first rays of the morning sun shone in the alley between the small temple and the building next to it, bringing soft light to the bare temple walls. Ayla had cleaned the floors herself and the wood gleamed in the morning light. 
 
   Soon, the messenger would arrive to tell her Tor and his men approached the keep. He had already ordered all the men to take their positions on the wall. Ayla would wake Lady Deetra soon and they would join the others together. In spite of General Butch’s objections, The Priestess and Lady Deetra would take position outside the walls, on the drawbridge. 
 
   Deetra opened her eyes and yawned with a stretch. One unarmored hand went to the back of Ayla’s neck and Ayla leaned down. She planted a kiss on Deetra’s nose.
 
   “Good Morning,” Ayla said as she stroked Deetra’s cheek. “Sleep well?”
 
   Deetra yawned again and nodded. Ayla sat up and scrunched her nose. Deetra covered her mouth. 
 
   “Sorry,” she said, then sat up and rested her elbows on her knees. She wiped her face with her hands. “You sleep?”
 
   Ayla shook her head as she stood up and stretched. “Not a wink.”
 
   A shadow passed over the temple as someone came to the open doors. Deetra picked up her gauntlets as she rose from her seat. 
 
   Ayla spoke without turning around. “Has the army been spotted?”
 
   A young, nervous voice answered. “Yes, Priestess. They approach the south gate.”
 
   Ayla nodded, her gaze on the worn and ancient altar. Despite not having slept, she felt awake, but the idea of Tor’s army at their gates seemed like a dream. She’d only left Hillside two weeks ago. It felt like a lifetime. 
 
   Her voice sounded distant in her own ears. “Lady Deetra and I will be there shortly.”
 
   Deetra added a question before the boy could leave. “How many are on the walls?”
 
   “All of us, Lady Knight - 472 at last count.” 
 
   Deetra picked up her helm and donned it. “Notify the guards assigned to the acolytes. They can bring the children to the courtyard now. Dismissed.”
 
   The boy ran off and Ayla stepped forward to the altar. The Priestess had only inspired 472 out of the two thousand living in Hornstall. Eight to nine hundred showed up every sunset at the arena to hear her speak, far less than half of Hornstall. Only half of those, after hearing the Priestess for six days, possessed faith enough to fight. She supposed some people had their spirits broken and simply could not believe. It made her sad to think that included most of Hornstall.
 
   Deetra had almost become one of them. The most downtrodden of people hid behind strength, guarding their shattered spirits. The Goddess had made Deetra’s spirit whole and now she had strength inside and out. 
 
   Ayla beckoned Deetra to come and kneel with her before the ancient altar. Deetra kept the visor up and joined her at the front. 
 
   Ayla had a gift commissioned the day after they took Hornstall, after she and Lady Deetra took their vows. She pulled a pair of matching steel rings from the leather thong around her neck. Holding them in her palm, she showed them to Deetra. 
 
   Deetra put a hand over her armored chest. “Where did you get them?”
 
   “I had them made for us. They could have been gold or silver, but I chose steel.”
 
   Deetra took one from Ayla’s palm, then lifted the Priestess’ left hand and slipped it onto the ring finger. The knight pulled off her gauntlet and Ayla did the same. She met Deetra’s eyes. 
 
   “Gold and silver are soft – weak.”
 
   Deetra nodded. “I love it.” She kissed the ring and then Ayla on the cheek. “Let’s go, dear.”
 
   Ayla smiled.  “Yes, darling.”
 
   Deetra pulled on her gauntlet over the ring and stood, holding out a hand. Ayla took it. They left the temple together and headed for the main gate. The sun rose over the men on the west wall, painting the scattered clouds the color of blood. 
 
   The first gatehouse contained only four guards, every other available man and woman with a weapon relegated to the main wall. As Ayla walked next to Lady Deetra down the road to the second gate, many of the soldiers on the wall turned to watch.  
 
   Deetra let go of Ayla’s hand and lifted her voice to them. “The battle is out there! Keep your eyes on the enemy!” 
 
   Most of them turned back around but some, like Ava, identifiable by her long sun-bleached hair and heavy belly, watched on. The pregnant woman had a shield on one arm and carried a spear in the other. 
 
   Ayla nodded at her, unsure if the woman could see. Ava nodded back and turned to face the enemy once more. 
 
   The first and second portcullis opened to permit them exit. Butch stepped out to greet them. The orc General waved them over and Ayla picked up her pace. He pulled her to the side of the gatehouse.
 
   “They’re making camp, but they’re also in attack formation. I think it’s surrender or starve.”
 
   Ayla nodded. “Let’s see how bad he wants the temple.”
 
    
 
   Ayla and Lady Deetra’s bootsteps on the wooden drawbridge echoed up from the moat below. The men shielded their eyes from the early morning sun as they watched from the walls and towers. 
 
   The front line of Tor’s army formed up just out of bow range on a low hill that sloped up from the end of the drawbridge. The front line at the bottom of the hill consisted of at least fifty minotaurs standing side by side, arm’s length apart. Their kite shields, as tall as Ayla, bore an emblem Ayla could not quite make out at this distance. Rank after rank filed in behind them. 
 
   Banners and flags moved about the hillside as the half-beasts took positions. Three catapults stood on either flank in firing position, manned by two minotaurs each. Half-beasts moved back and forth between covered wagons and carts, Ayla counted thirteen. One tent raised up as she watched, expertly erected all at once.
 
   Ayla stopped halfway across and Lady Deetra advanced a few more steps and faced the south east, toward the hill. The sun glared in Ayla’s eyes. Tor chose the eastern hill in the morning, using the sun for tactical advantage. 
 
   Ayla made a visor with her hand as a detachment of six minotaurs, in full plate armor like knights, came around the flank. Two of them bore flags on their backs. Tor walked between them.
 
    Ayla knew the son of the Goddess the moment she laid eyes on him. He towered above the other seven and eight-foot-tall half-beasts. His horns, the length and thickness of Butch’s arms, curved up to the sky. He wore no armor, and carried no weapon - because he didn't need them. His body was invulnerable and his strength unequaled in all the mortal world - a god in his own right. He wore only a black kilt and steel gauntlets and carried a sack in one hand.
 
   His men stopped at the edge of the drawbridge and he strode forward alone. His steps strained the wood beneath him and the bridge trembled each time his hock came down. Deetra kept her glaive at her side and stood motionless, unreadable beneath the armor.
 
   Tor’s presence settled over her like a pall. Ayla’s guts turned to water. She reached for the holy symbol around her neck out of habit, but Deetra wore it now. 
 
   He stopped on the bridge, fifteen feet away. His shadow loomed over them like a giant. Ayla’s eyes went to the bag.
 
   “I have something of yours, Priestess.”
 
   Ayla didn't respond, nervous her voice would betray her fear.
 
   Deetra held out a gauntleted hand. She spoke like a knight, confident and powerful. “I’ll take that.”
 
   He tossed it underhand and it landed at Deetra’s feet. Her helm stayed focused on Tor as she bent to pick it up. She opened the drawstring and pulled out a human head, fingers wrapped in a mess of black hair. The knight held it out to the side so Ayla could see. 
 
   It was the scout she and Butch sent to Hillside, missing since she sent him back out the second time - six days ago. His mouth and eyes remained open in death, a permanent scream etched into his face. Ayla chose him because he had no children, no job. Shaking her head, she committed his face to memory, since no one else would. 
 
   “Throw it in the moat.”
 
   Deetra tossed it and it splashed into the water. Ayla met Tor’s eyes, her ire at the murder of a lonely man giving her strength. She laced every word with biting sarcasm.
 
   “Truly you are powerful as they say, to kill a half-starved vagabond.”
 
   Tor’s expression remained impassive as stone. “I didn't kill him. That head was delivered to me by messenger from the garrison that wiped out Hillside.”
 
   Deetra laughed - her mirth real, but spiteful. “I'm afraid your cows lied to you. Hornstall Garrison didn’t even arrive before Hillside burned.”
 
   Tor fixed his intense gaze on her. “A true knight knows when to hold their tongue.” He shook his head, horns catching the sun. “Would you like to know Brayden’s fate? He spoke of you, Deetra.”
 
   Lady Deetra took a step back. Ayla could read the surprise and hurt in that single step. 
 
   Deetra twisted her grip on the haft of the glaive. “I’m sure he’s dead.”
 
   A rumble built in Tor’s chest that built to a laugh that bounced off the keep walls and rolled over the hills behind him. He shook his head. “Yes, I’m sorry I don’t have his head for you.” He returned his gaze to Ayla. 
 
   Deetra shifted her weapon to her throwing arm. Her new glaive had a metal haft, able to withstand an attack from a minotaur mace. “So, it’s surrender or starve?”
 
   Tor looked up at the guard tower, ignoring her as he waited. For what, Ayla didn't know. The knot of anxiety in her chest tightened. Ayla sensed Deetra’s anger at his disrespect, evident in her every movement. 
 
   An attack on Tor in this moment amounted to suicide, nothing more. She hoped Deetra remembered that in her silent rage. Only one of Tor’s bloodline could hope to slay him.
 
   Ayla cupped her hands beneath her chin. She prayed for Deetra’s patience, wisdom for the right words, and for the strength to say them. 
 
   Tor spoke with a voice like low, building thunder. “Your goddess could not help the hundreds of priests before you, young one. You have been touched by an immortal, but I am an immortal.”
 
   Ayla finished her prayer and lowered her hands. “My knight asked you a question, cow. Is your only offer surrender now or starve to death?”
 
   If Tor heard her, he made no sign. The enormous minotaur demigod pointed to the guard towers. 
 
   “Any moment your lookouts will inform you that the garrison is on the river. They will attack and burn your storehouses.”
 
   The docks extended over the river on the west side of Hornstall. The smaller towers on the west walls had lookouts but every armed man in Hornstall stood almost a mile away, thirty feet in the air. If the garrison attacked from that side, the guards would not notice them until it was too late. 
 
   Ayla forced herself not to look west, or up to the guard tower above. She knew better than to let him see she believed him. Butch, only fifty feet away in the gatehouse, could hear Tor as well as she did. If he thought men should move to the docks, he would order it.
 
   Tor lowered his heavy gaze and levelled it on the Priestess. 
 
   “My terms are these: You,” he lifted his hand to Lady Deetra, “and the Knight of the Order of Kissfish surrender now. I will grant your men a swift death and spare the life of anyone unarmed.”
 
   The clang of metal rang out from above. Someone on the wall dropped their sword. Tor put his hands behind his back, leaned forward a bit and lowered his voice. “That’s one man with good sense. I'm sure there are more.”
 
   Deetra tensed and Ayla held her breath but the Lady Knight kept her composure. After this negotiation concluded, Ayla vowed to find the sword’s owner and have Butch cut open his belly and render the coward gutless in front of the other men.
 
   Ayla put on her best Priestess smile. 
 
   “If its terms we’re discussing, please, do come in,” she said, turning to the side and offering him to precede her in the gate. “I have a lovely altar for you to lie down on while I tell you mine.”
 
   Tor scoffed, but Ayla knew the remark landed. His face showed indifference, but the fur on his neck and shoulders bristled. 
 
   A guard called out an alert from the top of the west tower. “Cows along the river! It’s the garrison!” 
 
   Commotion stirred above with hushed, worried voices and shifting armor. Butch shouted orders from the west tower. 
 
   “West defenders to the docks! East, spread out!”   
 
   A frenzy of movement erupted on the stairs within the towers. The Priestess kept her eyes on Tor. He waited with her for the noise to die down, then spoke first. “So you have built yourself some tawdry little temple. I will burn -”
 
   “No,” Ayla said, shaking her head. She closed her eyes and remembered last night out loud - a night spent in pleading prayer. “The temple has bare walls. No worthless tapestries, or torches to spoil the sunset. At night, if you close the doors, the temple is black as the Abyss and silent as the crypt below.”
 
   Ayla took a deep breath remembering the hope the Goddess blessed her with as she knelt, begging for the lives of her people. “The altar smells like our Mother’s breath when you lay your head on it. The stone is worn smooth from thousands of hands. It’s old - older than you.”
 
   Tor’s voice invaded her reverie, like Goreskin on the steps of the temple in her dream. “Enough.”
 
   She opened her eyes. 
 
   Tor’s fur bristled, his gauntleted hands balled into fists. “Once Hornstall is mine, I will burn your false temple to the ground.”
 
   Ayla gave him a half smile. “It isn't false. It’s been hidden for three hundred years. And if I have to, I will sacrifice every believer on that altar until the streets run red. I’ll make sure you never find it without burning all of Hornstall to the ground.”
 
   “What makes you think I won't?”
 
   Deetra folded her arms. “A ruler ready to destroy his own city doesn't offer ‘surrender or starve’. He offers nothing, because nothing will remain.”
 
   Tor shook his head, his horns throwing shadows over the drawbridge. The wind carried the distant din of battle on the docks to her ears. More men died with every moment she wasted. 
 
   “We have terms of our own. In exchange for hearing them, and your word as the Son of the Goddess to honor them, I will give you the location of the temple.”
 
   Tor looked up at the walls, then to the west, away from the sun. His ear twitched, angling for the sounds from the docks. He pointed at the battlements but stared at the Priestess.
 
   “When they’re mad with hunger and their children's bellies are swollen, your own men will open the gates and offer you to me.” He raised his voice to her soldiers. “If you surrender, and bring her to me, I will give you a meal before you die!”
 
   Deetra screamed and threw the glaive. It hit him in the sternum, bounced off, and clattered to the wood drawbridge. He turned away as if he didn’t notice, and sauntered off to rejoin his army.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter seventeen
 
   Starving Faith
 
   Ayla met Butch in the War room. She sat in his chair, legs folded under her as he and Deetra knelt before the model of the storehouses at the edge of the docks. Butch stretched his back and stood. 
 
   “The garrison must have gone to Moonvale after Hillside, then ran into Tor’s troops on the East Road on the way back to Hornstall.”
 
   The sun had set an hour earlier and the torches burned on their stands, shrouding the taxidermied heads in ominous shadows. Ayla shuddered and wiggled her toes in her boots, remembering the way they blistered on the pyre.
 
   Butch stood up and smoothed his heavy brow with his fingers. He’d complained of a headache and Ayla could sympathize. It was from hunger. They’d been so busy in the War Room arguing and trying to piece together a plan, they forgot to eat. 
 
   Butch’s stomach rumbled loud enough for Ayla to notice from across the room, but no one mentioned food. Ayla guessed they thought the same thing she did. Better get used to it.
 
   The orc moved to the edge of the Map Room and sat on a step. “We won't be able to attack in a few weeks. They’ll use the river, hunt in the woods. They brought wagons of supplies. We’re not outlasting them.”
 
   Deetra stood up, still in her armor. It took three attendants to remove and don. She stretched her back and something caught her eye on the floor. “The canals,” she said, pointing to the markers along the street for the drains. “They’re filled with rats.”
 
   Ayla rested her face on her hands, elbows on Butch’s desk. 
 
   Rats. The new strategy for survival was eating rats. She shook her head. Deetra came over to the desk and ran a hand over Ayla’s hair. 
 
   “We’ll get him.”
 
    
 
   Ayla tried to imagine the thing on her plate as a tiny rabbit. She sat at a square folding table alone at the foot of her bed. Cooked, it could pass for a baby rabbit, if not for the smell. Her new room in Hornstall’s squat little castle stunk of booze and sewer. The castle chef had doused the meal in moonshine while cooking. He said it disguised the smell. Ayla disagreed.  
 
   She had not seen the outside of her room in two weeks. Butch and Deetra had insisted that she stay hidden, for her own safety. Deetra held the gatherings at the arena to the best of her ability in the Priestess’ absence. The Knight of the Goddess could lay her hands on the injured and heal them, but it did not fill their bellies, so attendance dropped off. For the past two days, only two hundred faithful showed up. 
 
   Today, as Deetra told her how the gathering went, she let information slip about the level of starvation the people suffered. Ayla, who had also lost some weight, found out she had eaten two to three times than the average soldier since she arrived. They moved her to the room when the rations ran out for the people of Hornstall.
 
   Butch had saved an amount that would feed Ayla for the next two months. He and Deetra lied to her the entire time. When the Priestess uncovered the truth, she found out that after two weeks, the people had run out of options and ate rats. Tonight, Ayla would too. She insisted.
 
   Ayla bit into the side of her skewered rat. It tasted like it smelled, like someone pissed on a burning racoon in a pile of garbage after a night of drinking moonshine. Ayla’s throat closed. Her body heaved. 
 
   She slapped a hand over her mouth. Her throat wouldn’t let it down. She choked. Bits of masticated rat lodged in her sinus. Ayla forced the bite to stay in, barely, kicking off a perverse game of backwards tug of war with her body over the food. Each time - her body, stomach, lungs and throat fought harder than before to expel it. Her eyes watered and bulged with each violent gag. 
 
   Grey rat mush and water spewed between her fingers. It sprayed on her plate and across the square folding table. Ayla reached for her glass of water, but a blob of rat floated in it. She fished it out with her fingers and another tongue-curling gag.
 
   The priestess drank with trembling hands. She threw up every morning anyhow. At only four weeks, she noticed a small bump of a belly. Last week, the vomiting started. The arena surgeon told her she had to eat her rations, or at least three rats a day. 
 
   She rinsed off the rat with her water and took another bite. Ready this time, she took a small bite, chewed it twice and swallowed. Her eyes watered and she took another bite. The Priestess continued until she’d finished half of it.
 
   Sick, Ayla walked across the carpeted floor and knocked on the steel-banded, arched door, big enough to fit Tor without ducking his horns. It opened and Butch stuck in his head from the hall. 
 
   “How did it go?” He asked and looked over her shoulder at the mess on the table. “Will you eat your regular rations now?”
 
   Ayla shook her head and wiped her nose with her palm. “No. I ate.”
 
   Butch nodded. Whenever he looked at her now, his eyes wandered to the growing bulge of her belly. He noticed that she caught him looking and cleared his throat.
 
   “I’ll clean that up,” he said, then gently grabbed her chin. “Priestess, I'm sorry we lied to you.” He rubbed something off her cheek with his thumb. His green hand stunk of rat and she pulled away. He walked in and headed for the table. 
 
   Ayla couldn’t forgive him. She loved him like an older brother but the hypocrisy he made her live made her feel like she betrayed her people. She imagined the emaciated bodies of the children, her little acolytes. 
 
   “You betrayed me.”
 
   Butch knelt in front of the table and used his fingers to clean bits off the carpet. Then he ate them. Ayla covered her mouth.
 
   “Could you not do that?”
 
   The orc wiped his dark lips with the back of his hand. “Sorry,” he said and used the napkin instead. After a moment of silence, he looked up at her.
 
   “I would never betray you.”
 
   His words sparked an idea. “Butch, I need you to be honest. No more lies. Can you do that for me?”
 
   Butch nodded like one of her acolytes, eager for approval. “Of course. I only lied be-”
 
   “Do my people want to see me dead?”
 
   Butch tightened his jaw, looked at the floor, then continued picking up rat bits from the floor. “There’s talk, but I'm on top of it.”
 
   Ayla came and stood next to him. She offered him a hand up. “Do you want to be forgiven?”
 
   He picked up more of her mess and gathered it all on the plate. “Of course.” He placed it on the table and took her hand as he stood.
 
   Ayla held his orange eyes with her own. “First, I want you to bring the acolytes to my room, as many as will come. Tonight at sunset, I want you take me out of here and into the courtyard.”
 
   His brow lowered. “For what?”
 
   “To give the people what they want.”
 
    
 
   Ayla walked down the main road in shackles, under a cloudy multicolored sunset. Butch had tied a gag around her head, so she would be unable to speak or pray. She wore a filthy dress for working in the fields. 
 
   From the moment she stepped out of the castle, word spread. By the time they reached the arena, only a few hundred yards away, people crowded the road. She didn't recognize any of the soldiers, or the other faces in the street. 
 
   In twenty-nine days, the people of Hornstall had withered. Their faces, gaunt and angry, screamed at her as soldiers held them back. No one threw food, but a rock hit her in the chest. 
 
   A soldier hunted down the man who threw it and shook his frail frame by his collar as Ayla passed. A glob of spit landed on her shoulder. More soldiers in armor came out of the arena and preceded her down the street. They wore armor but their scabbards hung empty at their sides and they carried no weapons in their hands. They didn't need them to surrender.
 
   The statue of Tor stood, crooked and cracked, but complete, in front of the arena. Butch ordered it put back together as a sign of goodwill to Tor and evidence of their defeat. From what Ayla heard, no one objected.
 
   There had been more than talk. Butch lied to her about that too. Her people, mad with hunger, hated her. Just as Tor promised. 
 
   The crowd followed on either side of the street, growing larger by the second. All of Hornstall came out to celebrate the surrender. Chants of ‘burn the witch’ made the rounds. One man pointed out her belly and called her a whore. 
 
   Ayla hung her head and looked at the road as Butch manhandled her down the road by the arm. She could no longer bear their hateful, betrayed looks. She’d promised them freedom and brought nothing but misery. 
 
   In front of the inner gatehouse, Butch turned to address the people as the soldiers went up the stairs and took their places atop the inner keep wall. Ava passed her without looking, helped by two other soldiers. The twice doomed woman’s legs were like sticks. Her pregnant belly had doubled in size, belly button poking out under the fabric of her dress. If she had carried a human child she would be ready to give birth. 
 
   “I sent a messenger to Tor and he returned unharmed. I will deliver the priestess and the knight to Tor. They and our soldiers will die today, but you, the innocent, will all be spared.”
 
   The innocent, bloodthirsty masses cheered, filling the world around Ayla with joy over her and Deetra’s demise and that of the three hundred soldiers that remained. Tears spilled over her cheeks. She reminded herself that hunger had driven them all mad. They watched their children starve. For them, this was justice. 
 
   The portcullis opened and Ayla took a long last look at roof of the temple. Over the heads of the crowd, it was the only part visible. The raucous crowd chanted again: ‘Burn the witch.’
 
   The portcullis ratcheted open and the remaining guards held back the crowd as Butch threw Ayla in and onto the stone gatehouse floor. She fell on her hands and knees at the feet of a scowling group of soldiers. One of them kicked her in the face. 
 
   Ayla flopped onto her back, her head ringing. Blood trickled from her top lip. Butch pushed the man out of the way and picked her up by the front of her dress. Ayla stood, her head spinning, the taste of copper in her mouth. 
 
   The second portcullis opened, clanking in rapid rhythm, the noise painful inside the wide, arched gatehouse. Butch escorted her into the courtyard. In the center stood a stake atop a pyre, same as the one Dylan made for her in front of the temple. This time, Deetra, stripped of her armor down to just her Freeman tunic, stood tied to one side. 
 
   The acolytes played in the courtyard, separated into groups, just like in the temple a month ago. Their emaciated bodies, some with swollen bellies, crushed Ayla’s heart when she first saw them in her room. She’d held each one in turn and begged their forgiveness. 
 
   Afterward she had Butch give her rations, all of them, to their families - with the condition that the children did not eat before sunset. They skipped and held hands in circles scattered around the courtyard, singing a chant they came up with themselves.
 
   “Mother of Rest and Succor, your children are in need. 
 
   Let Tor come, so we can eat.”
 
   Ayla’s throat tightened in fear and her hands trembled in the cuffs behind her back. Deetra looked up and saw Ayla. The fallen knight kicked and strained against her chains, screams muffled by a gag in her mouth. 
 
   Ayla couldn't look at her. The Priestess had no idea what Butch had told her. Ayla had told him to use his judgment. 
 
   “... and Succor, your children are in need.”
 
   Butch put her back to the stake and tied her throat, arms, and ankles. He waved to the children as he walked towards the main gate. The portcullises each opened as the drawbridge lowered. The children sang on in unintentional rounds.
 
   Ayla closed her eyes and prayed with her heart. Deetra’s fingers touched Ayla’s back, trying to reassure her. The smell of pitch brought back the memory of the fire on her toes, blistering them in her boots.
 
   Hoofsteps echoed from the drawbridge, dozens of them. Tor spoke but Ayla didn't understand the words. Butch replied, his tone one of reverence. The same he used with her the first time he witnessed the Goddess’ healing power. 
 
   She lifted her head, her eyes flooded and cheeks streaked. Tor came with an attachment of half-beasts in full plate armor - his knights. He and Butch cleared the gatehouse first, the orc with a torch to light the way. The others followed behind in a semi-circle, weapons sheathed, shields on their backs.
 
   When the crowd behind the portcullises of the inner gatehouse saw Tor, the other chant started up again. ‘Burn the witch’. The uplifted voices of close to a thousand slaves shook the barren courtyard, drowning out the children.  
 
   Butch presented Tor his prize with one hand, Ayla and Deetra. “Your Priestess, and Knight of the Kissfish, as requested.”
 
   Tor stopped and stared at the children. “What in the Hells is this?” The knights rested their furry hands on the pommels of their swords, wary. Their eyes scanned the courtyard and walls.
 
   The sun set behind the western horizon, bringing the winds. With the clouds, the only light left came from the torches on the inner keep wall above and the gatehouses. The children’s shadows played on the walls as they danced in circles in the patchy grass and dirt of the courtyard.
 
   Butch took a knee before the ten-foot minotaur, holding his lit torch out to the side. “My Lord Tor. I ordered the children be present. The Guardians of the Light said that our slavery is a penance that will only end once we have renounced the Dark Queen.”
 
   Butch held out a hand to the nearest circle of singing children. “If we ever want it to end, we must start with the children. I told them that when Tor came, they would eat. They wanted to honor you. The song was their creation to mock the false priestess. Listen.”
 
   “Mother of Rest and Succor, your children are in need. 
 
   Let Tor come, so we can eat.”
 
   Tor’s laugh boomed and bounced off the walls of the courtyard. The crowd stopped chanting but the children continued to sing. 
 
   “Your kind has always made me sick, orc. But I'm a man of my word. Your life is spared. Where is the temple?”
 
   Butch pointed past the inner gates. “Through there, fourth building against the wall. It was disguised as a storage room. The altar kept it hidden somehow.” The orc stood up and handed Tor the torch.
 
   Ayla stared at Tor as he approached, torch illuminating his face and making his eyes shine like a demon. Deetra pressed something into Ayla’s palm from behind her. She gripped it, and turned it in her fingers, careful not to drop it. The first minotaur, Tor, stood before the pyre, torch crackling as the children danced and sang around him.
 
   “I told you what would happen. I did not choose for you to burn. That is the will of your people - again. Your own general offered you up to me. He asked only that I spare his life and let him serve a true child of the Goddess.”
 
   Ayla cursed at him through the gag. Tor handed the torch back to Butch.
 
   “You do it. Prove your sincerity to serve me. Burn the kissfish whores.”
 
   Butch met Ayla’s eyes for an instant, then walked to the edge of the pile of wood. Ayla narrowed her eyes at Tor, accusing him. Butch lowered the torch to the wood. The pitch at the bottom caught. 
 
   Tor stayed the orc’s hand and kicked away the burning piece of wood. 
 
   “Wait. I think the Priestess has some final words.”
 
   Tor walked up to the pile of kindling. The wood splintered and cracked under his weight. He pulled the gag down out of Ayla’s mouth. 
 
   “Something to say?”
              Ayla pressed her throat against the rope, making her voice almost inaudible above the chanting children. Tor checked over his shoulder. Looking at Butch, he swept a hand over the singing acolytes.
 
   “Would you shut them up?”
 
   Butch shrugged. “I can try. Kids don't like me much.” He yelled over the chants. “Hey! That's enough!”
 
   “Mother of Rest and Succor, your children are in need. 
 
   Let Tor come, so we can eat.”
 
   Tor shook his head at Butch and leaned in close to Ayla, their noses almost touching.               “Last words, Priestess?”
 
   Ayla turned the key in her cuffs, coughing over the sound. Ayla pulled the dagger tied to the pole. The cuffs fell with a clank and rattle of chains.
 
   Tor’s ear twitched. Too late. Ayla brought the dagger from behind her back. She sliced his throat with a violent swipe and a grunt of effort.
 
   The sharp blade cut deep. Blood sprayed over Ayla’s face. Tor’s hands went to his neck, but the blood pumped between his fingers with every beat of his heart. His eyes rolled as he choked and chortled. Ayla cut the binding on her throat.
 
   The half-beast knights behind him drew their weapons, wearing expressions of shock and disbelief as Tor dropped to his knees. Butch threw the torch in the center of their half circle, and hit the ground - marking them for the archers.
 
   The air filled with the hiss of arrows hidden in the dark sky, fired from the inner wall. The experienced minotaur knights, recognizing the sound, went for the shields on their backs. Arrows peppered the ground and others struck metal and flesh. Tor’s guard bellowed as the arrows and bolts rained on them. One went down with an arrow in his eye, another took one in the throat. They twisted and jigged in the volley of arrows.
 
   Ayla cut her leg ties as she chanted with the children. Free, she joined Tor on his knees, her face covered in his blood, a grin like a jackal on her lips. She sang it to him like a lullaby. 
 
   “Mother of Rest and Succor, your children are in need. 
 
   Let Tor come, so we can eat.”
 
   She whispered in his ear and pointed to the still chanting children with the dagger. 
 
   “Circles. The serpent eating its tail. It’s not mockery. It's a prayer, for food - cow.” 
 
   The acolytes had served as Ayla’s voice. She knew the gag would make Butch’s betrayal more believable. To take her captive he would have to stifle her prayers. Tor knew that, as he’d slain many priests.
 
   Ayla licked blood from her lips. She’d never enjoyed its coppery-iron taste before, but the calf in her belly hungered. “But it’s more than that.” 
 
   Tor’s eyelids drooped. Ayla held him at the base of one horn and shook him to know he heard her. She wanted him to know his legacy would die with him. 
 
   “It’s a prayer from one of your bloodline to break the curse. I used the symbol of the Goddess written in the joy of children.”  Ayla cradled his head and pet his cheek with the blade, blood coursing down the front of her dress. She whispered in his ear. “Only one thing remains.”
 
   She stabbed him in the eye with the dagger and twisted it.
 
   “Sacrifice.”
 
   Tor fell over to his side on the wood, dead. 
 
   Butch got up from the ground. He pointed at the front gatehouse. “Raise the bridge!” He picked up the torch from the ground, then pointed at the inner one with it. “Second house guards, get those people out of here!”
 
   The drawbridge clicked and clacked its way back up. Ayla ran around the side of the pyre and cut Deetra free. She took the key Deetra handed her from the cuffs next to the stake and unlocked the knight’s wrists. Ayla sawed through the ropes and searched the pile with her eyes.
 
   “Where are the cups?”
 
   Deetra rubbed her wrists. “In the temple.” 
 
   Ayla slapped her hands down at her sides, exasperated. “How in the Hells are we gonna get his body to the temple?”
 
   Butch marched over to them and handed Ayla the torch. He pulled out a cleaver and a large ceramic bowl from under the pile of wood at the base of the stake. 
 
   “Butch,” he said as he spun the cleaver in his hand. “Is short for Butcher. That’s what I was before I became a Freeman.” He lifted his chin toward the inner gate. “Get those kids to the temple. Those catapults will be laying into the -” A section of battlements on the west wall, close to the tower, exploded inward. “… walls.”
 
   The singing stopped and the children all screamed. Ayla yelled over them. “Run! Get to the temple!”
 
   A second and third shot hit the same area with the deafening crack of breaking stone. Sections of the wall tumbled into the courtyard. Little girls and boys shrieked and covered their heads as they ran for the inner gatehouse. 
 
   Ayla checked on Butch and Deetra. Deetra stood over him with the torch, giving him light to work. Butch cut from between Tor’s ribs.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter eighteen
 
   Dark Communion
 
   Ayla ran after the children. She scooped up one of her little marigolds, no more than four years old, who stood crying with his hands over his eyes. She raced for the gatehouse with him in her arms. 
 
   The children gathered in front of the portcullis, still screaming and crying. Ayla reached them as a fire blazed to life in the courtyard. Butch had lit the pyre for the archers and lookouts. 
 
   Ayla stopped inside the gatehouse as the children ran to the second, still rising portcullis. She turned to one of the soldiers inside and screamed over the rebounding cries and pleas of the children. 
 
   “Check and make sure there are no more children in the courtyard!” 
 
   He looked at her, stunned. Ayla waited for him to decide on another reaction. Not a moment ago, he had kicked her in the jaw. The man stammered, his eyes too big for his bony face. 
 
   Ayla put a hand on his chest. “I’m sorry too. Check the courtyard for children.”
 
   The soldier nodded, the cords on his neck outlined by weight loss. Ayla hoped he heard, as the children yelled and cried for the portcullis to hurry up. They ducked under it and Ayla followed them. 
 
   “Stay together!” She shouted and herded them like a sheep dog. “Boys in the front, slow down! Help the little ones!”
 
   They ran up the road together. Children fell and tripped over one another. One smacked his head on the road and didn’t move – James, the three year old. Orders carried over the wall behind them. The other children ran around him. Bridget, the dark haired tradesman’s daughter, scooped him up. Ayla thanked the twelve-year-old with a nod. Blasts of shattering stone boomed in the courtyard. 
 
   “Stay together, dammit!”
 
   The first of the children cut across the grass to the temple. The Priestess raced ahead and the children towards the back cried out for her not to leave them. Ayla yelled over her shoulder.
 
   “No one gets left! Come inside and sit!”
 
   The inside of the temple glowed with the light of the braziers she requested for the latest and possibly last gathering. In her arms, the little boy with sun-bleached hair kept his hands over his eyes, sobbing.
 
   The Priestess had not been here for two weeks. The thought made her eyes well up with joy. She put the boy down in the front row. 
 
   The children filed in and Ayla directed, pushed, ordered, and consoled until every one of them sat. She stood at the front, behind the altar, beset on either side with braziers. A metal grate was affixed above each of them for cooking. 
 
   Deetra ran in with the bowl. She slowed to a hustle as she came down the center aisle. Ayla took it and pointed at James, laying in Bridget’s arms in the front row. Deetra knelt down in front of him and placed her palms on him, one over his navel and the other over his head. 
 
   The children oohed and ahhed as the cornflower light spread from Deetra’s hands. The glow replaced the dim lighting of the braziers. She leaned over and kissed James on the head as he lay in Bridget’s lap. 
 
   “All better,” she said, mussing his hair. She came up behind the altar with Ayla. The sound of catapult payloads hitting the walls carried all the way to the temple. Ayla pointed to one of her little wilting marigolds. 
 
   “Little one, close the doors for us.”
 
   A little boy, whose name Ayla couldn't remember, ran to the back. The wind picked up and pushed the doors toward him. He grabbed the handles and pulled them closed with his stick thin arms, then threw the latch. The children talked about the action in the courtyard, mocking the explosions hitting the walls. Some whispered and others laughed, or cried. Ayla let them talk. After what they witnessed, there was much to discuss.
 
   Deetra fished strips of marbled meat out of the blood in the wide bowl and laid them on the grates over the braziers. In seconds the temple filled with the odor and sizzle of grilling beef. Deetra flipped them with her fingers. 
 
   One by one the children stopped talking. Every eye settled on the cooking minotaur meat. Ayla’s mouth watered. The children’s tummies growled, angry and insistent. James started to cry and another of the young ones joined him. The older boys thought it might come to a race, as some of them did the math of pieces to children. They remained seated, leaning forward, weight on their toes. Their respect, love, and fear of the Priestess held them in place by a slim margin as she spoke.
 
   “There is enough for all. But first, you must drink from the bowl.”
 
   The front row all started to rise to peer into the bowl. Ayla tipped it forward and lowered it for all to see. They craned their emaciated necks, leaning over one another. The eldest girl, a tradesman’s daughter by the name of Bridget, leaned her nose over the bowl. 
 
   “It’s blood.”
 
   With a collective gasp, half of them recoiled and the other half, mostly boys, leaned in farther. The resulting collisions and ensuing confusion brought out the soldier in Deetra. 
 
   “Acolytes, take your seats!”
 
   Another half second of confusion and yells passed as they fought their way back to their pews. Deetra’s voice lifted to the rafters. 
 
   “Now!” 
 
   Butts found places to rest and the noise ceased. 
 
   “If you want to eat, make a line in the center,” Deetra said and pointed to the aisle. 
 
   The children all got up and found their places until the line went down the center aisle and then curled outward in both directions at the door, lining the walls. No one remained in the pews.
 
   Ayla lifted the bowl. “I will ask you a question. If your answer is yes, you will take a sip.” She put the bowl back on the altar and pointed at what they all wanted - the sizzling meat.
 
   “Lady Deetra will ask you a question. If your answer is yes, she will give you a piece of beef. If your answer is no to either question, you go home to your family. Those who answer yes to both, truthfully, will have power as Deetra and I do.”
 
   Bridget’s eyes went wide. She stood holding little James in her arms at the front of the line. “We’ll be able to heal?”
 
   “Yes,” Ayla said and beckoned her forward. Bridget adjusted the boy on her hip and stepped before the altar. The muffled sounds of catapults battering the walls came down through the rafters.
 
   Ayla held the bowl up to Bridget’s lips. “Do you trust and love the Goddess of the Night as your Mother?”              
 
   “I do.” Bridget took a sip and James leaned in to watch. Ayla lifted it to him. 
 
   “You don't have to, James.”
 
   He nodded his willingness and Ayla asked the question.
 
    “Do you trust and love the Goddess of Rest as your Mother?”              
 
   James nodded and took a sip. He looked up and then smiled with a red moustache. “I have more?”
 
   The children talked it over in hushed voices. Some seemed doubtful, but most wore eager expressions. Ayla signalled Bridget with a tilt of her chin to step aside. 
 
   “I'm sorry, James. Only one each.”
 
   One at a time they answered, drank, answered again, and then ate. The children stuffed the pieces into their mouths as they went back to their seats. The only sound in the modest temple came from the mouths of children eating. 
 
   Once they all had a piece, Ayla addressed them once more. “There is more where that came from.” She smirked, then wiped it away with her hand. “But we have greater things ahead of us. Now each of you is a Priest or Priestess, a healer. And our soldiers need us.”
 
   Deetra stepped to the front of the altar and walked down the aisle to the front doors in her Freeman tunic. Her brown and blonde bangs framed her hollow, starving eyes as they measured the young Priests. Her gaze asked to know who among them possessed the faith and the courage to follow her. 
 
   Lady Deetra’s boldness, despite her weakened body and lack of armor, inspired the girls and challenged the boys. Her aura settled over the temple and the flame of the braziers cowed in her presence. Not one child cried, a first since the initial catapult explosion.  
 
   “Tor is dead, but his army attacks. Our soldiers don't stand a chance without the power of the Goddess. Without us. They are our parents and neighbors. Which of you has the bravery, like me and Priestess Ayla, to save our people?”
 
   Ayla detected her Mother’s presence upon Deetra, like the altar itself. 
 
   The soft warm wind blew down from the rafters above, carrying the scent of rain. The Goddess of Storms came to join the battle. Ayla had already arranged for buckets of water, and taught even the smallest among them to scoop from them with their hands. Now, they would not need to. 
 
   They got up in groups, with minimal conversation. Decisions made, or made for them by the others, they all crowded in front of Deetra. Ayla stepped out from behind the altar. She and Deetra would protect them with their lives. Butch told Ayla he gave the same order to the men on the walls. 
 
   Deetra threw open the doors. A flash of lightning and clap of thunder greeted them but none of the child priests flinched or cried. The thunder growled like a demon in the sky. Deetra held a hand out into the rain. 
 
   “The Goddess of Storms, the Tempest, is blessing us. Don't be afraid. The thunder and the lightning are for the cows.” 
 
   Ayla took up the rear of the group and tried not to imagine them getting hurt as she knew they would. She left the doors open behind her as the first drops of rain pattered on the roof of the temple. The unarmored knight led them down the road toward the inner courtyard wall.  
 
   Butch waved to them from the west staircase, to the right of the second gatehouse. It ascended twenty feet up the wall to the walkway at the battlement-crowned top. Each side had three staircases just like it, spaced over either of the eight hundred yard sections of wall. The three hundred plus men spread out, five feet between them, to cover the full length.
 
   Deetra picked up the pace and some of the smaller ones had to jog to keep up. Ayla waved back to Butch as he descended the stairs to meet them. Lightning flashed and thunder rolled into a clap as the steady rain soaked them all. Again, the child Priests paid the storm no mind. 
 
   For the first time, the Priestess realized how much weight the orc had lost. His thick arms had shrunk to a reasonable size for his height. The orcish ridges of his face pressed against his skin, making him look fiercer than ever. He knelt down to talk to the children, his voice softer than he ever made it. 
 
   “Lady Deetra will take the west staircase and High Priestess Ayla will take the east.” 
 
   Ayla heard the title and thought it fit. Butch knew much about the gods from the stories his people told him as a child. She hoped they lived long enough for him to share them all with her. 
 
    The orc held up two fingers. “I need you in two groups.”
 
   He stood back up and addressed Ayla as she approached. She threw her arms around his waist. When he had walked her through the streets, drowning in the anger and hatred of so many, she’d almost forgotten the ruse. 
 
   She hugged away the feeling. He patted her on the back and spoke to Deetra over her.
 
   “The minotaurs are building up behind the breeches in the walls.”
 
    Ayla let go and took a step back. Deetra stepped in and hugged him with one quick pat on the back. “What about the docks?” She asked, checking on the child priests behind her with a glance and a smile.
 
   The torches at the base of the stairs hissed as drops of rain hit them. Butch folded his arms. “We got all the main defenses moved and another two hundred men. We should have the garrison held down as long as the storm holds.”
 
   Moving the main wall defenses to the port wall by the docks was a part of the ruse of disarming for surrender. That, Ayla knew about, but the extra two hundred men, she did not. 
 
   “Where did the men come from?”
 
   Butch shook Deetra by the shoulder. “Lady-Knight Deetra.” He pushed her back a step, playing rough. “She spoke in the Freemen Quarter. Men came to the arena dozens at a time.”
 
   Butch counted off the children, pushing them to one side or the other, towards Ayla or Deetra. Ayla ascended her staircase with the children following her, single file. Butch called to her and Deetra from the bottom. 
 
   “Space them nine or ten soldiers apart. Stay to the back.” 
 
   James went with Bridget, who followed Deetra. Ayla got all the older, dark-haired boys, and one marigold ten-year-old. Butch had done it on purpose, she realized. The younger ones and the girls would need Deetra’s aura of courage. 
 
   Ayla did not know the name of the child that walked side by side with her up the steps. She turned slightly and put a hand on the back of his neck as they climbed. He looked scared in Deetra’s absence.
 
    “What’s your name, Priest?”
 
   He watched the stairs in front of him, as if when he looked up he might see a minotaur bearing down on him. Rain dripped from his nose.
 
   “Fergus, High Priestess,” he said, his voice on the verge of tears.
 
   Ayla whispered a prayer. The Goddess’ power surged through her hand. He lifted his head. 
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “I prayed for bravery, for you.”
 
   At the top of the stairs the High Priestess turned to face them. She caught a glimpse of a soldier on the wall, trembling from hunger, fear, and the rain. He stood at the base of the stairs that led up to the top of the gatehouse. The boys waited on the steps below her, their faces terrified.
 
   “Prayers for strength and courage are answered the moment you beg. You don't have to say the words slow. Get them out fast as you can, but get them right. Do it once for yourselves, and once for the soldiers each time you get scared.”
 
   She waited, then motioned with her hand. “I meant, starting now.”
 
   The boys all rattled off the prayer at different speeds, except one who kept stuttering over it. Fergus reached down from the top step and touched him. The boy stopped fumbling the words and said it right. When he finished, every face had calmed. She looked behind her at the trembling man. His posture had relaxed, though he still shook a bit from hunger.
 
   He turned and saw her. The High Priestess smiled at him, then back at Fergus, her marigold from Moonvale. Lightning flashed and the rain picked up to a downpour. Ayla yelled over the rolling thunder.
 
   “For healing prayers! You must touch the wounded anywhere on the skin!” The thunder clapped and boomed. “The rain will take care of the rest.”
 
   Fergus blew drips of water from his nose. “What about prayers to be dry?”
 
   The High Priestess tapped him in the back of the head. “Careful which gods you insult.”
 
   The boys laughed but it was cut short as one of the men from the top of the gatehouse yelled. 
 
   “Breach! Breach! Both sides of the gate!”
 
   Ayla scanned over the battlements, where minotaurs poured through the broken, v-shaped holes in the outer walls. Half of them carried long ladders, taller than the inner courtyard walls. They still had a quarter mile between the two to run. 
 
   “Alright Priests, remember - say it fast, say it right. Fergus.” The high priestess pointed to the far end of their wall. “Lead them to the end, leave one every ten soldiers. Can you do that?”
 
   Fergus nodded. “Yes, High Priestess.” He ran up the stairs, then turned to his fellow child-priests. He stationed the first boy next to a man who had wet himself, the mess hidden by the rain. 
 
   Lightning struck the sixty foot west main tower of the outer wall with a flash and crackle. Ayla bowed her head and prayed as the children passed her on their way to their posts. The Goddess of the Tempest had rallied to her Mother’s side. She tried something new. 
 
   "Mother, Queen of the Gods, your priestess is in need and begs, humbly, for the weapons of the Tempest." Ayla’s hair sizzled with static as she lifted her head. Rain popped as it landed on her skin. 
 
   The herd of stampeding half-beast crossed the center of the yard, passing the extinguishing flames of Ayla’s would-be stake. Smoke billowed into the air, whipped into swirls and eddies. Lightning flared in a jagged arc from the sky. The stack of wood exploded as the bolt hit the tip of the stake in the center. Four of the closest minotaurs to the blast lay smoking on the ground.
 
   The men cheered. Ayla lifted her hand, eyes on the nearest group of half-beasts. Another bolt flashed.
 
    
 
   Deetra averted her eyes, still blinking away the previous blast that blew up the stake. The first strike she assumed happened by chance. Then the second targeted the nearest group of minotaurs running with ladders. Thunder crackled and boomed. They flew in all directions, and Lady Deetra knew that the High Priestess commanded the storm. The wonders of Ayla’s faith never ceased to amaze her. 
 
   Deetra touched another man on the shoulder with her steel glaive in her other hand, like a game of battle duck-duck-goose. Only in this case, she and the Priests conferred strength. Her presence alone emboldened them to courage. 
 
   The rain soaked them all to the bone. With everyone so frail, she and Ayla would find themselves busy curing sickness once the battle concluded. The road back to health would prove a long one for all of them, herself included. 
 
   Another bolt of lightning struck with a crackle and the thunder shook the battlements. It hit at the base of the outer wall’s west tower where a group of half-beasts tried to ram down the door. If they had succeeded, they would have come up the stairs to the top of the wall. 
 
   The Lady Knight touched another shoulder with a blessing of strength. She checked behind her. The children waited with stern faces, spaced along the wall until Deetra could no longer see them in the rain. 
 
   The running half-beasts filtered toward either side of the inner gatehouse. If they could take either side, the stairs behind Deetra would grant them access to the other. The minotaurs slipped and skidded in the mud as they lifted their ladders. 
 
   Deetra called out to her side. “Bring it in this way! Pass it along!”
 
   The children and soldiers turned their heads in cadence, passing the message along to their neighbor and gathering closer to the gatehouse. A ladder top landed on the battlements in front of Deetra. 
 
   She shooed the little one behind her back and away. The ladder shook as the minotaur below climbed. His face peeked over the top, between battlements. 
 
   Ayla yelled from the other side. “Prayers of courage, all of you! Pass it!” 
 
   Deetra lunged with the glaive. The minotaur lifted a shield and the blade glanced off. Two more men joined at her sides. Another ladder clacked against the wall next to the first. 
 
   Ayla told her boys to say the prayer fast. ‘Get it out’, she had said. Deetra did. She asked the Goddess to help her smite her enemies. With the final word she stabbed the shield with the blade again. 
 
   Thunder boomed, starting at the tip of the glaive. Wind threw her hair back. The beast and ladder went backwards into the courtyard. Deetra fixed her eyes on the next one. He leapt off his ladder and rolled onto the muddy ground.
 
   Ladders laid against the wall in rapid succession, one next to the other, as the minotaurs arrived en masse. Shields appeared first, bearing Tor's symbol, an ouroboros twisted into an eight, emblazoned in the center of each one.
 
   Soldiers rushed toward the center from the far side of the wall. The beasts used their weight behind the shields to push them back. The soldiers gathered in bunches, stabbing at angles from the sides and pushing from the front. 
 
   The child priests stuck with their assigned man or woman. They paired and tripled up behind the larger groups, praying and looking out for one another. Deetra spotted Bridget, James gripping a handful of her dress behind her, fifty paces away from the main fight by the gates. A man fell back from his group onto his rear, hands clasped over a wound in his belly. James prayed next to him, while Bridget placed her hand on a man standing at the back of the group.
 
   James’ soldier got up first, awed. Another ladder slapped against the wall beside them, behind the group. The thin soldier scooped his spear from the ground and tried to push James behind him. James would not let go of Bridget’s skirt. The beast put a hand on top of the battlement, ready to climb over. 
 
    Deetra ran for them, a prayer on her lips. The soldier turned back too late. The half-beast bashed him in the head with the shield as it stepped over onto the wall. The soldier sprawled onto his back and James ran over to pray over him. The minotaur looked down, pulling his sword out of its scabbard.
 
    James’ soldier didn't stir. The toddler Priest wailed, crying for him. Bridget looked back as the beast swung his sword. Deetra hurled her glaive the last twenty feet. The minotaur’s sword cleaved into Bridget’s neck. A moment later, the glaive hit the beast in the ribs. 
 
   Bridget’s head turned to an impossible angle as she fell and James shrieked. The minotaur stumbled into the crowd of men, Deetra’s weapon in his side.
 
   The back row checked behind them but could not turn their spears on him in time. James prayed over Bridget’s body, eyes closed. The beast lifted one foot to kick the toddler out of his way. 
 
   Deetra dropped into a slide tackle on the rain slicked stone. Her foot collided with the minotaur’s hoof, taking it out from under him. He came down on top of Deetra, almost a full ton of muscle and bone. The world went black.
 
    
 
   Butch ran along the wall, his legs cramping in protest. The torches had snuffed out in the rain, leaving the walls dark as pitch. His orcish night vision, far more acute than minotaur or human, revealed what the others couldn't see. 
 
   The half-beasts scaled the wall on the west side without ladders. One knelt as a base, with another on its back, and a third climbed both to the wall. Six or seven groups of three lined up next to the steep hillside cliff where the wall ended. Already, a group of five or six found their way to the top. 
 
   The garrison, already at the wall, had come too close to use the giant crossbow ballistas on the far ends of the dock walls. Butch stopped next to one as his men caught up from behind. He turned the massive crossbow, but it would not aim along the wall. He needed to pull the base away from the battlements. 
 
   Butcher put his feet on the stone wall and wrapped his arms around the heavy base. He pulled with what little strength the weeks of starvation left him. It slid an inch and stopped. The half-beasts made their way toward him. 
 
   Butch squinted in the rain. They saw him and picked up their pace to a cautious trot, shields and oversized serrated falchions in hand. He looked back the other way. His men would not make it before the garrison did. More still climbed up their comrade’s backs and appeared on the wall. 
 
   Butch pulled and strained. Something behind his shoulder tore, the pain radiating into his lung. The pedestal gave and slid, dropping Butch to his back. He groaned as he rolled over and got to his feet, the torn muscle in his back like a red hot knife next to his spine. 
 
   He spun the loaded crossbow to face the oncoming cows. The first few dug in their hooves, trying to stop. Two slipped and fell. Butch kicked the release lever. The recoil made him cry out. The shot took a beast off his feet, a bolt the size of a spear through its chest. The minotaurs helped the fallen ones up, stalling them a moment. Butch spun the crank with his off hand. The din of the battle raged far behind him; faint cries and tinny sounds of clashing metal. 
 
   The limbs of the crossbow bent a fraction of an inch with each full turn. His men’s footsteps drew closer, but not fast enough. He turned the crank like a madman, staring at the spear sized bolts on the floor as a focal point to block out the pain. 
 
   The thunk and whack of another firing ballista sounded over the rain and wind. A spear hissed over his shoulder and struck another of the advancing minotaurs. It threw the cow into the others, knocking them back. 
 
   Inspired by their General, some of his men must have stopped to move another ballista. It bought Butch the time he needed. A few more cranks, and one of his men showed up to take over. Butch thanked him and picked up one of the bolts. He dropped it into the slide.
 
   Thwack! The giant crossbow fired again and skewered a minotaur. One of them jumped off the side of the twenty-foot wall. It bellowed when it landed. 
 
   He and his men spent the whole afternoon moving the main wall defenses. The torrential rain put out the fires beneath the vats of pitch despite soaking the wood in oil. Butch had his men dump the pitch in the gatehouse. 
 
   The rest of his detachment of fifteen came up behind him. 
 
   Butch yelled to them over the rain. “I’d be a lot more scared of these cows if they had toes instead of horns!” He didn't have the blessing of the Goddess that inspired courage. Instead, he relied on insulting the enemy and making sure his men feared him more. 
 
   One of them shouted back. “The port gate is breached! We’re falling back!”
 
   Butch balled his fists. He hadn’t called a retreat. If the dock wall fell, the girls didn't stand a chance. He turned to say so when a minotaur head came up over the battlements next to him. 
 
   Butch pushed the kid turning the crank out of the way and threw a punch with his bad arm. The pain and exhaustion stole the power from the shot. It smashed into the cow’s nose, but did nothing. 
 
   The cow swung its mace over the battlement. Butch leaned, but bumped into the kid he’d saved. The mace came down on his good shoulder, dropping the orc to his knees.
 
    
 
   A woman's long, agonizing wail came from inside the gatehouse. Ayla hesitated. The men were losing the wall. She’d been cut off from half her boys - seven of them, most likely dead. She knelt before Fergus, the side of his head crushed in. 
 
   Fury and heartache spilled into her words as she finished her prayer, convinced he had died. The Goddess’ healing light appeared. To her amazement, he was alive. Fergus opened his eyes and blinked away the rain as he got up. Ayla took a step back and wiped rain from her face. 
 
   “I have to check on something. Healing prayers, everyone, all the time! Got it?”
 
   Fergus yelled back. “I don't know where anyone is!” 
 
   Ayla took his hand and they ran back to the line of men blocking off the last portion of the wall they controlled. More men lined the stairs behind the wall. The cursed half-beasts had crossed into the city. 
 
   They fought a battle on both sides now, their numbers shrinking by the second. She didn't know where the others ended up, either. The cry came again from inside, a woman in terrible pain. Ayla had to know. She let go of Fergus’ hand. “Stay right here!” 
 
   He nodded and bowed his head to pray. She heard him ask for courage as she ran through the door that led up to the top of the gatehouse - a bare room above the gates, with holes in the floor. Butch called them murder holes.
 
   Ava sat with her legs apart, knees bent, and her back against the wall under a torch. Her breath came in short gasps. Two soldiers tended to her. They saw Ayla’s face in the doorway. A dark haired one with a metal cap on his head beckoned her with his hand and panic in his voice.
 
   “She’s having it!”
 
   Ava screamed and pushed him away. She met Ayla’s eyes. 
 
   “I'm fine! Get back outside!”
 
   Ayla turned and ran back out the door into the storm. If Ava bearing a months-premature calf in this moment was the High Priestess’ sign she asked for, she feared its meaning. The idea that she could kill Tor, but still lose the battle, did not seem possible until now. 
 
    
 
   The rain blinded Deetra as she sat up, the battle still raging all around her. A tiny cherubic face popped into her line of sight. James. He wiped his nose on his arm. 
 
   A hand grabbed him and pulled him out of the way. The Lady Knight fought to her feet to find herself surrounded by the backs of her men. Minotaurs pressed in from all sides. Her glaive had men standing on it. She couldn't get it from the floor.
 
   Soldiers screamed and dropped as the circle tightened around her like a noose. James tugged on her tunic. She looked down and he hugged her leg. She rested a hand on his head.
 
   “Close your eyes, little one.”
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   chapter nineteen
 
   New Life, New War
 
   Ava cried out again. The High Priestess marched over to a soldier next to the woman and pulled his longsword out of the scabbard. 
 
   “Are you just gonna let her suffer like this?” 
 
   Ava held her breath and pushed with a shriek. Ayla knelt before her, sword in hand. The woman met her wintery eyes. Ayla asked her without words. 
 
   Mercy?
 
   Ava nodded, her palms flat on the floor, every starved muscle tensed. Her face dripped sweat, her cheeks flushed. Ayla spoke the words of the prayer for the thousandth time that day. This time, she asked the Goddess to carry Ava to rest. 
 
   Ava pushed again, cheeks puffed, face pink. Ayla put the sword to Ava’s heart and placed her palm over the counterweight. The woman lifted her head, shaking with effort.  Ayla drew the sword back an inch for leverage to drive it into her heart. 
 
   The soldier she took the sword from yelled in surprise. He pushed Ayla to the side. Ayla, furious, recovered from the ground ready to cut the fool’s throat. She’d had enough for one day. 
 
   In his arms, he held a baby boy - a human boy. The child didn't move, his skin and lips blue. Ava must have lied about the child's father.
 
   No. Ayla knew the truth. The woman agreed to mercy not a second before. She had no idea. Ayla dropped the sword, it clinked and then fell through a murder hole. Ayla dropped to her knees. Men screamed, running towards them. .
 
   “Fall back!”
 
   “They’re inside the city!” 
 
   The High Priestess took the baby in her arms, umbilical cord still attached. Ava’s eyes rolled and her head bobbed, but she remained conscious. A man screamed just outside the door. Ayla put her ear to the baby’s chest, the clash of battle now only a few feet outside the door. 
 
   No heartbeat. 
 
   Ava craned her neck back and rested her head on the wall, brow covered in sweat, skin tight over her cheekbones. Ava swallowed, her knees still bent, palms on the floor.
 
   “He’s dead?”
 
   Ayla didn't answer, she just stared at the baby - her mind, faith, and heart tangled in knots. They’d won the war, but lost the battle. Ayla had broken the curse. One day, unable to sire progeny, the minotaurs would die out – but not today. 
 
   Ayla handed the baby to his mother, who closed her eyes as she took him. Ava would not get the privilege of dying in battle. She would die here, with her stillborn son in her arms. 
 
   Ava’s chest heaved as she fought back sobs. A thin cry escaped her lips as she held him close. The Priestess’ heart broke for her as Ava gave up and wept with soul twisting misery. 
 
   Ayla’s Mother never promised her victory, but her people had earned one. Ayla had done what the Goddess asked of her and never once faltered. Ayla balled her fists and stood. She lifted her chin. 
 
   She would meet her Goddess in minutes, the pretense of prayer seemed preposterous. The Prayer of Humility felt wrong. Ayla had earned herself a place of honor in the Abyss. 
 
   “Mother. This is not a temple, but I need you now.”
 
   Ayla caught a whiff of scented oils over the smell of blood and pitch from the torches in the room above the gatehouse. The last soldier had left, to help defend the last section of walls just outside the door. Men screamed and Fergus’ voice yelled to the other children. “Prayers of courage!” 
 
   “Mother?”
 
   The Goddess’ proximity teased her senses. She was there, in the murder room, beyond the veil of the immortal realms. Ayla took a deep breath. Another scent - a second presence - lingered in the room like pollen in spring. Whispers scratched the air around her and the flames of the torches fluttered. Ayla thought the sounds were in her mind until Ava looked up from her boy. The screams and clash of steel outside could not dull the sound. 
 
   “Priestess?” Ava said.
 
   Ayla met her eyes. “The Goddess of the Abyss is here, with another.”
 
   Ava’s gaze dropped back to the departed infant against her emaciated chest. “Please, Priestess …” Tears fell on the baby’s blue cheeks as her voice failed her. She cleared her throat, managing a whisper. “Ask them to take me instead?”
 
   Ayla’s nails bit deeper into her palms, eyes aching with restrained tears. Her first instinct had been to pray for courage for Ava, but she lacked none. The Priestess couldn't meet the woman’s eyes.
 
   “No, Ava. I won't let him die a second time.” 
 
   “Please,” Ava said and worked her way onto her knees, umbilical cord still attached, holding the dead infant. 
 
   Blood dripped from Ayla’s fingers buried in her flesh. The injustice of it all burned in her chest. Her temper broke.
 
    “MOTHER!” 
 
   Her own voice rang in her ears in the bare stone room. 
 
   “I have sacrificed all that I am! Burned at the stake! Starved my people! Their children drank blood and died in your name! And for what?” Ayla shook as the fury and frustration kept in check with faith obliterated her self-control.
 
   “SO MY ENEMIES CAN DIE OF OLD AGE!” 
 
   Ayla filled her lungs. The musk of pollen was undeniable. 
 
   Goddess of Healing! Can you hear - ?” Ayla’s voice cracked and she lowered it. “I know you’re here. Who else smells like spring as children die? You guard the lives of this world from the Gods? Where were you when the God of Sun and Toil put us in chains?”
 
   Ava joined Ayla in pleading with the Gods from her knees in front of the hole in the floor. Ayla put her hand on Ava’s head. Ava closed her eyes and cupped her hands in prayer.
 
   “Take me. Take every last man on the walls. But please …” Ava’s composure broke and she cried in weak sobs. 
 
   Ayla bowed her head, embarrassed by her outburst in the face of a woman with such strength of character. Ayla lifted her hands to her chin.
 
   “Mother, Goddess of the Night, your daughter is in need and begs, humbly, for your forgiveness for my words and lack of faith. You made me no promises. I swore my soul to you, not you to me. Queen of the Gods, my Mother, The Goddess of Healing has violated her own law. She has chosen not to protect the souls of this world from the immortals. How many of our children have to die? How much more suffering is enough for the God of Toil? I ask only for you to give this boy, the first of his kind and his mother, peace.”
 
   The cornflower light of healing permeated her closed eyelids and Ayla opened her eyes. The lambent light traveled down the umbilical cord to the baby. It shrivelled and fell away, leaving a perfect little button in the center of the boy’s tummy. His cheeks turned pink. 
 
   Ava’s cheeks and lips turned blue and she stopped breathing. 
 
   Ayla rescued him from his dying mother’s arms, as Ava slumped to the floor. The boy took a breath, choked and then cried. He shook, little fists balled, legs drawn up. 
 
   His squalling rose until it rattled the mortar loose from the walls, her Mother’s voice crossing the Abyss to his lungs. Ayla thought her ear drums would burst as each successive wail sent shockwaves through the world around her. 
 
   It carried back in the door from outside, echoing off the city walls and the hills beyond. The torches snuffed out, leaving the murder holes in the floor shining torchlight up into the room like tiny gates to the Hells. 
 
   A thump in the doorway made Ayla jump. A minotaur lay over the threshold, dead with its eyes open.
 
    
 
   Deetra knelt down in the soaking rain and hugged James. “You did good, James. I'm proud of you,” she said and squeezed him. 
 
   James beamed at her, the bravest man on the battlefield. “Proud of you?”
 
   She was reminded of Brayden and a lump rose in her throat. She swallowed it down and nodded at James with a reassuring smile. She would see Brayden soon enough, along with Ayla and everyone else. They had killed Tor, but this day was never meant to be won. The Lady Knight knew that now, even if regular old Deetra couldn't accept it. 
 
   The men pressed tight against them in the rain, silhouettes of horns against the black sky only feet away on all sides. Deetra squeezed her eyes shut and covered James’ ears. Their foreheads together, James prayed aloud, as she recited it only in her heart.
 
   Men fell to the ground all around with sickening thuds. She prayed for the worst; a blade to the back of the neck, mace to the skull - a horrifying but quick death.
 
   It didn't come. The Lady Knight picked up James as she stood, confused.
 
   A circle of dead minotaurs surrounded them. They fell straight down in heaps. The men turned to her for answers. The wonder in Deetra’s eyes must have matched their own, because they didn't ask questions. They lifted their weapons and hollered out battle cries.
 
    
 
   Ayla stood on top of the gatehouse. Minotaurs lay strewn in piles in front of the wall and over the battlements. Fergus stood at her side along with nine of her original sixteen Child-Priests. Tears coursed down all of their cheeks, hidden by the rain, as the men hooted and yelled in celebration. 
 
   Seven of her boys had died. Ayla dropped to knees, guilt gnawing at her insides. Tiny hands laid on her head, shoulders, and back. Fergus knelt down next to her as they all recited the prayer. He put his arm over her shoulders and pulled her close. 
 
   “They wanted to. We all did,” he said.
 
   Somehow, it made the guilt dig deeper into her heart. The baby, the first human boy born of a minotaur union with a human woman, cried below in the murder room. Ayla covered her face and wept. She couldn't pray for thanks, or for the Goddess to accept the little ones to their unending rest. 
 
   Deetra’s voice came from the stairs. “Send a detachment, ten men to the docks to find General Butcher!” 
 
   Ayla cried some more, afraid she might never stop. Her boys, the Child-Priests of Hornstall, ended their prayer together with the same wish.
 
   “… and begs, humbly, for courage for The High Priestess.”
 
   Ayla blinked away her tears and lowered her hands. The boys all wore solemn expressions, worried for her. They understood that she did not fear, but they knew something else she’d forgotten. Sometimes, courage meant the ability to say goodbye. Her Priests bared her no ill will for the deaths of their friends. They only wanted her to be strong and say goodbye to the fallen now that it was done. 
 
   They parted on one side as Lady Deetra ran to her with James in her arms. Ayla stood, sorrow making her knees weak. The soldiers had vacated the area, leaving the top of the gatehouse with only the Child Priests, their Lady Knight, and High Priestess. 
 
   Deetra handed James to Fergus and held Ayla by the upper arms, her brown eyes edged with tears. She swallowed them back, as she always did. Her voice came out a hoarse whisper.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   The baby cried from below and Ayla smiled. “Ava’s child came. A boy. A human boy.”
 
   Deetra scrunched up her nose and looked out over the body strewn courtyard. “I meant the army.”
 
   Ayla shook her head, fresh tears threatening to spill onto her cheeks once more. “He was born still. I prayed for peace for him and Ava, but he woke, crying, and Ava died. I think …” Ayla burst into tears. 
 
   Deetra hugged her close. “She gave her life for him?”
 
   Ayla nodded in the warmth of Deetra’s neck, the sobs unable to quench the torment of her guilt. 
 
   “How many?” She asked, through her tears. 
 
   Lady Deetra squeezed her tight. “We lost fifteen.”
 
   A horse galloped along the road inside the city, drawing closer, the sound of its hooves accented by the bouncing wheels of a wagon. A man shouted from below. 
 
   “Priestess! It’s the General!”
 
   Ayla let go of Deetra. She, Deetra, and her Priests ran to the inside wall of the gatehouse and looked down. Butch lay on the back of the wagon, his shoulder torn half out of the socket, unconscious and bleeding. 
 
   The High Priestess wove her way through the children and ran down the stairs. She slipped and skidded down a few before catching her balance with her rear at the bottom. Deetra helped her up and they ran together for the wagon. Soldiers came down the other stairs and along the road from the docks. 
 
   Deetra reached over the side of the wagon, the orc’s body illuminated in the light of the torches inside the gatehouse. Soldiers crowded around them as Deetra laid her hands on him. Ayla climbed up the back of the wagon. 
 
   Healing light spread over the orc’s shoulder and back, but his eyes remained closed. He started to snore and the soldiers laughed. Ayla smiled too. They’d all been kept up at night by Butch’s snoring. 
 
   The laughter woke him and he sat up with a loud snort. “Get back to your -”
 
   Ayla tackled him back down with a hug. She squeezed her big, ugly, green teddy bear. The children cheered from above and the men joined them. 
 
   Deetra climbed up onto the wagon as Ayla showered the orc’s bony face with kisses. He put a hand on Ayla’s face, defending himself.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   Deetra grinned. “We won.”
 
   Butch’s heavy orcish brow lowered. “Damn it to the Hells! I missed the whole thing?”
 
    
 
   Ayla followed Butch down the stairs to the crypt, leaving the remaining children in the temple pews, silent and teary-eyed. The orc carried Bridget in his arms, the last to be interred in the crypt below. He descended into the soft, cool darkness. 
 
   The citizens of Hornstall had come to pay their respects to the hundreds of fallen. Ayla, Deetra, and Butch waited to have a private ceremony for the Child Priests and Priestesses. Butch had told the people that for the first time in history, children gave a future to their parents. With eyes unblinded by bitterness, they gave their lives for freedom, in the name of the Dark Queen. 
 
   Ayla bowed her head. She had already said all the prayers she could for the children, but Bridget was the last. After her, Butch would seal the crypt and Ayla would place a curse upon the door against all trespassers. She closed her eyes, trying to imagine the infinite peace of death in their Mother’s name. The cool darkness of the crypt made it easier. 
 
   Her Mother’s voice, the Dark Queen, whispered in the crypt. 
 
   “They are reunited with families at my side, but they do not rest.”
 
   Butch stared at the child in his arms. Deetra noticed Ayla’s expression and took her hand. Ayla called out into the black crypt, her voice cracking. She’d shed enough tears, but the violation she felt choked her. 
 
   “I don't understand.”
 
   The voice hummed in the walls and the floor at Ayla’s feet. 
 
   “You prayed for peace for Ava and her child, not victory, or for your life. The children and I implored the Healing Goddess with your prayer. She turned a blind eye and allowed me to take the souls of my vile half-beast grandsons.”
 
   Butch growled. “What do the squabbles among gods have to do with our kids?”
 
   Ayla waited until he put Bridget's body in its resting place, then punched him in the arm. A long period of silence passed and Ayla wondered if Butch’s insolence had ended the conversation. Ayla opened her mouth to apologize for Butch’s tongue and the Goddess’ voice returned.
 
   “Just as you fought a war in my name, now, I fight one in yours. It is Godswar over the Goddess of Healing and Peace’s actions. The children asked to stand at my side.”
 
   Deetra and Butch folded their arms at the same time. They stood together, like odd, proud parents. Deetra shook her head. “Brave, even in death.”
 
   Ayla stepped deeper into the crypt. “Please, Mother, can I see you?”
 
   The Goddess stepped out of the darkness, her wintery eyes appearing first. She wrapped her arms around Ayla, enveloping her in a black cloak of shadows. Ayla sighed, bathing in her Mother’s scent and cool comfort. The horrors of the war faded. The children lived on.
 
   The Goddess kissed her on top of the head and put a hand on Ayla’s belly. 
 
   “Your son will be strong. Raise him in my name. We will need him.”
 
   She guided Ayla back to Butch and Deetra. 
 
   “Thank you,” The Goddess said, and bowed before them, then stood tall as the shadows enveloped her. Her visage darkened until only her voice remained, echoing, shaking the very air.
 
   “The Dark Queen rises again.”
 
   The rain blinded Deetra as she sat up, the battle still raging all around her. A tiny cherubic face popped into her line of sight. James. He wiped his nose on his arm. 
 
   A hand grabbed him and pulled him out of the way. The Lady Knight fought to her feet to find herself surrounded by the backs of her men. Minotaurs pressed in from all sides. Her glaive had men standing on it. She couldn't get it from the floor.
 
   Soldiers screamed and dropped as the circle tightened around her like a noose. James tugged on her tunic. She looked down and he hugged her leg. She rested a hand on his head.
 
   “Close your eyes, little one.”
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