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It’s Darkest Near the Gallows
 
 
Many princesses think they’re goddesses, but unlike them, I am one. 
I love racing meteors as they tumble burning to the ground. But I stop inches from the earth; my father never lets me touch the surface. He thinks if I spend time on the ground, I’ll cause trouble with the mortals. 
I hate that. 
But he’s mostly correct. 
Today, something distracts me from my race. A plume of smoke rises from what is soon to be my city, Pazurish-Ningal, which is two miles away.
As always, I fly invisibly over the land. The last part of the city's name is my own, Ningal. Mother watches over it until I come of age, and then I will take my place as the goddess of my people.
On most days I stick to the clouds overlooking the cities. I watch people the way mortals watch ants. People-gazing lets me forget my own problems, like when Father yells at me or when my mother is sad and wants to ignore me.
No one is outside today. But wait, if there was a fire, then why aren’t people outside?

The smoke is like a giant monster, hovering over my city and gushing from hundreds of ruined buildings. The bodies of the dead lay unclaimed in the streets, as if no one cares.
Remaining invisible, I dart down to the center of Pazurish-Ningal. I use god-sight to see what happened. God-sight lets me see in ways most mortals cannot. In the city center, I see an orange cloud of rage. The orange is darkest near the gallows.
The courtyard is empty now. But I see signs that it was far from empty last night. Mud cakes the ground of the court. The green of the grass barely peeks out from the muddy surface. The clawed footprints of orcs and small footprints of goblins cover the court, along with others. 
I sense a sharp spike in emotion from last night. Their anger caused a riot that burned my city. But I look deeper into the fiery orange glow to see who turned my city ablaze. Those responsible are mongrels—orcs, goblins, and even minotaurs. 
Who was to die on the gallows?
My first-sight catches a possible source of the riot, a tiny goblin who walked the gallows last night. The goblin is not there now; instead, a hollow representation of him stands in his place, his phantom. It looks like a pink ghost, but it’s not his soul— just a marking of it. 
My god-sight tells me the goblin is very young, probably around seven. 
It seems the goblin is the source of the anger. But why be angry when he is getting what he asked for?
Why care? 
I look back to the throng that once stood before the gallows. These mongrels see their kind hang all the time. 
So, what at the gallows enraged them?

The noose wasn’t used. The goblin may still live.
What happened? Clues must be elsewhere in the city.
I fly along the narrow roads and can see people hiding in homes and buildings, many huddled together. The yellow aura of fear hovers over all of them. But why? The riot is over. What still scares them even now? 
I see a dead body move, but not under its own power. It jerks while something pulls it into the darkness. In the dim light of the building, I spy a strange creature. A ghoul. It drags the corpse into the dark. A ghoul is a mummified mockery of what it was in life. Only its pointy ears suggest elven origins. The ghoul walks on all fours like a monkey. No hair on its body. The mouth is elongated like a dog's.   
This is a moment when a human would sigh. I don’t, because I don’t breathe. 
I tried breathing once . . . it was weird.
Ghouls normally hide, especially during the day. If ghouls aren’t hiding, things are bad. Humans fear them and make an effort to kill them, especially in a city.
I see people huddling in buildings, but no one makes a dash to the city gates. 
A faint purple shade of magic hovers over the closed locked gates. Legal gods don't hide magic, but I know this color and the illegal god behind it. This is the work of my uncle Anu, the god of death. 
I want to do something but can’t—Father’s rules. If a god is looking, they will see me use magic. In the eyes of one with god-sight, using magic is like waving a torch at night; it gets noticed. 
I might lose my city before I get it. I’m about to do something I don’t like to do. With a thunderous boom, I dash across the sky. 
I’m going to see my parents. 
 
 



City of Stone
 
Our home is made of stone cut from the mountains. No normal mortal can climb this high. Many tried. Many fell.
The pillars at the opening of my home are as tall as some foothills. Each pillar is topped with faces. My father, with a cold expression, faces outward on each of the pillars, with my mother to his right. It's overkill, if you ask me. 
Only the whispering wind through the many halls gives me company as I march through.
What if my parents are too busy to care? What then?
After a bit of searching, I hear them in the Great Hall.
Enki ignores me while he guards the doorway. That's best. He waits outside. He's in human form now, standing at six and a half feet tall. Though powerful, he is a mere messenger god and remains outside to pass messages as needed. His face sags with boredom.
“Don’t enter, girl,” he says, his eyes turning from bored to angry. I might feel sorry for him if he wasn’t so condescending.
“First off, my name is Ningal. I need you to pass a message for me.” 
He growls, “Don’t waste my time.” He doesn’t even look at me. 
I hate him. I’ll just wait.

I listen, mindful not to enter until the right time. No use coming in and being a distraction to a conversation that has nothing to do with me. They’ll just kick me out.
Through the door, I hear the voice of my mother, Inaana. "The atheist threat was always in the city. I personally cursed a man who ran an orphanage for unloved children. His crime was harboring an atheist boy, a human-orc half-breed of all things. But more importantly, Anu is responsible for the fall of Pazurish-Ningal.”
 “Yes,” says my father, Marduk, punching the table. “A firm stance is necessary against Anu and his creatures. The city is too much trouble. We must destroy it.” That received a roar of agreement.
“The champions must come,” Marduk bellows.
For some reason, as I walk to the door, I don’t think they mean the heroes of my city. This sounds like something else.
“There is already a small but prepared group of adventurers able to reclaim Pazurish-Ningal,” said another god.
That’s good news. Maybe I don’t need to ask for help. My parents will just back this group and my city will be safe.
“No,” my mother said. “The adventurers are not strong enough. We cannot allow Anu to have a city. If Anu wins the city, other lesser gods may join forces with him. Ningal’s city must be entirely destroyed.”
Why is it that my parents never seem to care about me? I swung the door open. "No, I'll go." All eyes were on me. "I can protect my—well, what is to be my city.” Thankfully, I caught myself. I had to be really careful with my words.
No one spoke for a moment. Gradually, all eyes turned to my father. 
Cowards. Have your own ideas for once.
My father looked over the assembled gods and demigods, and then he fixed his gaze upon me. "Girl, this is a war against an illegal god. It is not for you." 
I stomp my foot on the ground. "But I can be more subtle than your champion.”
My father sighs, waves his mighty hand, and looks away. “You have never touched the earth. You do not know what it is like. Enki, get her out!”
 Enki
tugs at my arm, saying something in a bored tone. I promised myself that I’d save the city; my parents be damned!
 
 



The Smoke Still Rises
 
Tuk’s large, coin-shaped goblin eyes stare into the smoky city. We are standing guard on the roof. From here we try to keep the ghouls at bay. Tuk points below and into the distance, “There, Chelsea, I see—a human. He’s being chased by dogs.” 
“They’re ghouls, Tuk,” I say, raising my bow and nocking the arrow. I want to fire, but I'm worried about hitting the person. 
The riot calmed hours ago, but smoke still rises. I can taste it in the air. The silence is broken only by an occasional scream. The quiet is so strange that at times I can hear my own heartbeat.
Aiming, I pull back the bowstring. This man is wearing heavy armor. It protects him, but it’s also slowing him down. The armor suggests he’s a soldier or an adventurer. I just want enough space between him and the ghoul so I can fire without hurting the man. But one ghoul gets close enough to reach him. 
I have to risk it.
Twisp!
I fire . . . and miss. The arrow lands between them. 
The ghoul halts and screeches at me.
I stomp on the roof. “Swindle, open the gate!”
During the riot, we ran to the Adventurer's Inn, knowing it would be safe. 
Up on the roof, we are out of the reach of any ghouls. My best guess is that a third of the city has burned. Maybe more.
 "This isn't my fault," Tuk whispers to me, looking out at the ruined city. It’s not the first time he has said this.
“I know.” 
Another adventurer comes up on the roof, so we go down the ladder.
I walk down the hall and see the man who ran. He’s already sitting in the commons room, leaning forward and wiping the sweat from his brow. I hear his heavy breathing even twenty feet away. What little I see of his face reveals that he is not only wounded but burned. The side of his shaved head is reddened. The tip of his weapon pokes over the table’s edge, drizzling drops of undead ichor onto the floor. A thick puddle of blood forms, black as ink.
He lifts his head up. It’s Erich; he helped massacre Tuk’s tribe. Tuk may try to kill him. I might try if I stood in his shoes. I look to Tuk, who stood next to me just a second ago; he’s gone.
Morn says to Erich, “Sorry to ask so soon, but what’s happening out there? We are getting little news.”
“The palace is boarded up,” Erich says, sitting up straighter. “All of the gates exiting the city are locked by Anu’s magic.” 
A gasp fills the room. Anu is an illegal god. We all knew about the gates being closed. We tried to leave early this morning, but we didn’t know why they were closed. Swindle swung at the gate with his hammer, and he failed to make even a dent. When he struck the gate, magic stripped the hammer from his hand and flung it twenty feet away, where it smashed a brick wall.

Someone asks, “Where is Claude?” Claude is the leader of the band of adventurers in Erich’s group.
Looking down, Erich spoke. “I—I don’t know . . . we got separated.”
“What happened?” Someone else asks.
“We were heading to seek out Corvinus. I lost him as a building was burning.” 
“If Anu is involved, what are the gods doing about this?” another person asks.
“The gods may feel the need to destroy the city,” Erich says.
Morn’s gaze drops, “They have little tolerance for failure, and the city being in ruin is seen as our fault.”
Everyone nods in silence. 
“We are dead,” says another.
 “That makes no sense,” I say, stepping into the commons room.
“The gods do not care for your reasoning,” Erich says. “They feel we should fight off any influence of the illegal gods. Most of the city is destroyed. That is seen as our failure to keep order. As a result, we are seen as part of the problem.”
For all their power, the gods seem to fail to understand nuance. The fall of the city was a perfect storm of conditions.
“I need to rest." Erich stares out a window. “I wish to see if my comrade Claude united with Corvinus and found a way to find out if the princess is alive.”
I look back to a hole in the wall that Tuk peers through. Tuk told me he had killed Corvinus during the riot. Erich will be looking for a dead man.
Morn nods to Erich’s words. “If we can find people, especially the princess and Corvinus, we can fight back. And maybe reclaim this city before the gods do anything rash.”
Claude thumps the table, though he looks tired doing so, and announces, “A party of four, including me, will leave in an hour.” 
 
 



 
The Young and the Conspiring

 
My parents are stupid. Useless. I’m going to kill them. 
Flying from my home in the mountains, I make plans to save my city, but I need to know why atheists are important.
Those people are part of the reason my parents wish my city destroyed. But why? I need to know the secret reason they fear atheists. That means speaking to a nonbeliever. My parents hate these people. I do not know much about them. Only that they're called atheists for worshipping one god. One. Weird, huh?
I’m going to meet an atheist who others of his kind respect. 
I need to change into human form, which is hard. It takes about five minutes. Despite being petty creatures, their bodies—and especially their minds—are complicated. I’ll be sixteen years old, with curly blonde hair just a few inches below the ears, and of course, I’ll have a slender body. One of the weirdest things about taking mortal form is breathing. I feel the air rushing into my nose and sinuses. How do people not find that distracting?
I touch the ground. I'm no longer floating. Gravity is pressing my feet to the ground, also not a nice feeling. The sun’s rays hit my skin hard. That is a sensation I like, oddly enough. I flew around the sun once but never felt it like this. It took me forever to get back home and I was grounded by my parents for being away so long.
This atheist lives in a grassy region filled with green hills. I like the place. Teleporting to him would give me away, so I’ll have to walk for a while. Walking is tedious. Just seconds into the walk, I already want to give up and fly to him just to get this over with. How do people tolerate walking?
Also, he herds cattle. Yuck.
I gaze upon his campsite, but my god-sight sees nothing. Curious, I change my vision to my second-sight, the way humans see things. Then I see him, which is really strange.  Why did my god-sight fail me?
The atheist is slightly tall, about six feet. His skin is a leathery brown from being under the sun all the time. His face and grey hair suggest he only has half his life left to live.

It takes me a minute to walk the path to his stupid camp. I resist swatting a cow that tried nuzzling its head against me. Again, I wish I could just fly and be done with it. He seems to be waiting for me.
Once close enough to speak to him, I say, “Excuse me, sir. I wish to speak to you on a metaphysical matter.” I wince as I remember that real sixteen-year-old girls never talk like that—ever.
 “Who are you?” The man asks, then continues more emphatically. “What are you? Why are you alone?”
I cringe inwardly. Girls do not walk alone in the middle of nowhere—ever. I really stink at this. “Looking for you.” I figure honesty is best.
He looks at my empty hands. “Without water?”
Awkward. I totally forgot that mortals drink water—a lot of it. Especially on hot days. “It’s here,” I say, quickly making a waterskin appear. I’ve been pretending to be human for two minutes and I’m already failing. Being a dumb mortal is supposed to be easy!
“Alone?” The old man’s left eyebrow raises in a way that must mean he is skeptical.
“I’m very independent.”
He tilts his head and asks again, “What are you?”
“I didn't come to tell you what I am." I didn't want to lose my temper. It’ll make getting information harder. I calm myself down. “I came to talk.”
“Talk then.” He turns his back but gestures for me to follow.
“You are an Atheist Priest, are you not?” I ask, catching up to him.
“We don’t call ourselves that, but, yes, we believe in one God.”
“Why?”
“Why believe in one?” He asks as we walk by his tents. “Because there is only one real God. The others are usurpers that have oppressed the people and only care about the powerful.”
Usurper? That word infuriates me and my people. He has insulted the gods. As a goddess, I must curse him. Nothing bad, maybe just a case of food poisoning. 
But I can’t, and I’m not sure why. The magic vanished inside him—gone. If I cursed him, I should be able to see the magic spell complete itself. But I feel nothing. It’s as if my power became invisible inside of him. Instead of the crazy man reaching for his stomach, he just chuckles, holding his gaze on me. It’s like he knows a great joke but is keeping it to himself. 
Did he know I just cursed him? 
As though he’s invisible, I cannot curse him. Ugh, I’m having a really bad day.
I follow the atheist, who has now turned his back to me and is heading up a hill.
“But telling me why you don’t believe in the gods tells me nothing about your belief in this other God.” I catch up to the atheist at the crest of the small hill. He’s fast for an old fool. I stand beside him as he looks down at his fiefdom of smelly cows while they drink water at the edge of a pond. 
He continues to watch his dirty animals as he says, “While the gods fawn over the aforementioned powerful, my God cares about everyone, but has a special place for the oppressed and the forgotten.”
I roll my eyes at his empty platitudes. “He’s gone.”
“No, not for us. He is waiting for a time to reveal himself to the world again.”
Why am I here trying to gather information from a dust-eating fool? He sees the absence of his God as proof of a grand plan. Speaking to this man is a mistake. Wise people live in cities. He knows nothing, as would anyone living out in this place.
 “Thank you.” I walk down the hill.
“Wait, aren’t you forgetting something?” 
I turn back to him, not sure what the fool is speaking of. We gods are absentminded, but I know I did not forget anything.
He walks up to me, takes my hands, and says, “You tried to give me this.”
That instant I feel . . . different. For the first time in physical form, I notice my stomach inside me. It feels… bad, like knives are cutting my stomach. Also, I feel like I'm spinning.
This must be what food poisoning feels like.
Instead of walking away, I choose to vanish. I reappear in my city, Pazurish-Ningal. My muscles quiver. The vanishing and reappearing have sapped my energy.
That man wasn’t very helpful, but now I know what I am up against. A strange God whose choices make no sense, a God who loves losers. And even some of his dust-eating followers are powerful.
 
 



 
A Plan
 
People pack the commons room of the Inn. Only an occasional cough or sniff can be heard. Otherwise, only Morn or Erich speak. Somehow, I manage to get to the center of the room, next to the table, and beside my friend Swindle. Being an orc, many wanted to kill him since many of his kind were involved in the riot. But since Swindle is Morn’s friend, no one hurts him. 
Erich lifts his head from the map. “If we are to save our city I’ll need volunteers. The mission is simple. On the way to my friend’s house, we will gather any survivors. Numbers can only help us reclaim our city. From the house, we go to the palace. If this Inn still stands, so must the palace, with its stronger walls and many soldiers. Are any of you willing to help?”
I look to the crowd. Many of these people don’t appear to be soldiers, fighters, or adventurers.
Swindle raises his hand. Damn it, Swindle, why did you have to raise your hand? I’m not raising mine.
One person in the crowd points to Swindle. “Yeah, take the orc. His kind ruined our city! Take him. Better him getting killed than any of us.”
Morn looks to this angry man. “Avison, is it?”
The man nods. His long, curly hair resembles black octopus arms.
Morn speaks again. “Swindle helped save three people by bringing them here.”
“One of those people was me,” Mina the necromancer says.
Others nod. 
Morn continues, “Mina, whom he saved, has surrounded the Inn with wards, protecting us. Any ghouls will burn if they get close to our Inn.”
Erich smiles at Swindle. “I will take all the help I can get. Thank you, orc.”
Morn looks back to Avison. “You’re a paladin, are you not?”
Avison nods to that, his eyes narrowing. He surely doesn’t like the direction this is going.
“You should go, too,” Morn adds.
“What?”
“Well, you thought Swindle should go, and Erich still needs help. Besides, your weapon is blessed and therefore powerful against the undead.”
The logic sounds good to me.
Avison’s face hardens, turning red. 
“I’ll take his silence as a yes,” Morn smiles. “That makes a party of three. Anybody else willing to help?”
Before anyone answers, something rips Erich’s attention away. He eyes something behind me. “Goblin, what is your name?”
I look over my shoulder. In the far back of the room, I see Tuk’s eyes—piercing orbs of angry death. He must have thought being in the back of the room and being very small would have hidden him. 
Darn it, Tuk, do you have a death wish too?
“Name is Tuk,” he says, taking my side.
Recognition fills Erich’s eyes. “Have we met before Toook?”
Anger flares in Tuk’s eyes. “I said Tuk. My name rhymes with—”
I slapped my hand on his mouth and say, “It rhymes with luck.”
“That’s what I was going to say," Tuk says in a muffled voice glaring at me. With my hand removed, Tuk scowls at Erich, who keeps his gaze on him. “What?”
Erich shrugs and says, almost to himself, “They all look alike.”
That much is true. It’s hard to tell goblins and orcs apart, but I’ll never tell Swindle or Tuk that.
Someone asks Erich what’s wrong.
Erich answers, "A goblin from a tribe we razed stalked us into the city. He was put on trial for the death of Seth.”
“And you think it’s him?” Someone else asks. People from the crowd chuckle.
Tuk stands barely taller than knee-high. So, the idea seems a little hard to swallow. Yet Tuk’s gaze remains fixed on Erich. 
Darn it all, Tuk, just leave the room. Why didn’t you stay out of sight?
“You’re right; that’s crazy.” Erich claps his hands together. “Any other volunteers? We’ll be short a wizard, at least until we find my friend.”
“Mina is a necromancer,” someone suggests.
Mina nods to that but doesn’t speak.
Several people object. "No, we can't lose her. She is our one fighting chance. She'll do the best for us here."
“Agreed. We need you here, Mina,” Morn says. “So, does anyone else know any magic?”
I shake my head. I know only a handful of spells. 
But some idiot in the crowd points me out. “She knows some magic.”
I’m going to kill whoever that loudmouth is! “Not enough to be useful. I only know five very basic spells.” 
 “Like what?” Erich asks.
I sigh. Start with something useless so he won’t want me. “I can make light.”

“And?” Erich asks.
 “I can make an orb of light move.” Another useless spell.
“And?”
I thought of the next most useless spell. “Invisible hand.”
“Good for distractions,” Erich says.
“Um . . . shadow.”
“Enough to hide us?”
“Yes.” Damn.
“That’s four,” Erich nods. “Go on.”
“I can make noises out of thin air.”
“Distractions, good.”
Why me? “I guess.”
Erich tilts his head, “Are you half-elf?” 
I hate questions like this. Being an orphan means answering these questions and having people feel sorry for you. I don’t tolerate feeling sad for myself, so I especially hate getting it from others. “Maybe?” I shrug.
“Maybe?” Erich's eyes narrow. 
“She’s an orphan,” Morn says. “Taken care of by a friend of mine.”
“Sorry. But please come with us. You might save us all.”
Just my luck. I’m going to die.
 
 



 
Why Swindle?
 
Swin’s gaze sticks on me even while I glare. We are alone, in an empty Inn room with two beds. He looks at me calmly. I can feel my face scrunched with anger. “Why, Swin? Why did you volunteer to go?”
“Chelsea, there are people in the city who need our help, even if we are working with Erich. Today we are on the same side.”
“I get that, but why you? There are plenty of people who hate you because you are an orc. They could have gone.” My hands wave about as emotion bursts from me. Now that I am talking, I realize how angry I am.
Swin lowers his gaze. “All I know is that I will get you out of the city.”
“You know that?”
“I know,” Swin says, in his calm and certain voice. It’s weird; sometimes he just knows things.
Now I can’t just stand in one place. I have to pace, or I will burst. “Speak to me, Swindle, how do you know that? Really talk to me. Is this God of yours really going to help? When I look outside, I don’t see a God who cares. I see a mess. I see death. And I’m scared. So, talk some sense to me.”
“I will get you out.” He says the words in a calm voice. I hate that.
“Well, could you pray we find Dirk and the rest of our brothers and sisters? Because it looks like they are all dead—just dead.”
Swin looks calm. I don’t know how he does it. Then he hugs me. “Don’t worry. They are safe.”
After a second, I pull away from his embrace. How can he know that? That’s stupid. They are probably dead. I stop pacing. Sometimes his optimism makes me want to scream. Why can’t he see that things are bad? “Damn it, Swindle! What are you talking about? The world may well have become hell.”
“I know it looks bad.” Swindle rests a hand on my shoulder and smiles. “All I can say is that the other children in the orphanage are safe. Dirk got them out before the gate magically closed. I just know it.”
That might be true. I want it to be true.
It makes sense, I guess. We saw coins, jewelry, and junk on the road near the city gates, suggesting a rushed exodus before the gates closed. Maybe. Maybe Dirk really got the kids out, as so many others did. But all I know is that the world is unfair, and it is far more likely they are dead. That is the safest bet, because if I get my hopes up, they will be crushed. Let Swindle believe what he wants.
Swin pats my shoulder. “I'll find a way to get you out.”
No, don’t be angry. He’s only trying to help, after all. This is why you love Swin. He’s brave and kind when no one else feels like being either. He’s like Dirk in that way. I feel my heart beating slower. I want my words to be kind to Swin. He deserves that. “Just take care of yourself, okay?”
I leave the room, wanting to be alone. One of the many good things about Swin is that he knows when he is needed and when he is not. I find a closet and close my eyes.
 
 



 
Streets of Pazurish

 
I think I slept, because when I open my eyes, I know time has passed. At least it feels that way. 
Getting my thrusting spear, I go to the commons room. 
“Take this,” Mina says. She puts a wand in my hand. “You’re going to be fine, Chelsea,” Mina adds. 
Not you, too. How do you know I’m going to be fine? Like Swin, she is saying things she knows nothing about.
Mina walks with me out of the Inn. 
I look at the wand and turn it over in my hand. “Thanks, Mina. What does it do?” It’s an ash brown stick. The holding side is thick, and it comes to a dull rounded point.
“Thank Morn,” Mina says, walking beside me. “It’s from his collection. It fires a light that burns the undead.”
Now I have two weapons: a thrusting spear that is strapped to my back and a wand. Both are good for keeping the enemy at a distance in their own way. I’ll leave my bow behind.
Erich catches my eye and says, “We will only be fifteen minutes at the most. Hopefully, we’ll find my friends at the home of Corvinus and then head for the palace. At the very least, we might find people on the way and save lives. All of you who volunteer are very brave.”
I don’t want to be brave.
“You’re putting that wand in the hand of a child?” says Avison, pointing to my wand. “Give that to me.”
Mina scowls, “Chelsea has more experience with the undead than you do. Furthermore, she can wield it better because she knows magic.”
Avison curses and reaches for my wand.
Swindle shoves himself between us. “Back off, or you’ll be making your way to the palace with a limp.”
"Do as the orc says," Erich commands.
I didn’t expect Erich to say that. He didn’t refer to Swin by his name, but he did back up his move with Avison.
Avison’s face fills with hatred and betrayal. His eyes lock on Erich, but he backs off. 
“We’ll take the King’s Road,” Erich says. “Ghouls don’t like daylight and will lurk in the shadows. Also, the road is very wide and will let us see the enemy coming. Furthermore, ghouls will want to avoid us because we look dangerous. The undead want to “live” as much as we do. They will be more interested in easy targets.” 
Swin, with a sickle at the ready, takes the lead. That fool! Not only does he volunteer to go on this mission, but he risks his life even more by taking the front. I think Swin is trying to prove himself, but I want him closer to me. In his thinking, he's looking out for everyone. Damn it, Swindle!
Ghouls do not like direct attacks, so Erich—being the most experienced fighter—takes our rear. I’m ahead of Erich, and Avison is in front of me. Swindle leads our group as we stride down the road.
“Why are you an adventurer, orc?” says Avison with a growl.
“To make a difference,” Swindle says.
“Futile. All they will see is the crime.”
“What crime?”
“How do you think half-orcs come about?”
Damn it, Avison, leave Swin alone.
Swindle doesn't answer while he passes through smoke that floats into the street from a burnt house. 
“Ha! You want to do good, but all you are is a monster. I bet the mongrel in you is so filled with hate that—”
“Avison, shut-up. He just wants to help,” Erich says. 
I looked to Erich behind me. “Thanks.”
I only hope Avison can keep his mouth shut the rest of the way. Or at least if trouble finds us, that he’s eaten alive by ghouls. 
One can pray, right? 
 
 



 
Spying Hope
 
 I rest in my temple in my city, Pazurish-Ningal. 
Sitting by the sacred fountain of my temple, I dip my hand in the water, and power gushes into me. But oddly, my stomach still feels bad. How can that damn atheist from the desert be so powerful? Do my parents fear the atheist God? 
If a man in the desert can give me back my curse, then this God is powerful. Is that why they want to wipe the atheist nonbelievers out? No—forbid the thought.
At the head is a statue of my likeness. The statue is pure ivory white. The hair is longer than mine is now. The pool is sky blue with golden reeds painted on the bottom. Torches illuminate the stone gray walls.
The temple is empty. I have no idea where the priest ran off to.
I need to help the people of Parzurish so they can save my city before Anu destroys it. For a second, I wonder, why my city? Anu does not act without reasons behind his choices. What are his reasons now? 
I clear my head of the thought; it’s not important.
With god-sight, I look through the walls of the buildings. There must be survivors nearby. I spy three people walking. Everyone else is hiding. I can use the three. They have a magician. Good. The wizard is a girl? Odd. There aren’t many female spell users. 
Maybe the group is heading to the palace. They will serve my purpose until better humans become available.
 
Reaching them while sick might prove troublesome, but I can’t risk teleporting again. Using that kind of powerful magic will get me caught by my parents or other gods. I must walk. 
At the door of my temple, silence greets me. It’s as if the whole city is waiting to attack me. 
No ghouls are nearby, so I won’t be bothered yet. 
I run across a street named after me, then I duck onto another one, which is only wide enough for two people walking shoulder to shoulder. 
Something is about to happen. My stomach feels like a brute grabbed it and wrung it like a towel. I stop and lean against the wall as my mouth gushes warm bitter liquid that falls onto the stone walkway.
Everything about being mortal is terrible. No wonder some kill themselves.
But oddly enough, now I feel better. Still sick, but better.
 “Are you okay?” A girl’s voice rips my attention from this strange experience of vomiting. She’s the wizard I’d spotted. She’s sixteen at most.
“Hello.” I step from the narrow street onto King’s Road.
Someone puts a hand on my shoulder, and a deeper voice asks, “Are you okay?” 
My sickness vanishes and my stomach settles. I turn and face this person who healed me. He’s a half-orc! Just like with the desert atheist, I didn’t see this creature with my god-sight. 
For a god without a temple or statues, he does appear to have power, or at least his followers are powerful.
The half-orc gives me a warm smile but holds a sickle in his other hand. Removing his free hand from my shoulder, he continues to look at me with concern. 
“What’s your name?” The orc asks, his voice kinder than his people normally are.
Why can an insignificant creature heal me? 
I answer the orc, “My name is Ningal.” 
“Oh. You are named after the Goddess of the Reeds,” says the wizard girl, her eyes bright. Then she frowns with concern. “Are you sick?” She has brown hair draped over one shoulder. In her right hand is a wand, and a heavy spear is strapped to her back.
“I feel better now,” I say, putting my hand to my stomach.
“My name’s Chelsea,” says the girl-wizard, tilting her head. “Have you been bitten?”
“No. I’m only sick,” I say.
A skinny black-haired human walks by. “Try and keep up. We have a wizard and princess to find.” I don’t like his tone. 
“Ignore Avison. Come with us. We are headed to the palace,” Chelsea says. 
The orc just smiles kindly at me while looking over his shoulder as he takes the lead. 
That orc healed me somehow. Yet, I couldn’t heal myself. What is the source of his powers? For that matter, what is his name?
Then I see the real prize. Erich is at the rear of the group as we stride down the King’s Road toward the palace. He is one of the four heroes of the city. I once watched the four heroes for fun as they went on missions for the Royal Family. His adventuring party’s banner hung from the palace wall before the riot burned it. But he’s different now; a burn covers half his face. And his eyes are less confident now. Nonetheless, a weakened, sad hero is better than an atheist and a young, probably inexperienced female wizard.
I move to Chelsea’s side as we near the palace. 
“Here,” she says, taking the spear strapped to her back. “Take this. You may need it.”
 
 



 
Atheist Priest
 
Curious about the healing powers of this orc, I walk up to Chelsea and say, “Tell me about the orc.”
Chelsea’s eyes narrow as she walks beside me. “His name is Swin Dei ‘El, not orc.”
Like his name matters. “He touched me, and I felt better, instantly.”
“Really?”
I’ve never understood why mortals ask silly questions like that. I just stated what happened, so why ask? “How did it do it?” 
Chelsea’s face reddens. That means the mortal is angry. Reading people’s faces is a useful tool. They do these things without thinking, making the face sometimes a more truthful guide to their thoughts than their words are. 
Chelsea replies, “Again, his name is Swin, not “it,” Ningal.”
She’s offended. I handled this poorly. My mission is to glue these allies to my cause, not make them angry with me. I must remember, as long as I pretend to be human, I must use tact. They think I am one of them, after all. If I appeared as a goddess, I wouldn’t need it, but any god might see me. And the gods are watching, even now.
Chelsea is walking ahead now, talking with the half-orc, Swindle. He looks over his shoulder. The girl gestures for me to catch up. I do so.
When I catch up, the orc whispers, “I felt power leave me when I touched you. Then you felt better?” 
“Yes, right away.” 
Chelsea and Swindle look at each other. The half-breed orc nods and walks on. That leaves me with questions. How, orc? How did you do it?
Chelsea’s gaze fixes on me “Tell no one.”
“Very well,” I say. The orc must be an atheist. He gets his power from this old God. She’s covering for this orc. The audacity. Fine. My fight isn’t to understand the metaphysics of my healing. It’s to save the city.
“What are you children prattling about?” says Avison.
Chelsea glares back at Avison and says, “Nothing.”
I want to ask Swin if he’s an atheist. If he is a priest of this God, then this God makes bad choices. If this God wants power over his people, he should choose princesses and kings of great kingdoms. Swin is an orc, and all orcs are low. At the very least, a smart God would choose from a superior race like a human or an elf. 
But my father’s choices are not always obvious, either. What does this God know that I don’t? Perhaps there is a strategy for choosing an orc. Does this God wish to create a following among the downtrodden inferior races? This unnamed God has little power on Earth that I see. So perhaps this God knows nothing. But I’ll keep an eye on this orc, for the time being. I may even be able to use him to my ends.
I have only four people. Well, Chelsea mentioned the Inn and said we are looking for Corvinus, a very good wizard, and then heading to the palace where there will be more people. There is no better help that I can see. The rest of the people are hiding, scared. 
I look up to the clouds with my god-site and see a cone of yellow strobes across the city. The cone comes over us. The mortals do not see it. A god is searching the city and looking over us. Are they looking for me or just looking at the situation? I doubt anyone knows I am gone, but if they are searching for me, they haven't seen me yet. 
But I'll have to be careful, though. If I break my cover, I will be found out.
 



 
Lost Wizards
 
The mortals cover their nose at the smell of death. The corpse of a goblin lies in the street just outside the house of Corvinus. No fires are visible, but black smoke lazily hovers in the streets like fog. The goblin’s stomach has been eaten. The rib cage is open and the contents litter the street. Eaten by ghouls, no doubt. Shattered glass lays around him. Three stories above, a window is broken. He must have fallen, and then eaten.
“Maybe this is the goblin that stalked your group,” Avison says.
Erich nods. “Maybe.”
“You don’t think the goblin at the Inn is the one who stalked your group, do you?” Avison asks.
Erich shook his head. 
The house remains quiet. The door stands ajar. Not a good sign, considering the riot and the ghouls. 
I remember that Corvinus is a powerful, ninth-tier wizard. I loved watching him from the clouds. If he were still alive, I would sense that power and see him, but I don’t.
“Erich,” I say. “He’s not here.” We’re wasting time. 
A flash of irritation crosses his face and vanishes. “We’ll see.”
Avison looks to the orc. “You first.” 
The orc kicks the door wide open with his boot. Looking past the threshold with a fanning gaze, the orc mutters, “Hello?” 
Avison chuckles at the greeting.
Swin steps in. Silence. 
I looked at Erich. His eyes are fixed on the orc, his features sunken and sad. He steps up to the door and sticks his head inside. “Corvinus?”
I lose sight of the orc as it steps further into the wizard's home.
Erich looks back to Chelsea, Avison, and me. “Avison, take Chelsea and Ningal. Check the bottom floor for threats. Secure the doors. Then stay there and make sure nothing follows us into the house. I’ll take the orc and check the top floor and then we’ll work our way back down.”
“Got it. And his name is Swindle," Chelsea says.
"Uh, Swindle. Right," Erich says, disappearing into the house.
I don’t step into the house right away. I’ve been in human form only a short time, and taking on mortal flesh makes me feel vulnerable. Avison goes first, his short sword at the ready. Then Chelsea enters, holding her breath as she walks in. Her gaze swings from right to left, although it is unlikely that something is waiting after all three men have already entered the house, and each has looked around. How is it that they would have missed something? But like all mortals, she fears death to the point of being illogical.

Then I step in. It does not appear that there was a fight in this place. There is a table in the living room surrounded by enough chairs to host a half-dozen guests. 
“Lock the door, Ningal,” Chelsea says.
I do just that.
The floor above creaks. I look through the ceiling with my god-sight and see the orc looking about. Erich joins him.
I switch back to normal sight. On the first floor, Chelsea stands at the doorway of the kitchen. Her spine straightens and the rest of her body stiffens. 
A painful moan calls from the kitchen.
“Ningal,” Chelsea whispers. She walks backward, not taking her eyes off the kitchen doorway. 
Already I see sweat on her forehead. I have no idea what’s going on.
Chelsea whispers some words. It’s a magic spell. The dim room gets darker. She’s doing a shadow spell. It forms around the two of us. I can barely see myself, but I do see beyond the darkness. 
From the kitchen comes a groan. Undead no doubt.
My god-sight sees something coming to life with a faint glow—coming to undead life, anyway. It must have died last night, and the magical spark of undeath has just started to glow.
Chelsea yanks me close to her and pulls me to a corner of the living room. We’re hidden in her magical shadow, next to a plain wooden chair beside the fireplace.
Avison sits on the stairs, staring into the kitchen. Sheathing his short sword, his mouth curves into a smile. 
“What is he doing?” Chelsea whispers.
“He doesn't appear worried,” I say.
While the two of us huddle in Chelsea’s shadow, she readies her wand.
Sweat runs down my forehead. Even I am starting to fear like a mortal. But I can’t see anything with mortal sight from the kitchen yet. 
Footfalls pad on the floor, and Chelsea lets out a worried squeal. But still, we see nothing.
From the kitchen, I hear two more shuffling steps. Then a dirty girl shambles into the living room. Black hair drapes over its face. It takes two more steps. The skin on its arm hangs like a loose cloth. The creature is undead but is not a ghoul. It was a girl maybe as old as Chelsea, or perhaps a small woman. I can't tell. 
“Help me,” it says in a weak voice. 
“It’s talking!” Chelsea gasps.
The undead creature grunts, then stumbles toward us. 
Chelsea aims her wand at the creature and whispers a few words. The tip of the wand glows. Our shadow shrinks back from the magical glow, and a wisp of light flashes into the air, burning into the undead’s face. 
Chelsea’s shadow vanishes. The undead creature’s head turns to us. It stumbles our way. But then our shadow reforms over us. The dead girl stops. It can’t see us. We are in the dark again. 
This girl wizard is not well educated. Otherwise, she would know her wand's “true light” spells would peel back her shadow.
Chelsea mutters her spells while pointing her wand. This time, she kneels. The dead girl’s arms reach out into the empty space at the edge of our shadow.
A thin flash of yellow light hits
the monster in the head, and the creature lets out a gurgling roar.
Chelsea gasps, still in her shadow. She has the monster’s undivided attention. 
Avison says, “Hurry now, girls.”
I realize I’ve been holding a spear. I scream and lunge at the monster, who, upon seeing me, lurches in my direction and eats the tip of my spear with her chest, almost willingly.
Pulling the blade out, I thrust it into her chest again, but it doesn’t act hurt, even as it falls to the ground with flailing arms and feet. A flash of light zips through, smacking a wall. Chelsea’s wand missed badly.
The smell of death gushes from the monster’s wound, but no blood appears on the tip of my spear. Chelsea’s shadow comes over the monster. She fires her wand again, blasting the monster’s face.
Silence.
Avison laughs. “First off, Ningal, you should have used your spear sooner. You, Chelsea, should have known that shadow and light spells don’t work well together.”
Then Avison steps down the stairs. “I’ll secure the kitchen. That is the safest lesson in fighting the undead that you will get.”
Chelsea whimpers, her head falling into her hands as she sits in a chair. 
 
 



Palace
 
Time drags as Chelsea and I wait in silence beside an undead corpse. Erich and Swindle march down the stairs. The orc’s face is filled with concern as he stares at the undead monster. “We heard a noise. What happened?” 
“The creature must have hidden in the kitchen while it still lived. Avison sat on the stairs while we fought it,” Chelsea answers.
“I let them handle the creature. It’s the only lesson they are going to get,” Avison says.
Erich sighs and looks at Chelsea. “It seems that you’re going to be the best wizard we have for now. How do you like that?”
"Not at all," Chelsea says.
Swin kicks the fallen zombie. “Someone was wounded here, probably Corvinus, but whoever it was has left. Maybe Corvinus is alive somewhere.” 
They won’t find him. Corvinus is not in the city. Not alive, anyway.
 
***
 
We walk to the palace. Erich tries not to show it, but he is sad. I know how to read humans. Mortals reveal their emotions in many ways. Erich’s gaze is to the ground. His brow is low to his eyes. Occasionally he sighs. Chelsea told me Erich lost one friend earlier today, and I think that whatever he saw upstairs told him his friend Corvinus is dead as well.
It’s about more than his friends. Erich’s face is burned, and I notice he is carrying his sword on his right hip, meaning he’ll wield it with his left hand. Since his body is covered in armor, no other wounds are visible, but he must have badly burned his right side, forcing him to use his opposite hand.
He has every right to feel depressed. For humans, death is a constricting snake that tightens itself around every mortal's neck. I know I wouldn’t like it.
Erich puts his hand on Chelsea’s shoulder and says, “Sorry about the rude things Avison said about your friend.”
“You didn’t do anything,” Chelsea says, kicking a stone in the road. “So, it’s not you who needs to apologize.”
Avison looks over his shoulder. “Well, I’m not going to, if that’s what you’re thinking.”
“There is something you need to know about Avison,” Erich continues. “He wanted to be a priest but was rejected. I think that is where all his self-righteousness comes from.”
Neither Erich nor Chelsea says anything. Swindle, if he’s listening, doesn’t say anything either. He remains ten paces ahead of everyone else, looking out for danger.
Chelsea looks to Erich. “How did you burn your hand and your face?”
We walk into the shadow of the robin’s egg blue colored palace. A trail of dried blood leads towards its double doors, as if bloodied fighters had retreated into the palace. Or, more likely, were defeated and dragged in. Magic blocks my god-sight view, and only a god can do that. Anu, what did you do inside? What are you doing?
The orc tries opening the giant wooden doors, then looks to Chelsea. “It’s locked.”
“I’ll open it.” Chelsea takes out weird tools used by robbers.
Is this girl not only a friend of the orc but also a thief?
Avison scoffs, “Odd skill for a girl to have.” 
Chelsea frowns at the man. “Trust me.”
But after a few minutes of tinkering, she fails to open the door. Avison sighs and rolls his eyes. 
“I’ve got this,” Chelsea protests, but her eyes remain fixed on the lock.
“Are you a thief, girl?” Avison asks, crossing his arms. 
 “I never stole anything in my life. But if I hadn’t learned this, I’d never have been able to do magic,” Chelsea replies as she continues tinkering.
Lock-picking allowed her to learn magic?
“You really think you can unlock the palace door?” Avison crosses his arms.
“Yes, the real security is the guards.”
Was, more likely.
Avison grunts in reply to Chelsea.
The door made a thumping sound. “You’re welcome,” Chelsea says.
Swindle kicks open the doors. The palace floor gleams with blood half dried under the torchlights hanging inside. Armor lay empty. Its former owner’s bones lay scattered near the door and further in, where darkness meets the light. Near the entrance, a skull stares blankly as if warning us not to enter. This doesn’t bode well for the princess. I really liked her.
No one speaks. 
Erich takes a torch from the wall and gives it to the orc. Without a word, Swin takes it.
“Be careful, Swindle,” Chelsea says.
The orc smiles back at her, “I’ll be fine.”
The half-breed enters, holding the torch before him. 
I hate walking on a floor sticky with blood. I think the floor is stone, but there is so much blood, I can’t tell. 
Pushing the gore from my thoughts, I focus on Chelsea. She opened the door when the other two older men, Avison and Erich, could not. They are older and more experienced than her.
If this girl—despite her poverty—learned to do magic and pick locks, then even as ugly as many of them are, and as badly dressed and stupid as they may be, maybe there are a few gems among the dirty poor. Chelsea is certainly a smarter and prettier exception. Yes, I suppose she’s pretty in a poorly dressed and rugged sort of way . . . I do like her.
Surely, she hangs around a bad lot, like the orc. That will need to be changed. The orc is holding her back. 
Well, the orc did help me with the sickness. Yet he is an orc. That one act of healing me does not excuse it for being an orc. 
Swindle gasps and everyone else stiffens.
The half-breed orc stands at the end of the hall where it widens to the throne room. 
Chelsea whispers, “What?”
Erich gestures for her to be quiet.
I hold my breath. I hate having to breathe.
Swindle gestures for everyone to proceed. He points in the direction of the throne.
Before the throne, a menagerie of gore, bones, and armor lay among human hair. Swin’s torch sheds light upon the throne. A dark form shrouded in a dirty robe remains on the seat.
Swindle walks forward, his gait narrower than before. His light shines on a single man who sits in the main hall. One eye is caked with dried blood; the other stares at us, unblinking. His beard has bits of flesh dangling, as if he’d feasted on guards perhaps. 
“He’s not watching through me yet,” says the man on the throne. 
“Who?” Avison asks.
I know who. I should not have come. Anu may be near.
The strange man ignores their question. “Does my daughter live?” He looks to the orc and to Chelsea.
"Yes," Chelsea answers.
That seems to give him great relief and he lets out a sigh.
“Off the throne, man," Avison orders.
Shut up you fool.
The strange man ignores the Avison.
Chelsea steps forward. “We are sorry. We thought we’d killed you.
Sorry we didn't kill you? What does that mean?
“You tried,” the unblinking man says. His eyes narrow and look to the ground. 
The strange man’s lips quiver. “Please—” 
 Avison waves his sword. “Enough! Where is the princess?” 
“She was gone before I arrived.” He looks in the direction of Avison, but not at him. 
The strange man’s gaze looks dazed. “He’s here.”
“Who?” Avison asks, looking left and right.
“Anu.” Chelsea’s voice trembles. “This man on the throne is an Exarch of Anu.”
I use my god-sight and see something pouring into him. The mortal can’t see it, but some spirit-like entity, likely Anu, is entering the strange man. He stands and
stumbles towards the orc with a single hand thrust out. “Why have you come, atheist?” His voice is shrill and angry. “Have you come to torment us?”
The man roars in pain as flames gush from his eyes. One hand remains clenched on the orc’s large shoulder. His free hand thrashes about. Both knees sink to the floor. His skin mummifies.
Chelsea screams. 
“We need to get out of here,” Avison says. 
Everyone races toward the door. 
Swindle throws the strange man’s hand off his shoulder and rushes for the exit. 
Avison swings open the palace door, where an army of ghouls awaits us in the street.
 
 



 
Run from the Black Mass
 
A reddish black mass of ghouls meets us at the double doors. Their monstrous mouths drip yellowish saliva. All of them twitch and grunt in apparent agony. They face the double doors of the palace, perhaps as if waiting for us.
Something hurt them. Something powerful. I’m a goddess, but I know little about the undead. Was the crippling of the ghouls triggered by Anu touching the orc, Swindle?
Each ghoul grunts in pain. Chelsea pokes one with her spear, as does Erich with his sword. The creatures don't react.
Avison asks, “What did you do, orc? You burned the man possessed by Anu.” 
A question I had been wondering.
“I didn’t do anything. That man touched me.”
“We can’t stay here,” Erich says. “Run!”
We sprint down the road, which is dotted with more ghouls twitching on the ground. The creatures must have been headed to the palace to surround us while we were inside.
“Don’t lie to me, orc,” Avison says, running ahead. “What powerful being favors you?”
The orc replies, “I told you, he touched me. I don’t know why that happened.”
I wonder if that’s the whole truth.
“The Inn is near," Erich says behind us. “Keep running.”
Good! My lungs burn. I made my body strong, but this isn’t easy. 
Chelsea looks over her shoulder. “Hurry.”
I drop my heavy spear, wanting more speed. 
Swindle steps on a still twitching ghoul. It stiffens as the orc runs away. 
“I’ll get it,” Swindle says, spinning around and slashing his sickle at the ghoul. He misses by a breath as the ghoul hops to the side. With a leap, the creature tackles Swindle.
“Swin!” Chelsea shouts.
The ghoul’s maw bursts with strings of saliva and blood as the orc slashes his sickle at the monster’s face. The creature’s claws dig into the ribs of the orc.
Chelsea's eyes fill with tears.
“Chelsea! Your wand!” I yell.
She points her wand at the ghoul, and it turns its attention to her. The ghoul leaps, cutting its foot claw into Swindle’s side. The monster bares teeth as long as an adult finger. Chelsea’s wand light bursts right in front of its face. Fire bursts from the ghoul’s face as it screams in pain.
As I run past, Chelsea yanks the orc up. We all run.
Over my shoulder, I see Erich stab the ghoul through the eye.
Howls and footfalls echo behind me. “Hurry!” Erich yells at my heels.
My mortal body runs faster than I ever thought possible.
Hisses and clicks of claws snap behind me.
“Run girl, run!” Erich yells.
I look over my shoulder to see Erich swing his sword as blood whips from his blade. 
A wide-eyed ghoul leaps for me. Time seems to slow as a single arrow spins through the air and digs into the ghoul’s dog-like nose. A torrent of ichor gushes from its face.
The ghoul howls and falls back with the arrow planted deeply in its head. 
Still running, I close my human eyes and with god-sight see the Adventurer’s Inn ahead. A girl stands atop it with her bow at the ready. 
I use magic to sprint on.
An arrow passes by. Erich manages to run backward, not far behind me, his breath almost as loud as his footfalls as he swings at the monsters chasing him.
“Hurry girl, we are not far from the wards.”
Wards? The Inn has magical defenses?
I dash forward. A few feet behind me, fire bursts from the ground, eating at the ghouls. The flames grip the ghoul-like hands from the ground, and the monsters curl in flaming agony.
As we pass the gate to the Inn, the howls of pain are so loud, my ears ache. A strong force grabs my back and shoves me through the door, slamming me onto the wooden floor.
How dare you handle me like that! I am a goddess! Before I can open my mouth and yell, Erich swings the door shut and something huge slams against the door, rattling the entire building.
 
 



 
Adventurer’s Inn
 
That mortal grabbed me with his dirty hands and threw me on the filthy floor. No one throws me! I’m a goddess! 
I stand, trying to ease the anger that shakes my flesh. It’s not his fault. He was only trying to keep me safe. If I keep telling myself that, maybe I won’t kill him when it’s convenient. No, I can’t kill him. I don’t have the resources I want.
The woman on the roof, who fired the arrows, yells that the ghouls are scattering. 
Thankfully, no one asks about me dropping my weapon.
A dozen adventurers and city folk fill the Inn’s commons room. Many are asking Avison and Erich what they saw. Several ask me who I am and if I saw so and so. I ignore them as Erich and Avison try to quiet the crowd.
“Everyone, silence!” Erich shouts. “We’ll answer your questions if we have time, but we’re not out of trouble yet. The ghouls are going for easier targets if any remain. Then they will return to us. We need to find a way out of the city.”
I need to save my city, and fast. I don’t want them to leave until I’ve done that. But first, how did the Exarch of Anu know the two of them by name? They are nobodies. Perhaps Chelsea and Swindle are involved in the city’s fall somehow.
Avison glares at the two. “What do you two orphans know about Anu?” 
Erich leans against the wall with his arms crossed. Even sweaty and tired, he looks skeptically at Chelsea and Swindle.
Swin sits there holding his wound, his hand reddened with the blood soaking his shirt. His face twitches occasionally with pain. Chelsea’s gaze does not leave the creature. Her eyes fill up with tears, either ignoring Avison completely or just not paying attention.
Crossing my arms, I approach the pair. I’ll pretend to be a priestess to explain my god-sight. “I am a Seer in training. As a priestess of Ningal, my eyes can see with god-like sight." Avison, Erich, and the others nod with understanding. "Anu entered that man’s body.” Pointing to Swindle, I shout, “And upon contact with you, he burned!” I take a short pause to let that sink in. An illegal god burned on contact with a lowly orc. People gasp at my words and whisper to themselves. Then I continue in a normal tone, “That should not be possible. How does the Exarch of Anu know you two by name?” And to the orc, “Why does Anu fear you?”
“Fear him?” Erich asks.
“Yes, fear him. Right as Anu touched the orc, Anu asked, ‘Why are you here, orc? Are you going to torment us?’ Then the Exarch was set on fire upon touching Swin.”
An old woman says, “An orc burns a god? What is this?”
A man says, “I knew having an orc would cause us trouble.”
Never mind the fact that having the orc here would not change our situation either way. If anything, I might use this atheist-orc to my advantage. If only in secret.
The orc opens his mouth.
I cut my hand into the air, “Are you an atheist?”
Chelsea says, “Not now. He’s hurt.”
“Silence. Only the orc speaks!” I roar.
“Yes. I am an atheist,” says the wounded orc.
Everyone gasps. People begin to whisper among themselves.
The orc continues, “The gods seem to fear me. So, I am the best chance anyone has of getting out alive.” A man readies bandages for Swin as he holds his side.
He might be right. Yes, he might be right. Damn my parents. Why won’t they save this city? But how do I use this orc fool to my own ends? I take a small step closer to the orc, feeling a gush of his warm breath as he winces in pain.

Swindle says, “As the man stated in the palace, we tried to kill him. He was turning undead.” Swindle winces as a man continues to wrap a bandage around his torso. 
Everyone looks confused. Erich asks, “This Exarch wanted you to kill him because he was turning?”
“The man didn’t want to be chosen by Anu,” Swindle says. His shirt has ridden up, revealing five thick slices on his rib that are partly covered by a long bandage, “We, umm, Mina, actually, tried to kill her grandfather. The Exarch is Mina's grandfather.” 
Erich’s brow furrows as one eyebrow is raised. “Kill her grandfather?”
“Mina’s grandfather was a necromancer. Captured by the ghouls, he was slowly turning. Anu seems to like using humans who are half-dead as his Exarchs.”
Both Avison and Erich nod to that. What the orc says is true. Anu does do that. 
But Erich shakes his head. “No one would hire you two. You are barely adventurers.”
“True, but Mina came with us. She wanted our silence and knew we could be trusted.” 
“No.” Erich shook his head. “Why hire you in the first place?” 
Morn, the owner of the Inn, stepped forward. “I can verify that Mina did hire them once before.”
“She’s here. Go ask her,” Swindle says, pointing to the roof. His face twitches with pain as the man ties knots in the bandages. 
The man says to Swin, “Try to stay still as much as you can.”
One of the city people says, “I’ll get Mina.” He walks out and returns with a young woman. The girl has raven black hair that dangles halfway down her neck. Her hair is neatly clipped by a single ruby. Her appearance is a contrast to everyone else here. The rest of them look dirty, disheveled, and scared. “Yes, I hired the two of them. Twice.” 
“We saw your grandfather—” Chelsea says.
Mina’s face pales as she says, “He’s alive.”
Chelsea frowns “He was—” 
“Undead?” Mina asked. “Did you—” 
“Yes, he’s dead now," Chelsea says.
I continue, “That still doesn’t explain your power to kill an Exarch of Anu.”
All eyes rest on Swindle. Some glare, especially Avison.
Swindle rises with a wince. 
No one speaks, as if waiting for an answer. 
“I don’t know the powers that flow through me. There is nothing I can tell you.”
Avison announces, "I'm keeping an eye on you. Everyone watch the atheist. He might prove troublesome for us."
Erich stops leaning on the wall and says, "We may need you, atheist, because for now, the gods have turned their backs on us. Everyone, either help us fortify the Inn or get ready to battle our way out. We need to leave the city, and soon.”
Erich is right. With my god-sight, I see several gods are looking at the Inn. Two are watching from the clouds. One is looking at us from the palace—Anu. He will act soon.
 
 



 
New Clothes and More Strange Friends
 
“Ningal, we need to talk.” Chelsea takes me aside as everyone in the Inn’s commons room go about their duties. 
We enter a room and she locks the door behind us. Stepping into a closet, she returns with a dress, saying, “Here, try this.”
Chelsea turns around, letting me change. Looking at my old dress, I see that in my short time in human form, I’ve collected dirt, dust, mud, and blood. The idea of wearing another mortal garment makes my skin crawl, but this one is cleaner at least. If my parents look for me, they will be looking for someone who is dressed well and of high status. This dress will help them overlook me. “You didn’t bring me here just for the dress,” I say.
“No.” But she doesn’t say more. Perhaps she’s still searching for the right words.
I decide to take the first step in the conversation. “That orc is holding you back, Chelsea.”
“No, he’s not holding me back at all,” Chelsea says. 
Humans often respond to facts with emotion. She might even know that what I say is the truth, but she doesn’t want to face the reality of it. So, I will tell her the facts in the kindest manner. “You are a talented girl to whom nothing has been given, but you turned out to possess two difficult skills. The one that will help you the most is your ability with magic. But people will think twice about hiring a girl who associates with an orc. Leave the orc behind, girl.”
“Girl? You appear to be younger than me,” Chelsea says with her back still turned.
“Heed my words. If you want to do well, you need to leave your childhood friend behind. Being associated with the orc will only earn you scorn.” I put on the dress. “Thanks for the dress.”
I move to leave, but she takes my shoulder before I reach for the door.
“Please don’t cause more of a fight about Swindle being an atheist. He helped you get better when you were sick, okay?”
That is the real reason she dragged me here. "True."
This is a chance to get information while she is begging me to not cause a fight. 
She knows the city people might blame an atheist orc for their troubles. “Has he shown his powers before?”
Chelsea doesn’t answer for a second. 
She has to think about it! That means at the very least there is a story here.
Finally, Chelsea answers. “No. Not really.”
A lie or a half-truth.
I may need the orc if I am going to fight Anu. The battle will be soon.
Thanking her for the dress again, I reach for the door, but an ugly creature, a goblin, pushes it open before I can leave. 
It scowls, narrowing its coin-shaped eyes. “The princess?”
“No, Tuk, she’s not the princess,” Chelsea says behind me.
“No?” the creature raises its eyebrows.
I chose this appearance to look like the princess. She was one of the few humans I occasionally found interesting, after all. But my appearance is prettier, of course.
“No, the princess is likely dead.” Chelsea frowns while standing beside me, her tone sad.
The goblin grins. “Good, I hope she tasted good.” 
I already really dislike this creature.
“Tuk! That’s awful!” Chelsea exclaims.
First Chelsea is friends with an orc and now a goblin. If her list of dubious associates gets any longer, she’ll have to open a zoo!
 “Why did you barge in here?” Chelsea asks.
“Looking for you.”
“And . . .”
"You are wanted on the roof," Tuk says, pointing up.
Chelsea looks to me. "I have watch for ghouls.” Then to the green little monster, she says, “Why don’t you show Ningal around the Inn? See where she can help and get her something to eat.” Then she kneels so their heads are inches apart. “And be nice!” Then, walking through the still open door, she disappears.
Both of us scowl at each other.
Finally, a grin curves on the little monster's face. "Come this way, princess.”
Princess is actually a demotion. “Where?”
“Find food.”
I am hungry, but there is something more important. “Show me where the orc is.” I will either get him on my side or kill him. For me, the war for this city has begun. 
 
 



 
Searching for Swindle
 
Tuk must want to please Chelsea, because the goblin does as she asked. He guides me to the commons room where the food is being served. Not many people are here, as most are working on traps around the fence or getting ready for the escape. Some of the few that are here look me over. Yuck! Eyes off, mortals! Can they at least hide the fact that they stare at me with their hungry eyes?
Worse, one of the most disgusting rituals of the day is happening in the commons room: eating. Mortals have a wet hole called a mouth. Inside it, they mash food with white bone-like things called teeth and swallow the food down the shaft in their necks. It gets weirder: this disgusting ritual is often done with friends. But even they are aware of how disgusting eating is, since they don’t talk with their mouths full of food. Well, the more respectable ones don't.
I ignore the people and their horrible ritual of eating. Tuk is asking a peasant at a table where Swindle is. The man doesn’t look at the goblin with contempt like he should and answers. Tuk gestures for me to follow. 
“Where is he?” I ask, tailing the little creature.
Tuk glances over his shoulder as he walks. “With the horses.”
"Hey, girl." I turn around. Some overworked boy about Chelsea’s age thrusts a dinner roll at me.
“Thanks,” I whisper, tucking it into a pocket.
At the stable door, I look to the goblin and say, "You may go." I think that's the polite way to put it. 
The creature sticks its tongue out and does a raspberry. I fix my gaze on the monster, narrowing my eyes with all the hate I can muster. It walks away as I turn and enter the stables.
I see Swindle feeding the horses some bruised apples. He pets one who seems nervous. That food might be better spent on humans.
“We need to talk, orc.” Oh, I forgot they like to be called by their names, “Um, Swindle, I mean,” I add.
“What are you?” Swindle asks with a firm gaze. 
He knows I’m different. “I am Ningal.”
“Ningal, the one they call a goddess?” He steps closer to pet another horse.
“Yes.”
“Why are you even here?” Swindle asks.
“To save my city.”
He looks to the horse he’s petting. “If you try to save the city as a goddess, you will lose.”
“Listen to me, orc,” I say, poking at his chest.“I am the goddess of this city. You will not tell me what I can do.”
He stops petting the horse and with his voice even, replies, “I speak the truth.”
I must remember why I’m talking to him. All I want to do is save my city.
Before I can speak, he asks, “Do you want to save these people?”
“Yes!”
“Then understand who you are. Your people come from another world. You are like the Jinn of the Sea of Sand, but more powerful than they. Your parents came from a place in the night sky, a blue whirl of storms.”
“Blasphemy! We are the rightful gods. Where has your God run off to?” My stomach turns bitter and painful. Immediately, I bend over and fall to my knees.
Swindle walks away. As he opens the door, I see Tuk standing at the threshold. He must have been listening at the door.
 “Find me when you are really willing to talk.” The orc steps out of the stable.
“Get back here!” I yell.
“No,” the orc says, without a hint of emotion. He shuts the door and leaves.
 
 



 
A Lesser God
 
As Swindle walks away, I try to curse him, but I am too weak. I’m down on all fours. The sickness has drained my body. Saving this city is a mistake. This pain is not worth it. 
The little goblin walks over to me, his eyes narrowing as he rubs his chin. “What happened to you?” 
"I'm sick, you fool."
“Why did Swindle leave you?” Tuk asks.
He apparently didn’t hear the conversation. I try to stand. “He’s an atheist fool.” 
Tuk shrugs like that doesn’t matter, then sits two strides from me. “The gods don’t care about us.”
Anger at the idiot flares inside me. But I think before I act. The gods really don’t care. My parents are the patriarch and matriarch of the gods, and they won’t lift a finger—all because of Anu and the atheist. I can’t just hate every mortal I come across. Besides, this goblin likely lacks friends beyond Chelsea, so I might use him as an ally. “You are right gob—Tuk. Why do you hate the gods?"
Tuk looks to the ground. “The heroes of the city wiped out my entire tribe. People say they are blessed by the gods.”
“Erich killed your whole family?” I sit on the earthen floor.
“Yes.”
“Does Erich know you’re—”
Tuk shakes his head. “We all look alike to most humans. I even told him who I am, but he doesn’t believe me.”
We don’t speak for a second.
Tuk asks, “Are you the princess?”
"No, I’m the goddess Ningal," I say, leaning over as my empty stomach heaves.
One of Tuk’s eyebrows raises up. “Goddesses don’t vomit.”
Damn this creature and its obvious observations. “Your atheist friend is more powerful than he knows or looks. Help me up, goblin, and prove your worth to me."
“Yes, your holiness,” says the goblin. 
He could help me without the sarcasm, but his obedience is appreciated. 
 I pull the roll the boy had given me earlier from my pocket. My stomach churns like a witch's cauldron, but I’m going to need energy if I’m going to kill Swindle.
 
 



 
Killing Swindle
 
Not wanting to share the horrid process of eating with anyone, I hide in a closet filled with old clothes and cracked leather boots. I stick the roll in my mouth and mash it with my teeth. Crumbs fall from my mouth, but most of it stays in and becomes wet. I find the taste . . . enjoyable.
“Why are you eating in a closet, Goddess of Reeds?” the goblin asks with heavy sarcasm. My name, Ningal, actually means Goddess of Reeds.
“Since when did goblins get an education?” I say, continuing to eat.
“Chief’s son.”
I nod. The son of a chief would be expected to have knowledge of the gods. With a final bite, I finish the roll and exit the closet. Swindle may not know the power he wields, but the orc humiliated me with the sickness all the same. “Come, goblin.”
The goblin rolls his eyes and follows.
I find Erich in the commons room, sharpening his sword on his lap, alone. Picking my words with care, I plot my chance to murder Swindle. “Erich, I am a priest of Ningal, and I need your help. As you know, Swindle is an atheist.”
Erich remains seated, barely looking up from his sword. “Yes.” 
“I want you to kill him.”
“No,” he says, standing. 
“Why not?”
“I would normally help you, but the ghouls will likely kill him. And—”
“And?”
The fighter sighs. “I just don’t care. The gods don’t care about us.” Erich doesn’t even look at me. He sheathes his sword and walks towards a door.
“But he cursed me!” I scream.
“Why?” he asks as he stops, but his voice is thick with indifference.
Rage wells up. “Does it matter?”
He sighs again. “No.”
For a split second I believe he will help me, but instead, he opens the door and is gone. So, apparently, it doesn’t matter why he cursed me. Why should he care?
That’s it. I may as well kill Swindle myself.
I hear laughing. It comes from everywhere.
“Is little baby Ningal angry?” 
I recognize the menacing, sarcastic voice at once. It is that of Anu.
 
 



 
Death with Many Offers
 
In the blink of an eye, the room empties of furniture. Color drains from my sight, and the world becomes only black and white. Anu’s laughter fills the pale room. The black cracks in the wooden boards stand out against the pale walls and floor. I look for Tuk and find he has also vanished.
“Look at what you’ve done. You are hated and cursed. Leave now, little one.”
“That’s actually a good idea,” I say, “but I’ll kill Swindle first.”
“You can’t even avenge yourself of the slight Swindle did to you.” His voice is closer, like he’s in the room now, but I still can’t see him. 
Actually, I’m not sure that it’s Swindle who cursed me. I doubt he knows how to curse anything. “I’m getting around to it.”
“Haha. I bet you are. I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you the power to kill him, and then you join me.”
“No, thanks.” The room has emptied and the colors of the walls have paled. The Inn is quiet, which leads me to think that Anu has taken me via a psychic connection, or as a human might call, a vision. 
I continue, “Anu, you have no leverage.” I am standing while holding my stomach. It still hurts a bit. “If you kill me you, will go from banished to hunted. If I take your offer, I will lose my status with my family and other gods, becoming an illegal god myself. That’s not a good deal at all.”
“Haha. I didn't think you brave enough to take my offer. That’s fine. Perhaps I should show my generosity.” The last word sounds like ooze flowing from his mouth.
Silence holds between us for a dozen seconds. I don’t like the idea of his generosity. My stomach feels weird, like the contents are bubbling. This is why mortals react badly to fear; their bodies are an alarm system. I control my voice to sound even. “Go on.” 
“Well, it’s just that you don’t want to know.”
"Be gone, Anu.”
“The secret I have—it will hurt you.”
“Anu, it’s okay that you don’t have anything to share. Go home—that is, if you have one.”
I felt Anu’s presence turn dark. “Hold your tongue, little girl. For, it is your own mother who is to blame for the loss of your city. She stopped her visits to me!”
“What?” I say, even while I understand. Damn you, Mom.
“You might not be Marduk’s daughter, but mine!”
“No!” I clench my fist. For gods, we are as duplicitous as the worst mortal worms. My mother’s pathetic nature has now made me the target of an illegal god. If Mother thinks I can be a problem child now, she will regret my birth from here on out.
“Yes!” The voice hissed. “When you see your mother again, tell her I said hello. And that she better return, or else, her little daughter will be getting more than this!”
One split second later, a man appears. I think it’s Anu. But he’s changed since the fall. His eyes are hollow wells of wet blackness. His skin is mummified, while his mouth grins with a deathly joy. In his hand is a dagger curved like a snake slithering in the grass. “Go to your parents now, little girl. Your city is gone.”
Anu slams the dagger into my stomach. I collapse to the wooden floor. 
I’ll be damned if my future is decided by anyone but me.
 
 



 
Dagger Fall. Swin an Ally?
 
Something catches me as I fall, holding my bleeding wound. Anu has already vanished. Coward.
I turn to see Swindle holding my hand and Tuk behind him, looking confused.
“Were you having a vision?” Swindle asks.
"Yes," I say breathlessly, holding my stomach.
The pain in my stomach continues, but the piercing wound evaporated with my vision of Anu. 
Swindle takes me out of the commons room and says, “I felt an evil presence, but I didn’t see anything. What happened?”
“My uncle Anu.” Tears well up in my eyes. Now I’m crying before mortals. I feel stupid.
He takes me to a room with two beds and sits me down on one of them. Swin takes his place beside me. I don’t like the orc being close, but at least he’s trying to be nice, I believe. The goblin hops up on the bed across from us, his expression neutral. 
“Anu wanted to make an offer,” I say.
The name of Anu doesn’t seem to bother him. The orc only nods and asks, “An offer?”
I don’t want to talk anymore, so I say nothing.
“You know, your pantheon isn’t coming to help,” Swindle says. “Your parents will do nothing.”
I nod to this. It is true. They hate atheists more than they care about people or orcs. The ghouls killing them might actually be seen as a plus. So, Mom and Dad see doing nothing as a victory. The problem is solved while they just sit and watch from on high.
“Why haven’t you used your full powers?” the orc asks.
I look at the floor. “It’s not just that they won’t help. I’m not allowed to be here. If my family sees me, it’s over. They will snatch me away or who knows what. I need to be careful.”
 “You can be a goddess, or you can save this city. Not both.” Swindle’s words sound sad and certain. “Join me and turn the tide.”
Anger wells up in me, but I know the orc is right.
“Do you want to save the city?”
This question infuriates me, but I’m not sure why. Why does this question bother me? I stand and the answer comes to me. It angers me because I really do want to save the city, but I also want to save my status, my identity as a goddess.
The goblin and orc walk out, closing the door with a thud and leaving me with only my thoughts.
Now alone, I see Anu’s dagger sitting beside me on the bed. I’m not sure why it is here, but I snatch it. 
Anu’s voice speaks in my head. “You can win your parent’s over, Ningal. Kill the orc. He’s more important than you think.”
“His God is gone, and he’s an orc,” I say. “How important can he be?”
“Oh, his God never left. I destroyed this city knowing it would fall without much of a fight from the gods. They want this orc dead that badly. They knew the atheists were in the city. Killing the atheists, who are a disease to them, might prove more important than saving the city.”
“Why not kill this orc themselves?” I ask.
“They are wary of opposing this old God directly, but their fear of this God is overrated. Show yourself to be fearless, and the other gods will respect you. Prove yourself to be an adult. Kill Swin. Put in a good word for me when you see your parents again.
I squeeze the hilt of the dagger and close my eyes. I want to prove myself, but killing Swin means saving the city will be even harder. He has the backing of this old God. Instead, I’m going to get what I want and anger my parents at the same time. 
 
 



 
A New God
 
With the dagger in hand, I exit the front door of the Inn. I’m not alone. Chelsea is on the roof.
My thoughts turn to dark things. The fact is, either way, I lose. How do I make a winning choice? Anu offers me a chance to get in good with my parents and kill an enemy. Swindle offers me a chance to save the people, but it won’t be my city. In truth, it was never my city. It only would have been when I came of age. But with Swindle's way, I can help save Chelsea and the others. Nothing is easy.
I sigh. Closing my eyes, I try to focus my thoughts. I did not come down to the city so that others would decide my fate.
 “Don’t worry, Ningal,” Chelsea says from the roof. “Erich, Morn, and the gang are planning an escape. Things are going to be fine.”
“Yes, they are. I’m coming up, Chelsea.” I leap on a wheel barrel and hop up to grab the roof and pull myself up.
“Wow,” Chelsea says, raising one of her eyebrows.
With my god-sight, I see the wards that create an invisible fence around our Inn against the undead. Several of them are gone from when the ghouls chased us to the Inn gate. “Who created these wards?” I ask.
“Mina,” Chelsea says.
“I will improve them.”
Chelsea only nods.
Dozens of fiery magical circles light up the ground and vanish within a second. New circles fill where the ghouls had come. That will keep Anu’s ghouls away.
My god-sight tells me that the gods are looking away to Philosopher’s Square. With my own eyes, I see ghouls are gathering there. They are clamoring for a final strike. We don’t have long. I then say to Chelsea, “Allow me to add magic to your arrows.”
Plucking out her arrows, I give them similar magic to what the wards possess. They will burn ghouls on impact. Thin lines of magical writing glow like fiery ink as I imbue them with power. Also, one of her arrows will return to her quill, so she will never run out.
Chelsea’s mouth drops at the amount of magic I’m doing, “That would take a wizard days. The power—”
I put my finger to my lips. “Not a word.”
She nods to that, but her brows knit together in confusion, no doubt wondering where my powers came from.
Hopping off the roof, I go inside the Inn and look for other ways I can help. Soon I will be searching for Swindle. I still don’t know what to do.
Next, to the commons room, where I find Morn and Erich. The door is made of heavy wood with an expensive doorknob. Inside is a treasure room of weapons and magical objects.
“Girl, go," Morn says. "We will be giving out weapons shortly.”
 Morn speaks in whispers to Erich.
I step in, ignoring them.
“Very well, take a sword, then leave us. We’re planning an escape which will happen shortly.”
"Don't underestimate my power," I protest, then close the heavy door behind me without a hand.
Morn’s eyebrows raise. “Look, little lady, I have no patience for simple tricks.”
I snatch the coral ax from his hand. It has the magical ability to slowly grow coral with each cut inside the wound. In my hand, it glows like the sun. Both the men cover their eyes. “I’ll give this to Swindle.”
Erich opens his eyes as the glow fades from the room. “You aren’t just Ningal, are you?”
“No, I am the Ningal.”
Erich pales a bit, remembering that he turned me down when I asked him to kill Swin.
“About Swin—” he says.
“Never mind that. I have plans for him,” I say, with a gesture to the ax. I slide the weapon into my belt and turn my attention to a throwing knife. With a bit of magic, I make it deadly accurate.
“This isn’t going to be enough,” Anu whispers to me. 
“It doesn’t matter, Anu. You will lose today.”
I touch every weapon and piece of armor, giving them powers. My parents may notice, but I am not using more power than a human can at one time. Albeit, no human can do what I am doing over and over again. Also, my father and the pantheon are more likely watching the spectacle at Philosopher’s Square. I will gather the ire of my parents and the pantheon. But only Anu will try to strike me.
I look directly into Morn’s eyes. “Every weapon or shield here must go into the hands of the city folk or an adventurer.”
I find Swindle in the commons room and give him the coral ax. He thanks me, and before I can explain the powers of the weapon, he says, “You must give up any idea that you are a goddess.”
That’s straight to the point. I cross my arms before I speak. “And what will happen to me? My parents might kill me if I change sides.”
“God is fair. You inherited this lie. You did not make it.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means God does not blame you for the lie you were born into.”
Why does making choices have to be so hard? I don’t know if this orc is telling the truth, but my parents have destroyed my future for their own convenience. When this city falls with my name attached to it, mortals will think twice before praying to me. I’ll give this orc a chance for now. “Very well.”
The orc continues, “I don't know the future. I'm not sure we can save the city as a whole, but I know we can save these people.” Swindle stands. “Use all your powers for good. Not just for yourself. You’ve been holding back for your own sake. Be a hero or be a false god—your choice.”
“If I use too much power, orc, my parents will know it is me. Right now, they can’t see me. If I join your side, it is to save these people, and it’s a one-time deal. I have a plan.” I touch him and heal his ghoul wounds from the run.
“Thank you,” the orc says.
I hear Avison in the hallway, calling people to come into the commons room for a meeting. Swindle and I wait as he comes in. Most people are coming, including Chelsea, Tuk, Erich, and Mina.
“Everyone, listen to me!” Avison holds up his hands. “All palaces and temples have escape tunnels.”
“It’s too far,” Erich says from the dark corner of the room. “We already talked about that.” Morn stands beside Erich, passing out the weapons I’d enhanced to the people.
 Avison replies, “Yes, but waiting here will not get us out of the city. And not all of us will escape. If we are to have a fighting chance, we need to act.”
“We’ll get eaten,” an old woman says.
"We'll get eaten if we stay. Furthermore, our odds are better than you might think. The ghouls are self-serving creatures with only loose ties to their god Anu. They want to live, so to speak, as much as you do.”
“And what if they all attack us on Anu’s command?” Mina asks.
“Bait,” Avison answers with cold confidence. 
“Bait?” Chelsea tilts her head. Her eyes narrow, immediately not liking where this might be headed.
“We feed them that goblin that was put on trial, and the orc, Swindle. Keep in mind that their races give us little choice. They started this riot that the ghouls have exploited.”
Some laugh. They hate Tuk and Swindle because theirs were two of the lesser races that rioted. The worst part is that his plan makes perfect sense to the old me. But Swindle is not an enemy—at least not today. Anu and my parents are the enemies. If anything, Swindle has proven useful to me. 
“The goblin and the orc aren’t the enemy,” I say, standing.
“Do you want to live?” Avison asks me.
“More than that, I want to raise the ire of my parents for failing me. One way to do that is not to fight the ghouls, but to have the gods fight each other.” Avison, you idiot, you force me to kill you in front of everyone.
“Sit down,” Avison says, waving his hand.
“You’re a paladin, right?” 
“Yes, girl. Sit down.”
I walk toward Avison, taking Anu’s knife out. I glow white and everyone in the room gasps. Avison’s mouth drops open and he takes a few small steps back. I speak to no one in the room, but to my parents far away. “Father, Mother, I want you to hear this.”
“What is it, my daughter?” Avison’s voice sounds strange with my mother taking control. Even his face looks different. It scrunches and looks older. Both eyes are fixed on me, unblinking.
“Your boyfriend stabbed me with this.” I show the knife.
Avison’s face switched again, but this time the voice is deeper, “What are you talking about, child?” My father, Marduk, asks.
“Anu is angry at Mom because she stopped visiting him.” Then I say, “Avison, return to me.”
Avison says, “What happened?”
 “My allies are not your bait.” I slit Avison’s throat and push him back. He falls on the floor like a pillar.
I turn around and face the crowd. 
Several people gasp. One says, “You condemn us. The gods will hurtle their anger at us!”
“Knowing my father, the anger will be aimed at my mother, and then at Anu. They will be too distracted to kill us.”
“How long does that give us?” Swindle asks.
“How long does my father beat up my mom? It depends how angry he is. By now, every god will be focused on the fact that Anu had an affair with a god.”
“Are you sure?” Erich asks.
Pretty sure. “With Anu’s communication with a god being revealed, he’s now no longer just a nuisance, but a threat. If I am to get you out of the city, we need to run.”
 
 



 
Battle of King’s Gate
 
Mortal children run for the fun of it. They’re crazy. I hate running when existing as a mortal. It takes too much energy and it's painful.

We all run to the King's Gate. I take the front with Erich. Chelsea is right behind me. In the middle is Mina, with many of the city folk. Those too weak to run are on horseback.
Swindle takes the rear position, ensuring nothing sneaks up behind us. I healed him before we left. I’m going to need him.
I hear the scraping of claws on stone from further in the city. Ghouls are scrambling to meet us. They will be here soon. “Hurry!” I call back to the people behind me.
The King’s Gate is two stories tall and closed by a metal portcullis. A single man stands at the gate. He turns to us. “Erich—you betray me.” 
His skin is pale, as if the warmth of life rushed from it. Around the abdomen, his robe is reddened with dried blood, like he’d been stabbed hours ago. And his neck is lined like he’d been choked with twine.
“Corvinus?” Erich says with shock.
“Let us pass,” I say.
The undead wizard doesn’t look at me. His gaze remains on his comrade, Erich. “You betray me in death?”
“Betray you? How?” Erich asks.
“The goblin that killed me,” he replies, his long arm rising up to point behind him.
 “Tuk?” Erich says. The goblin stands in the middle group of survivors, his expression neutral.
“Kill the goblin for me,” Corvinus says.
“Now is not the time,” Chelsea protests.
“You did this?” Erich’s face reddens as he marches towards the goblin and roars, “You killed my friends!”
“Erich, stop and think.” Chelsea puts her hand on his armored elbow.
“You harbored it!” He pokes at Chelsea’s chest.
The ghouls are out of view but very close.
We have no time to argue. “We can deal with Tuk and Corvinus later.” I focus my powers and throw open the gate behind the undead wizard. It takes a great deal of power to do so. I’m certain that Anu didn’t want anyone to open that gate without cost.
A wave of blackish red ghouls pours down the street. Mina and Chelsea flick their wands, letting loose orbs of light. Several ghouls leap back with tongues of flame leaping from their bodies.
“I’ll kill the ghouls. Stop Corvinus!” I order as I run from the group to confront ghouls. 
From both my hands I gush out a torrent of fire that leaps out at the ghouls yards away. The ghouls scramble to get out of the way, climbing and hopping to the sides of the road, crushing their undead comrades. Piles of half-roasted undead lie in the street with limbs twitching like half-crushed bugs. Their dry skin burns well with flames dancing over the growing piles. 
Arrows stop short of the wizard, surrounded by a windstorm. He stands in the eye. His shield of wind will not be penetrated by arrows or wands. With a flick of the wizard’s white hand, he shuts the gate with a thud. “You will all join me in this city.”
I look to everyone and point at Corvinus. “Charge the wizard with your swords!” I turn back to the remaining ghouls. A few have tried to clamor for open windows or doors, only to be crushed by burning ghouls. 
Behind me, the undead wizard growls, “Your efforts will be used against you when Anu decides how long to torment you in death.” Perhaps to Erich, he says, “Join me and you will be spared.”
Erich hasn’t done anything so far. He doesn’t want to kill his friend. 
No ghoul reached the party of mortals. They’ve scattered. A smell of burnt death hovers in the air. This victory is not without cost. I feel like I have sprinted half a mile.
Stomping from a pair of heavy feet, on a side road, nearby pounds closer. I have other things to worry about. Something big is coming. I see long horns poking just above three-story buildings. Then the creature reaches the corner, turns, and looks at me. A giant minotaur. 
The creature stands down King's Road, far behind the burning piles of dead ghouls. With its empty eyes set on me, it smiles from behind the burning mass of death. No life in either eye. They are level with the second-floor windows. But they are fathomless black sockets. 
“Swindle, I’ll need your help.”
The orc looks scared. He’d been guarding the rear, but he peeled from the group of humans and stands beside me.
 “Anu is in the minotaur,” I explain. “Whatever powers you have, I need.” Let's hope the minotaur burns on contact like that Exarch in the palace did.
The minotaur closed half the distance between us as I spoke those words to Swindle. The orc darts toward the giant beast with his coral ax in hand.
Though scared, this orc is a little too excited to fight the good fight.
I have to conserve my energy. My people hide the fact that we have limits to our powers. I’ll need to use them at the right moment.
Swindle closes in on the minotaur, but Anu swings a punch at the orc. I fire a shot at the minotaur’s hand. The monster snaps its fist back. Swindle may have strange abilities, but he’s an inexperienced fighter. I’ll need to protect him.
I glance back. Corvinus is spending most of his time blocking the dozen people hammering him with arrows or throwing knives. One man does as I said and swings his sword at the wizard, but he keeps just out of reach.
The minotaur swats at Swindle with its shovel of a hand, sending him flying toward me. Flames light up from the hand that swatted the orc. Just like with the Exarch, contact with the orc burns him. You’d think he’d learn. 
But Anu laughs and stomps toward Swin, who lies flat on the road, the ax a few feet away. Anu doesn’t care if it burns to touch Swindle, as long as he kills the orc. To Anu, the minotaur’s body is like an old shoe, something to wear and then throw away.
I summon energy and leap to the minotaur’s face, punching with the force of a falling meteorite. The monster’s head explodes, with a blast of maggots and flesh spitting out on impact. Only a fraction of its face remains intact, but what remains of the head falls to the ground with a splat. 
You will pay for that, Anu says wordlessly, his face falling to the ground.
The headless minotaur picks up one of his fallen horns and hurls it toward me. The swing carries a rush of wind, and when the horn hits my shoulder and side, the impact sends me flying to the ground. 
The shadow of Anu’s body hovers over me. I hear him speak.

I made you an offer.
With a moan, Swindle sits up and snatches his ax. Snapping to his feet, the orc roars, bashing the minotaur at the back of the knee. The orc is covered in blood from new wounds and old. A white swish surges toward Swin. Blood sprays everywhere as the orc falls to the ground.
It was a mistake to call for Swindle.
“Swin!” Chelsea screams, spitting out an arrow from her bow. She doesn’t miss. The arrow explodes into the minotaur's chest.
The wizard sees Chelsea firing an arrow, and he stretches out his own hand. Before I can do anything, Erich swings a long sword through the wizard’s shielding wind, slashing his arm off. Being undead, he does not scream. 
“Is it enough that I am dead, Erich?” the wizard asks.
Erich's voice is sad and tired but determined. “Get out of my way.” Erich slashes, and the head of Corvinus falls. Arrows captured from the wind plunk on the road.
With the last of my energy, I open the gate and drag the orc to his feet.
People almost push Erich over trying to get to the gate. The fighter only stares at his fallen friend.
Swindle is unconscious. I carry most of his weight as I drag him out of the city. But soon he starts to run under his own power. A black shadow covers us as the headless minotaur stomps our way.
It swings its one remaining horn at us. I gather wind and push the headless monster away, but doing that has sapped my power. I fall as my consciousness ebbs away. 
The last thing I remember is Erich snatching me up as arrows fly into the city over his head.
 



 
The Green Lady
 
The first face I see is an unfamiliar one. She’s part childlike, yet womanly at the same time. Her skin is the color of green pond water. Wearing a dress made of large leaves, she smiles at me. “What are you?” she asks, her voice pleasant despite the question.
“A friend of Chelsea and Swindle,” I say. “How long have I been out?” I sit up under the shade of an old tree. Apparently, I am in the woods just outside the city. Far away under the shade of trees, I see a group of kids.
“Two hours,” she says, kneeling beside me. “This is Morella’s Forest, my home.”
“You’re a forest nymph.” I feel energy growing within me.
“Yes. Like me, you are made of energy. I gave you some so that you would recover faster,” says the pretty green lady. 
I struggled to stand, but my legs feel like pillars of gel.
“Don’t.”
I sit.
Footfalls thump toward us from the direction of the orphans. Chelsea comes with the orc, Swin. He wears a bandage that is red with blood.
“You’re awake,” Chelsea says with a smile. “Thanks for saving Swindle.”
Swindle repeats the thank you.
“Yes.”
“Do you think your family is going to be angry with you?” Chelsea asks.
“I don’t know, and I’m not sure I care. I’m not a goddess. I think now I’ll find out just what I am.”
 
To Be Continued…
 
 



Children of Nod

Russell is transformed into a jinn by a stranger. To regain his humanity he’ll enter the Bend, fight demons, and see the world through the eyes of God.
Read what critics are saying about Children of Nod:
One critic says, “Great young adult book. Very fast paced and kept the reader interested. I would definitely recommend it to a friend.” —H. Marie.
Another says, “Original and Imaginative…. A tale that is unique and original.”  —S. Murphy.
And finally, Sandra Vattimo wrote, “What an eye-opening read!! I’m left wanting more!!” 
Read Children of Nod today! It’s only 99 cents.
 



Night Side of Nature
 

Alexia Bathory befriends a mysterious girl at school who brings revelations of a family secret spanning centuries. The truth leaves Alexia with a stark choice of conscience: stay with her family and live a life of wealth and power, or runaway and tear her family apart.
Critics are saying:
“This book was such a fun read. I thoroughly enjoyed the unique vampire lore within this story. There have been many books telling of shifters experiencing their first transformation at a certain age. Why not vampires?” —Sandra Vattimo.
“Awesome vampire story! Immersive and fun to read!” —H. Marie.
Night Side of Nature is only 99 cents! Read it today.
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