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​The Lost Child
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​Chapter 1: Jenna 
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She hated the taste of blood. The pain she could do with but the blood lingered on in a manner she found hard to ignore. It was sticky and tasted of metal. A backhand for her efforts was fine enough if an Everhead was displeased with her but to live with the lasting distasteful reminder was not. The enthusiastic grunt had assured her that if she were to be found idle again that day that their leader, Grok, would be hearing of it. 

As leader of The Everheads Grok was a mean, vicious Orc with little time for understanding and less for forgiveness. He was as mean as he was ugly, and he was the ugliest man she had ever seen. His face was a varying green, his teeth jutted out past his lips menacingly and he sported several battle wounds across his body, proof of his willingness, or more likely, preference, for combat. Grok was always looking for excuses to hurt people, at least that’s what Jenna’s limited time around him had taught her. Why anyone in Krissis came here to do business with him confused her. She assumed it must be because the world outside the compound was all too much like the inside, where brutish figures ruled with a mighty fist and an iron grip. Jenna, though, was strong and could work hard, and that had kept her relatively out of harm most of her life. 

The children were not fed much considering how hard they worked and the combination was often too much for some. Of course, some of the frailer children often died at the hands of an Everhead in what were, mostly, random beatings. Most of the new children that Jenna noticed did not last long. Those that did last never grew strong and never seemed well. There were very few children that she could remember who had been around a long time and only one that had been around as long as her.  

The hallway she was hurrying down felt narrow and cramped. A musk filled the lower levels of the compound where she worked. It was stale and wet and consisted of an array of mixed stenches, of which only old blood could be placed.  It was made of stone and there were rooms all to the sides. Small rooms, big enough usually for not much more than a cot. Jenna had heard people saying that the compound had once been a military installation. She thought that made sense but did not know much about such things.

She had to pass by every room as soon as possible after customers left. She then did whatever the woman inside needed her to so she could get ready for her next customer, if she needed anything at all. Sometimes they wanted a fresh towel, or clothes, sometimes they

needed a bath, sometimes they would even need her help mending wounds. One time she spent nearly all day putting one of the girls back together. 

She only worked in the lower floors of the western wing of the compound, totally underground. Things were damper, darker and more cramped in the lower floors. As opposed to the east wing, the girls on this side of the compound were usually much older, not dressed as nice and were never very pretty. They were not usually very nice to her either. They were, more often than not, mean and vulgar.

As she continued down the hall, she saw a small red cloth on a doorknob, signaling to her that she was needed by the occupant. She crept up swiftly, removed the cloth and knocked. Then the woman called for Jenna to enter the room. The woman inside was named Andrea and Jenna had known her a good long time. She was a veteran of the compound and was human. She stood around medium height and was a bit pudgy. Jenna felt like if she ever had been pretty that that blessing had left her long ago. Now she just looked stern, likely hardened by her time there. 

“Took ya long enough’ the woman barked. “What do you do all day with your time girl! I’ve been working all day and the bath on this floor is empty.” Jenna sighed inwardly. She didn’t look forward to running water from upstairs back down several times, it was exhausting. But Andrea was right, she should have thought to fill that duty in by now. She always tried to fill at least one of the two baths ahead of time, as to avoid this complication.  

“Forgive me miss,” she tried to explain, “there hasn’t been a need for a bath today and I’ve been terribly busy with the others.” 

“Hmph” Andrea grunted “That’s no excuse! It's your job isn’t it? I ought to with Grok for ya!” Jenna’s eyes widened with alarm. Fetching water for a bath was one thing, dealing with Grok was another. 

“No, please no Miss Andrea! I can fetch a bath for you in no time, I promise.” She begged.  “Please don’t tell Grok, please! You’ll see I will fill the bath for you in record time. You’ll see.” Andrea grunted again. 

“We will see if you fill it in time. I don’t know why Grok keeps a thing as useless as you around in the first place. Away with you then I’m not getting any wetter lecturing you.” Jenna thanked her repeatedly as she backed out the door and into the hall, making sure to hang the red cloth back on the doorknob after she did. 

She hustled down the corridor and towards the stairs. Unlike most of the compound the lower west wing did not have running water. She would have to go all the way up to ground level and out into the courtyard to fetch water and it would take several trips, even though she did two buckets at once. It was a hassle to have to do but after having done it so often Jenna was reasonably fit. When she was small still it was a near impossible task to do in any kind of time and she would usually need to recruit another child to help. 

There were several other children who worked the compound with her. She didn’t get to see them much except in the halls when they passed, and you never dared to stop and chat. The only time they did have to spend together was at nighttime before they went to sleep. Their beds were all kept in just a couple of cramped rooms. However, most of the kids were well too exhausted to want to chat by that point of the day. 

Kila though, Kila was Jenna’s friend. He had shown up to the compound years ago when Jenna was still very little, and they had grown together since. Sometimes at bedtime if she and Kila were both still awake and in the same room they would speak for a short while. You had to be careful though because if you were caught talking after bedtime you could get in a lot of trouble. The night was for sleeping, the day was for working. But when things did line up exactly right and they thought the guard was being lazy or absent they would chat for a time. 

Kila really loved talking about the outside world and he often shared his dreams about it with Jenna. He dreamt of adventure. When Kila was still small he could read and before he lost his parents, he remembered they would read him stories before bedtime at night. He could not remember much of the stories but what he could remember lit him up like a fire to describe. He talked to her of Heroes. He talked of their legendary armaments. He talked to her of monsters and dragons. He talked of gold and treasure. He talked of mighty battles and lost artifacts.

Jenna thought it was fascinating but had told Kila she didn’t think it could be real. People were just people she thought, and she imagined that life outside the compound was just like inside the compound. Kila always shrugged her off though. He told her that one day he would leave this place and adventure, just like a hero. 

It took Jenna about as long as she had promised to fill the bath. She tried to do as all children did. They just did as they were told and minded their duties. The children owned nothing and were given no free time. They were allowed to stop and eat twice a day, usually just a piece of bread and some meat if you were lucky. Every once in a rare while you were given a bit of fruit, apparently it was so you didn't get sick. Jenna didn't possess anything but the rags she wore. Being caught with something that you shouldn’t was a steep punishment and Jenna had heard from one of the other kids that a child caught with a knife had been executed on the spot. 

Andrea was so pleased to hop in the bath that she didn’t give Jenna any more trouble and once she was in it Jenna was off to the next thing. She took a long time with Andrea and was worried more people would wonder where she was. Luckily, there were always other children in the area. Jenna hoped whoever was around had picked up the slack while she filled the bath. 

Heading back up and down the corridors Jenna’s heart lifted a little when she saw the next red cloth. If there was one person who was the exception to how this place was,  it was Alyssa. Alyssa was, outside of Kila, the only person, and the only adult for sure, who was ever kind to her. Alyssa had been in the compound as long as Jenna had been there, and it was a bright spot in her day when they got to interact. 

She knocked and through the door Alyssa’s soft tone gestured for her to enter. Inside, Alyssa sat on one of the small wire cots that all the ladies used. Despite her standing and the nature of her life, Alyssa looked elegant to Jenna. She always sat with such good posture and never looked or seemed upset about anything. Even in rags and on a filthy cot she looked well assembled. Regardless of what was happening she always handled herself nobly. She was one of a kind, Jenna thought. Alyssa was part elf, or so she had told Jenna. Jenna felt that being part elf must be why she was so nice.

“Hello there, my love.” Alyssa said to her from the comfort of her cot. “You look tuckered girl, what happened? You’re not working too hard, are you?” Jenna smiled. 

“No, ma'am. I just had to fill the bath in a big hurry for Andrea. She was terrible cross that it was empty.”  Alyssa scoffed in response. 

“Don’t you worry about Andrea.” She said, waving her hand. “You know her, she gets cross at sunrise daily. She would have likely been mean to you regardless, I’m sorry to say.” Alyssa looked her up and down appraisingly. “Come and sit on the bed, child.” Alyssa patted the bed beside her, gesturing for her to sit there. Jenna did not resist the temptation. She flopped down beside Alyssa. It felt good to be off her feet. 

“Now child, do you remember that trick I had been teaching you? The one with your hands?” Jenna loved learning with her. Even if she wasn’t able to do most of what she asked her to right away, or even understand it for that matter. The hands trick though was the one of the things she excelled at. 

“Absolutely!” Jenna spoke up. “That’s my most favorite one Miss Alyssa!” She seemed pleased and smiled gently. 

“Good child. Well, I went and hurt my back just now with the last customer trying to be younger than I am. I should leave the acrobatics to you maybe?” Jenna giggled. Alyssa stood up, pulled up her shirt and showed Jenna what she needed. There was a bruise on her lower back. It looked really painful to Jenna and she was hopeful that she could help Alyssa feel better. “Okay now child, just like we went over before when we did my arm last, got it?” Jenna nodded excitedly. 

“I know just what to do Miss Alyssa!” Jenna assured her. “You wait and see!” Alyssa smiled again to her gently, the way only Alyssa could. She then laid on the bed face down with her shirt up so Jenna had access to the bruise. 

Jenna sat beside her, right on the edge of the bed. Alyssa lay down and Jenna put both hands over the wound, hovering just over the wound with one hand over the other. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Alyssa has explained that it was of the utmost importance that she keep breathing and never open her eyes while doing this trick. Jenna focused on the wound just like she was taught. Then she brought her focus inside herself. She imagined light. Light at her very center, at her core. She built up that light right in her middle. She let it build and build and become a ball. When the ball seemed big enough, maybe the size of an apple, she released the ball into strings that moved through her arms, never letting go of her vision of it. She allowed the light to flow out of her hands and into Alyssa. When all the light was gone Jenna opened her eyes and once again, to her astonishment, the bruise was completely gone. Jenna clapped and cheered with glee. 

“Hush child!” Alyssa scolded her. “You don’t want people thinking we are having a good time here, do you?” 

“Oh, sorry Alyssa. I forgot. I just so love that trick you taught me. I wish I could share it with my friend.” Alyssa sat up in a rush. 

“No, Jenna!” She exclaimed. “Remember you must never show that trick I taught you to anyone. It isn’t allowed and you could get in a lot of trouble. It would be like stealing from the guards. And I do not want anything bad to happen to you, got it?” Jenna nodded furiously, she hated that she might have upset Alyssa and swore inwardly that she would keep her tricks to herself and never tell anyone. 

“Good.” Alyssa said, finalizing the matter. There was a short pause and then Alyssa smiled at her coyly. “How about we do some numbers?” Learning with Alyssa was the most exciting thing to Jenna. She had no idea where she could have picked up so much knowledge but Jenna gleefully ate up all that she was willing to share with her. 

“I would like that very much Alyssa!” 

“No,” Alyssa said with a small shake of her head, “I think you are too good with numbers. It is not challenging enough.” She was right, numbers was the one thing Alyssa had taught her about that she could practice on her own and so Jenna did so endlessly. “We shall have to do words, I think.” Jenna liked that just as much and tried to contain her excitement. Alyssa patted her chin with a finger and pretended to think hard for a moment. 

“I need a really big word for making things worse.”

“Exacerbate!” Jenna responded. Alyssa nodded, confirming a good answer. 

“How about when a person’s feelings are all mixed up about something?” Jenna thought for a second. There were more than one that seemed to fit, but then she got it. 

“Ambivalence!” 

“Very good child, how about...when things don't match up well?”

“Incongruous!” 

“Alright...a tougher one....it means side by side, especially when comparing things.” Jenna thought again for a second. She was certain that she had learned this word recently. 

“Juxtaposition!” She declared joyfully. 

“You are hard to stump, child. How would you like it if we tried...” Alyssa stood up and tapped her chin gently, pretending to be thinking deeply. “...language? Do we have time to talk a little?” Jenna's excitement increased; she knew how to do this as well. Alyssa knew a language that no one else knew, that came from far away where she used to live, so teaching it to Jenna had made it their own secret way of communicating. It had taken Jenna years of practice to get the hang of it, but she had gotten very good, she thought so anyway. 

“How are you, my love?” Alyssa asked. The words came out gently, softly and rang out musically coming from Alyssa.  

“I am doing very well, I hope you are too.” Alyssa smiled, but Jenna knew she didn’t deliver the language as well as her friend. The tones in which you delivered the language could change its meaning drastically, so she had to be careful. It was a very sing-song language with few consonants and all the words felt like they would jumble together if you spoke too quickly.  You had to speak with certainty and eloquence, as Alyssa put it. Jenna could tell Alyssa had grown up speaking the language and that she loved to be able to share it with her. 

“I am child,” Alyssa replied. “Do you have any questions for me?” Jenna could ask questions all day. But at that moment speaking in her mother tongue had Jenna thinking of Alyssa’s past. 

“Can you tell me more about your home, Alyssa? Where you come from?” Alyssa’s mood darkened a bit notably. It made her sorrowful to remember the place she left but Jenna knew it made her happy in the end to tell of it. 

“There is not much more to tell than I have before, Jenna.” She stepped away from Jenna and stared off into nothing. “It is a remarkably beautiful place, of blue and purple. Its beauty is only matched by the ones who call it home.” 

“You miss it, and them?” 

“Of course, Jenna. Everyday.” 

“Then why leave?” Alyssa turned back towards Jenna with wisdom in her eyes. 

“Life does not always give us the choice in our destinations, my love. It is, therefore, up to us to make what we can of the travelling.”  Jenna felt like she understood that all too well. She did not know where she came from and had only ever known the compound. To that effect she made what good of it she could. She focused on the good of Alyssa and Kila and having people in the world worth loving. 

“I think I understand.” Jenna responded. Just then footsteps could be heard down the hall. 

“Hurry child,” Alyssa urged her, giving her a quick firm hug. “Life will not abide further idling.” It made Jenna sad, as that visit was much shorter than usual, but she understood the urgency so broke free from her friend and made her way out the door. 

She had to pass by the two men on her way back to her duties. She mostly kept her head down around the Everheads but snuck a peek at the incoming customer who, as he passed by. He did not look like a man that would be worthy of the attention or time of someone as lovely as Alyssa at all. Jenna thought she could hear them saying disparaging things about her from down the hall. 

The rest of her day was the same as ever; she cleaned some sheets, mended a couple wounds, got a short break to eat some bread and did whatever chores were asked of her. After nightfall, she began to feel the slight anticipation she got every evening. Was tonight a night her and Kila would be rooming together? Were they going to be able to talk? When the last customer had left, and she had completed her chores she checked in with the everhead boss in that section and then went off to bed. 

All the children who worked in the compound slept in the west wing, so she didn’t have to walk far to get there. Who slept where was just a matter of what order you showed up in. There were eight children in a room, despite their size, and they slept on simple mats on the floor with what could barely be called blankets. It was drafty and you could hear the noise of the city all around outside the compound walls. On cold nights, the smart children would huddle together. Because it was closer to her, she was always in the first room, it was just up to Kila to hustle over to the west wing and beat seven other children back to bed.

When Jenna got there, she was early, the third person. There were already two kids tucked away on whatever they deemed were the best mats with the best blankets. That meant she had five chances for one of the next kids to be Kila. She sat up in bed and waited. She knew the other two kids well enough to recognize them, but only her and Kila were bold enough to talk after hours together so she had not really gotten close with anyone else.

As the children arrived Jenna’s hope dwindled. But just as she was giving up Kila showed up in that eighth spot. Tonight was a good night. 

Jenna beamed at Kila who beamed back. Kila was much darker skinned than Jenna with big expressive eyes, but a human nearest either of them could tell. He, like everyone, had his hair cut short and wore similar rags to hers. He scurried over and got onto a mat beside her and they both got under their blankets. It was at least an hour before the guard came by and checked all the rooms. After they thought the guard had moved on, they both sat up and scooted closer to each other, their blankets still wrapped around them, ready to talk excitedly. They spoke, though only with a whisper, for fear of the guard’s return.

“You still here Kila? I thought you would’ve broken out of here by now!” She jested. 

“Ya” Kila smiled. “I’m just waiting for that right moment, you know. When the right person at the right time lets his guard down then BAM BOOM I’m headed right for the door.” They chuckled quietly but then suddenly Kila’ smile faded. Jenna thought she knew what it was, from time-to-time Kila despaired against his dream of escape. 

“Don’t be sad Kila, you are gonna get out of here any day now, go and become a great adventurer, grow strong  and then return and save us all one day!” Jenna’s encouragement would always bring Kila back quickly and then his excitement would, in turn, cheer her up as well. They kept each other as happy as possible this way. Tonight though, it did not work. Kila simply stared off into the distance. 

“What is it Kila? Bad day? Did you have a run in with an Everhead or something?” Kila looked at the ground and there was silence for a good while. 

“They are taking me away...” Jenna’s heart sank. They both knew that children of a certain age were often taken away for various reasons, but not always knowing those reasons made the prospect ominous. Jenna felt like it was best of her as a friend to try and stay positive. 

“Well, do you know what it is? Sometimes kids just sweep and mop the other wings? Or work in the kitchen?” Kila could not hold back his sadness as a single tear escaped his eye. 

“No,” he choked out, “I am to be trained, starting tomorrow, then sold.” It felt to Jenna then that her heart had sunk so far and fast that it had hit the floor and shattered. She would likely never see her friend again. Being sold was not something either of them completely understood but they did know essentially no one who was auctioned off was ever seen again. Again, Jenna tried to stay as positive as possible for her friend. 

“Look Kila, we don’t know what will happen. For all we know you are getting adopted by some rich family who likes kids with big brown eyes!” Kila chuckled, she had cracked his sadness successfully. 

“Hey,” she beckoned. 

“Ya.”

“Tell me about Der Erak again, how did that one go?” Kila could not help but smile slightly through his tears. He knew full well she knew the story as well as he did. It was his favorite story, and he could not help but tell and retell it all the time. 

“You don’t know it by now?” He said, finally looking up from the ground. 

“I think so, but I like it best when you tell it. You tell it so well!” She reached out and touched his shoulder encouragingly. He looked away, towards the tiny hole in the room they called a window and let himself take in the moon. He closed his eyes and was immediately lost in the telling. 

“Der Erak was from a tribe of great green skinned warriors. His people, although powerful and mighty had, after centuries in power, finally been defeated when many tribes, in a dark alliance, revolted against them all at once. Although they fought nobly, fiercely and many of their enemies’ lives were lost, they were eventually defeated. Der Erak was just an infant. His mother had born him into the world not but a few years ago. As was the way of the tribes of that time he was taken as a slave. The unfortunate tribe who took Der were The Jekra.” Kila opened his eyes, his face filling with warmth and he looked over to her. 

“But Der was no slave.” Kila delivered it with conviction. “He carried with him the will and passion of his people. You see, unbeknownst to his captors Der Erak was the son of Goan Erak, the tribe's chief and greatest warrior, husband to the fearsome warrior princess Ga Noral. The warrior will was alive and with him, Der would be no slave for long.” Kila’s eyes now lit up with the retelling of the story and Jenna could feel him come to life as he continued. The feeling was infectious. 

“When Der was only eight years old it became obvious to his captors that this was no ordinary boy. He was unusually strong and tough. When he labored, he did so with ease, when he was beaten, he did not mind and his captors left no marks. They began contemplating killing the boy, for fear of what he might become. Some even began to catch on to the possibility of his lineage. But even at eight, it was too late.” Kila got up on his knees with the excitement of the story, throwing his blanket away so he could talk with his hands as well. 

“Der was out one day with the older boys, on a mining expedition. When he disobeyed, one of the slave drivers whipped him. The boy, however unfazed physically, was enraged. It all came flooding back to him in a second. He felt a connection to his lineage, to his race, to his tribe and to his way. He snatched the slave master's whip from him, breaking his chains in the process and strangled the man with his own tool of oppression.” Kila was having trouble containing himself. 

“The first man to come at him was dispatched easily enough, Der wrestled him to the ground and pulverized him with one hand. Now armed with the fools weapon, the rest of the slave squad was no match for him. At only eight years of age Der Erak had slain a dozen men.” Kila let the intensity of that image hang for a short while. 

“Der broke the chains of the people he was there with and bid them to go to freedom. But the tribe was strong, and they too remembered the ways of their people. So, they stayed with Der and followed in his way.”

“Der began a guerrilla war against the Jekra who had oppressed him. Freeing slaves and always growing his numbers. This continued for years as their former masters’ numbers dwindled, and his grew. Until finally, when Der Erak was twelve years of age he led his people in mass against them and destroyed the Jekra. But, Der was not done there.”

“Throughout his teenage years Der Erak waged war against his parent’s enemies. He waged a righteous war and claimed that their leaders were weak and pathetic and it is why they had ganged up on his parents in the first place. None, he claimed, had the strength to stand up to the mighty people who bore him and his father’s name. None were worthy. And Erak was right.” Kila stood up, raising his voice as loudly as he dared go. Jenna could see that a couple other kids had sat up in the darkness, eager to hear the end of the tale. 

“In Erak’s early adulthood he smashed through the last of his enemies and united all the tribes underneath him. It is said that Erak was unrivaled in combat and no one in his part of history dared ever to face him one-on-one. He was celebrated then and is still celebrated today. Although time has fractured his tribe and you now know them as a slightly different name, they all proudly display his legacy when they call themselves Orc.” Jenna and the others could barely help but to clap, it was a truly great story and to hear Kila tell made you believe it must be true. Kila sat back down and relaxed. The other children laid back down as well. For that briefest of moments, they had all forgotten their sense of hopelessness, in that moment Kila had shared Erak’s strength with them. He sat back down and looked Kila in the eyes. 

“Thank you, Jenna” Kila said “It is good to have a friend. I don’t know what I would do without you.” They smiled at each other and lay down in bed. Jenna reached ahead boldly across the small place and took Kila by the hand. 

“I love you ya silly dreamer,” Jenna told him. 

“I love you too, Jenna.” 

“We will make it out, don’t worry. It is all gonna be okay.” 

Kila smiled at her softly and she smiled back. She dropped his hand then and rolled over in her bed. She lay there then, no longer having to be brave for her friend and cried herself softly to sleep. 
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​Chapter2: Consequences 
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It wasn’t Jenna’s first beating and she doubted it would be her last. It was her own fault; she was tired and unable to sleep much since she had been separated from Kila. She worried about him constantly and that restlessness kept her from sleeping. With the day of his auction upon her, she could think of little else. About halfway through the day, much of it spent trying to hide tears from her captors, she had slunk down in the hallway and, in despair, nodded off. There she was rudely awakened by one of Grok’s men who now beat her mercilessly for her troubles. 

He hit her again and again with his hands and his feet as he berated her. Jenna knew he was not hitting her close to his hardest, probably closer to his weakest, but it was enough to beat her bloody, nonetheless. 

After a while of slapping her face and kicking her in her mid-section, she lay there, wincing and waiting for him to stop yelling. She had already once tried standing but she was only mocked and kicked harder for it. No stranger to pain, she was certain she had a broken rib or two. That was always tough, they took forever to heal and made everything difficult. 

When the vile oaf of an orc had finished, he told her to get up and not be caught sleeping again until bedtime or he would not be so forgiving next time. So, Jenna counted her blessings and made her way away. Not every beating was survived by the children of the west wing and she was glad to be away from it under her own power. 

She stumbled through the corridors, her face swollen and one of her eyes shut. Her shirt was ripped, but that was the least of her problems. She didn’t think she could move her left arm; she could not help but reflexively use it to shield her ribs after they had cracked. Her mind raced to figure out how in this condition she would get through the rest of the day. Not before long she saw a red cloth and made haste for the door. She grabbed the cloth and knocked. A middle-aged elven woman named Eldra swung the door open and gasped in surprise.

“Good gods of infinite injustice girl! What is this?” She surveyed Jenna up and down with wide eyes. “BOSS!” She yelled down the corridor. “BOOOOSSS!!!” One of the lieutenants came wandering over, a little too nonchalantly for Eldra. He was a grim looking mixed-race character, who seemed to be lacking significant depth of character. Likely just a brute who was good at bruting, Jenna thought.

“You want to explain to me how a girl who looks like this is supposed to work?” He did not look impressed with Eldra’s upset or for her concern for Jenna’s well-being. 

“Whatcha mean?” he scoffed “don the cunts just wipe the whores down bween customers?” 

“No, fool!” She jabbed. “She has to fill the bath, sometimes multiple times a day and since there is no running water, she hauls it for us. And, since this one is far and away the best at it, either fix her, you do it or explain to Grok while all his customers from the west wing are complaining about the smell of his girls!” That was a lot, Jenna thought, and it seemed to persuade the Lieutenant. Jenna was out of sorts and not having a good day. Still, to be advocated for, however selfishly, by one of the girls was noteworthy. On top of that Jenna could have sworn she had just got a compliment. No one had ever told her before she did anything especially better than anyone else. At least, no one but Alyssa or Kila. 

“Hmmph” the boss grunted “fine, get yourself to the healer’s...but do it quickly and break the damn record filling the bath when you get back or we’ll repeat the punishment, and you can sleep like that. Got it?” Jenna stared at her feet and nodded. She made a habit not to look at or talk to the Everheads. 

“Oooooh” Eldra mocked “Big strong hero is gonna beat the little will less girl. So tough.” And with that she slammed the door and retreated to her cot. Jenna did not quite understand how the girls were able to talk to people in charge like that, with so much disrespect. She imagined though that it was probably because they had value to Grok. No one ever spoke like that to Grok, she thought, certainly.  

Jenna did not look at the lieutenant as she scurried away. She did not want to stick around to see if he changed his mind. She had been working several years and only gone to the healers once. It was a long time ago when she had gotten too sick to work. It was a privilege, not wasted often on the child slaves. She had been given a special tea and was better by the morning.  

She headed up to the ground floor and out into the courtyard. There she could, if only for a minute, appreciate the full gaze of the sun on her face, swollen as it may be. There were some men doing some combat training of some kind, others sparring. A pile of women crowded around a wash basin, others wandered to and fro doing she did not know what. No one paid her any mind as she made her way to the south end of the compound. 

The south end of the installation was cleaner and brighter, all above ground from what she could tell. The hallways were wider as well, with rugs and she made her way down them, eyes to the floor so as not to arouse any undue attention. Although, looking as she did it was probably an easy mark to tell where she was headed. 

She found the healers room easy enough. Inside was a lone, pudgy old woman who seemed to be sowing. It was hard to tell if she was just tiny and ugly or maybe dwarf or part dwarf. As Jenna entered the healer peered at her through squinted eyes. 

“Hmmm, what’s this?” She said, in an oddly sing-song tone,  “Someone has been on the wrong side of it, looks like.” Jenna just nodded as she was not quite sure what to do. She didn’t want to risk speaking and offend the only person around who could stop her pain. 

“Well,” the old lady said standing up “come over and we’ll fix you up.” Jenna obliged willingly and walked over to the lone healer. She inspected Jenna quickly, looking her over for points of concern that Jenna could not decipher. 

“Now, hold still little one” the healer ordered. With that her hands extended towards Jenna and she seemed to whisper some short incantation that was from a language unfamiliar to Jenna. Then, to Jenna’s astonishment a light spawned from her hands and poured forth, hitting her square in the chest. Immediately she was filled with a radiant warmth and then in an instant it was over. Jenna was fine, again shocked, this time by the healer’s expedience. 

“Mmmm,” the healer inquired. “I bet you feel a tad bit improved compared to a minute ago.” Jenna nodded. “You don’t say much do you, girl?” Jenna froze and contemplated answering. After a short moment and slight sharing of eye contact she decided to respond. 

“What...what is that you did there?” She asked, “To make me better.” The healer looked a little confused. 

“It was just a basic healing spell, child. You don’t get out much, eh?” The old lady cackled out a hardy laugh. Jenna wasn’t sure what was so funny about slavery, but smiled, nonetheless. “Well, you are good to go, sorry to say you can't stay and hang out here all day. Although, you sure are a sight better company then one of those icky orcs aren’t you?” She gave her a wink and this time Jenna smiled for real before turning back towards the door and starting to leave. When she got to the door she turned around for a brief moment.

“Thank you,” she said. The healer nodded in acceptance, a look of slight puzzlement on her face. Jenna left then and made her way back towards the courtyard. 

She was confused about what had happened. The experience felt powerfully like the one Jenna had had with Alyssa the day before. Was Jenna using a healing spell? It couldn’t be, that was magic. How could Jenna be able to do magic? These thoughts filled her head as she headed back through the halls. 

She made her way easily enough and without attracting any unwanted attention. Jenna was glad not to have to explain herself constantly. Not only was it stressful in and of itself but it would delay her return and, as such, could, as the lieutenant had said, just end her up back here anyway. She couldn’t think of a worse day then wandering back and forth between the healer and another beating. But just as Jenna was about to make the right turn into the courtyard through the large open passage, four men strode by, headed by a fifth fellow, an Everhead. 

Jenna reeled back and hugged the wall, trying to keep out of sight. She had never seen men like these. The fifth fellow was just some Everhead member showing them where to go, but the others were, she did not know what. 

The one in front looked incredibly intent on where he was headed. He wore multiple swords, the hilt of the one by his waist looked royal to her, extremely fine and expensive looking. He strode by with a certainty she did not know, and it was hard to look away from him. He seemed as if there were no way to stop him from where he was headed, a picture of complete focus. 

The three men who followed behind him were a short fellow, who looked devious and happy about it. He had a much sharper look than the lead man and seemed to be stuck permanently in a smirk. He wore basic protective gear and carried a fantastic looking bow and quiver. Behind him was a fellow in a robe. A simple brown robe that fell to his feet, slit so he could move more freely with simple pants beneath. They looked to be made, despite their simplicity, of beautiful, flawless material. This man seemed gentle and calm, a wondrous ease of aura followed with him, a stark contrast to the lead man and the fellow who followed. The fourth man might have been the scariest man Jenna had ever seen. He was extremely tall, a humongous mass of muscles. He looked strong, extraordinarily strong. He wore a wealth of different armors and glistened with an array of weapons that seemed to her excessive. His face betrayed no emotion, but his eyes flitted here and there surveying. As they passed, he seemed to spot her, but paid her no mind. They were down the hall in no time and Jenna sat stunned against the wall, her heart beating. 

She could not make herself move for what seemed a good long time. Those must be heroes, she thought. She was astonished and did not seem to be able to compose herself or bring her mind back to her duties. She felt compelled to follow them and find out as much as possible about them as she could. She did not think she could live it down with Kyla if she let an opportunity to see more of the four heroes pass her by. So, with a deep breath, she headed down the hall after them. 

She kept her distance and followed. She mostly tracked them by following the noise they made as they strode onward. She dared not follow them too directly for fear of discovery. They did not travel long and where they stopped made all the sense in the world to Jenna. It was Master Grok’s meeting room. If you were to get into really big trouble you were brought there before Grok so he could decide what to do with you. She wondered why these men would need to talk to him, maybe they were in trouble. She hoped Grok did not hurt them. She hoped desperately for them that he was in a good mood. Jenna had heard that once he got so enraged with an official that came by that Grok picked him up and in one great tear ripped the man in half. 

She waited outside the door and tried her best to listen, her heart pounding all the while with the intensity of her disobedience. She could not make out much of it, it was garbled by the door. However, it did not take long for voices to rise. She thought she heard Grok say ‘is that so’, which made her concerned. She desperately did not want Grok to hurt those men. There were a bit of raised voices and a bit more shouting from Grok but it was hard to tell what was going on. It seemed like the four men wanted something from Grok he was not willing to part with. The door opened suddenly and one of the men spoke aloud and with authority. 

“You have two days.” 

Jenna didn’t know what that meant and did not want to stick around to find out, so she bolted back the way she came. She ran all the way back to the door and out into the courtyard then across it to the western side of the complex. When she arrived back at the door she stopped, holding herself up against the door and paused. She couldn’t help but remain for a moment, then turned back to look across the courtyard. 

The four men strode, in what looked like formation, back across the courtyard. They made their way with what seemed an increased sense of purpose, even more intense than before. Jenna knew that whatever business these men were in, they were serious about it. They were given a wide berth as they made their way, many of the Everheads glaring at them as they did. They seemed to both see and totally ignore everyone they passed, moving unfaltering and determined. And then, the gate was opened and they were gone. 

Jenna could scarcely believe how incredible her day had suddenly become. All she could think about was Alyssa. She knew that Alyssa could explain what happened. Was Jenna using magic? How? Who were those men? What was going to happen in two days?

Jenna shook her head to remove all the questions then headed back down the winding stairs into the west wing. She sighed when she hit the first row of rooms and saw all the red cloths. It looked like almost every door. She lamented for a moment that whoever else was working that area was not particularly good at their job. 

The first few ladies did not need much and that comforted Jenna. If she could get through most of the doors before an Everhead came by she would be all right. If one came through and saw all those cloths it would be a thrashing for her, not a pleasant experience to double up on in one day. 

She froze with fear after leaving the third room. An Everhead was headed down the hallway in a rush towards her. 

“You there, girl!” Jenna turned immediately and responded, making sure not to make eye contact. 

“You’re needed in the south complex.” Jenna was terrified. She had never been asked to do any kind of work in the south complex, so it had to be something else. They must know she was spying on Grok, she thought. Grok must want to talk to her, most likely to punish her personally. “Well,’” he continued “get moving!” She scrambled past him, and he gave her a not so encouraging kick in the rear as she scurried away.

So, for the second time that day she headed up to the surface and across the courtyard. She was forcing herself to rush but felt more like moving at a crawl. She wanted nothing less than to return to that part of the compound that day. When she got to the entrance there was a lady there, decently well-dressed. Jenna figured it must be one of the proper girls who work out of the south of the compound. She had heard that their services were expensive and, as such, they were treated very well. She addressed herself to Jenna.  

“You the girl then?” she said “the one who is gonna clean this mess up?” Jenna nodded, feeling sudden relief at the realization that it was just some work. “Cmon then, I don’t got all day here and we’re losing daylight.” The lady turned to go, and Jenna followed her. The lady grumbled as they went. 

“The things you gotta do to make a living. I mean, who ever heard! First they force me to give up my room and then they stick some creep and a crazy lunatic in there with him. The room probably won't even be usable again today! I might as well go home!” Jenna could gather from that little bit most of what was going on. Whatever happened with the people using ‘her room’ it got messy, and Jenna was here to clean it up. As they approached Jenna’s stomach started to turn. 

There were three everheads standing outside the room and Jenna could see blood trailing out the room and down the hall. Not far off she could hear a man wailing in pain. She slowed as she approached, not wanting to see inside. Then a sudden realization hit her, and her world crashed in around her. She stopped, standing still right by the guards and dread overtook her. 

“Ya, I'm not kidding” the one man laughed “bit his dick head clean off!” The men chuckled at the thought. “We got in there right away when we heard the scream. Fucker is lying there just screaming like a freshly castrated pig and this kid looks over at me, and I’m not making this up” he placed a hand on the nearest man’s shoulder and looked him right in the eye in order to drive home the authenticity of his story “I AM ERAK! And he attacked me.” The men howled with laughter; Jenna cringed with dread. All the blood seemed to leave her body and she turned cold. “I swear to gods! Came charging right at me. It was everything I could do but to cover my own cock and balls unless I wanted to be next!” The men roared with laughter and slapped the man on the back. 

“So, what happened then?” The one man asked, wiping a tear from his eye. 

“Well, I held the kid there and someone brought Grok and I bet you can guess the rest. Poor fuck is at the healer’s now.” Jenna could only hope with her deepest hope that the person at the healers was Kila and not the other way around. She did not hope for long. 

Another man appeared through the doorway dragging a small, limp body behind him. 

“There goes our hero!” The men laughed again. Kila’s limp broken body was barely recognizable, beaten beyond recognition, his throat cut deeper than necessary.  

Tears streamed down Jenna’s face, and she nearly collapsed with the weight of the grief. Her one true friend was gone, brutally murdered by an unfeeling, unsympathetic brute. Jenna had never owned anything and as such had never had a chance to experience any kind of loss. She didn’t know or remember her parents. She had no possessions. This pain was fresh and intense, past what she would have thought she could imagine. She didn’t know what to do. She wished that she had never gotten Kila to tell the Erak story in the first place. Maybe if she hadn’t put thoughts in his head, she thought, this never would have happened.

She was consumed by guilt and sadness, dead to the world. But through the haze of her grief she realized someone was talking to her. They shoved her shoulder. 

“Girl! You deaf er what? Get in there. You gotta move everything out of there, pull up the rug and throw it out then scrub all that blood off the walls and floor. Got it?” The man seemed to just then notice her crying. “What’s all this? Friend of yours or something? Was that your boyfriend?” The men laughed again. “Sorry to say babe but I don’t think you were his type, not enough to sink his teeth into!” This remark elicited uproarious laughter from the other two men. The lady interjected. 

“She’s just a girl for god’s sake! She probably hasn’t seen death before and you cruel bastards go dragging dead and busted bodies by. She is probably scared to death.” The men mostly ignored her. She grabbed Jenna by the arm and moved her closer to the door. 

“Look,” she said “I get it, you’re having a tough day” Jenna did not think ‘a tough day’ did it justice “but I need this room. I rent it out so I can do my job and make money to feed my kids.” That surprised Jenna, she did not know working girls were allowed to have kids. “And here is where we are. I need the room cleaned and they are saying you are the one to do it so that’s just how it's gonna be, okay?” Somehow Jenna managed to make herself nod in acceptance. “Good girl!” The lady exclaimed. “Now, that’s a pretty big mess so I am just gonna head home for the day, but if it's all put back together by tomorrow morning then I’ll bring you a nice treat, how about that?” Jenna didn’t care about treats, she didn’t care about anything. But she knew what the lady needed so she wiped her tears away with her sleeve and gave her a smile. The lady smiled back, patted her on the head and left. 

The task was grim and difficult. Jenna wasn’t sure whose blood was whose but what she did know was it was everywhere. On the bed, on the floor, on the walls. It took a good long while for her to get everything the way they wanted it. She wiped the whole place clean, top to bottom, all the while doing her best to remove thoughts from herself that it was Kila’s blood she was cleaning. She told herself with every movement of her cloth that it was the man’s blood. Jenna hoped he had bled to death. It would be less than he deserved. 

As the day wore on and Jenna’s task neared completion, she could sense that her emotions were not lessening. Where there was a deep sense of grief and loss and fear was changing with time,  coalescing into resentment, anger and rage. When she thought of Grok she was no longer scared, she was enraged. That anyone could even think to hurt a person with a spirit as beautiful as Kila’s was horrifying to her, was unacceptable. Jenna had always been able to accept her plight, it was her life, and it was what it was. But Kila deserved better. Kila deserved to leave this place, to adventure, to be a hero. Now, that day would never come. It had made her a liar and that enraged her all the more. 

There was not much day left by the time she completed her task. If there was one good thing in that entire mess of a day, it was that cleaning up that room had deflected anyone from understanding how behind she had gotten. She had a lot of catching up to do and worked later than usual getting everything done. 

As she lay in bed that night, she could not stop thinking that she would never get to hear one of Kila’s stories again. Thoughts of Kila washed everything else away. She forgot about the magic, the four men and talking to Alyssa. There were only two thoughts that remained in her head. Two things she was absolutely certain of. First, that she would get out of this place, for Kila’s sake, and in so doing honor him. Second, Grok had to die.
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Jenna kept rubbing her clothes furiously against the bed. She had to get the blood out. If she were seen with this blood on her clothes it could mean only one thing. Jenna was in a panic; she was hardly able to think clearly and if she wasted any more time, she risked someone coming to check on her. After taking a moment to collect and calm herself, she realized the solution was straightforward. She would just go get a bucket and some soap and water. At least then maybe she could wash out the blood enough to make it look faded or old. At least, if it did not look fresh, she could blame it on yesterday. 

She hustled down the corridors towards the cleaning room. Once or twice, she had to backtrack and wait to avoid an everhead. They patrolled here and there in every section. It was not long though before she made her way to the store room. Inside there were rudimentary cleaning supplies, including a bucket and a bar of soap. She snagged one of each and, holding the bucket in front of her to cover the blood stain, made her back towards the surface where she could grab some water. 

She cursed inwardly at the west wing and its lack of running water. It did not seem possible for her to get all the way up to the courtyard and over to the pump without someone stopping her to ask what she was doing. Today, however,  it seemed the gods favored her. She made it all the way to the pump and began filling her bucket. She was caught up in her task when one of the older ladies came alongside her, waiting to use the pump after her. 

Too focused on pumping she had forgotten all about hiding the fresh mark on the front of her clothes. The lady eyed it suspiciously and then moved her eyes to meet Jenna’s gaze. The lady could tell immediately that Jenna was uncomfortable, and a look of slight concern came over her.

“Don’t worry child, you’re not-so secret is safe with me,” she said “go ahead and finish pumping your water.” Jenna relaxed, the quick tension of the moment now passed, and finished as the lady directed. As she went to go, the lady addressed her again. 

“My congratulations on becoming a woman, little miss,” she paused and looked away meekly, “and...my condolences.” It seemed not everyone in the compound was without empathy. As incredible and horrifying as the last day of her life was, that amount of time had also included a compliment from one of the girls, camaraderie from the healer and now, empathy from this lady here.  

By the time she had gotten to the stairs Jenna realized she did not know where to go to complete the task. As she descended downward, she realized there was, of course, only one place to go: Alyssa. In that moment of realization, she recalled all the things that she wanted to talk to her about; Kila, the healer, the four men and now this. If ever anyone could help her, or wanted to, for that matter, it was her.

Her good fortune on the day suddenly ended when she nearly bumped into someone while entering the corridor. The man, a grizzled looking human, turned around. 

“What are you doing?” he snarled accusatively. Jenna’s mind raced and paused for a moment, scared that he may realize what she was up to. She clutched the bucket close to her, covering her lie and decided that what was best was to speak to him as if nothing was out of the ordinary. 

“Apologies sir” she said, eyes to the floor “one of the girls requested I come with soap and a bucket to clean their room.” 

“What?” he questioned “what kind of mess could there be this early in the day?” 

“I don’t know,” she stammered, “I don’t ask questions sir.” 

“And you better not. Who told you to do this?” Jenna wanted to answer as quickly as possible and could only think of one possible way out of this. 

“It was miss....Alyssa, sir.” 

“Hmph” He snorted “that snobby bitch. Lowest of the whores and she thinks she is better than everyone else. We will go and see what this trouble is about. Let’s go.” As she hurriedly followed the quick paced goon down the hall, she was trying her best not to sweat and, between the stress of the situation and the effort, it was proving futile. 

They came to her door and once again Jenna got lucky, there was no current customer inside. This meant that if Alyssa caught on quickly and played along it might be okay. Astonishingly enough she seemed to be waiting for them. She burst out the door and, ignoring the brute, took her by the arm pulling her inside. 

“Took you long enough!” she shouted, “I can’t get anything done with how disgusting it is in here.” She turned to the everhead representative “Can you believe this?” The man attempted to get in a response, but she cut him off. “Disgusting this room was throughout most of yesterday and no one ever got around to cleaning it. This is what happens when you all pull our kids out of here and have them off doing gods know what!” The human lifted a finger to interject, it failed. “I don’t know what kind of operation we are trying to run here but SORRY I’M JUST A LOWLY WHORE!” she said, waving her hands around dramatically “but what am I supposed to do?? First customer comes in today and can barely stand the stench. He’s a pig farmer!” The man shook his head a little in agreement. “Look, I don’t want to have to work with this filthy scum all day, servicing them in whatever perverted way please them but it’s better than Grok’s hand isn’t it?” The man nodded furiously. “That’s right! And I'll be damned if I gotta send another customer over to that bloody obnoxious Akia over there. If I don’t do business, then that’s it for me. Done. Nothing left. The ax.” She punctuated her point by pressing her finger into the man’s chest. The man stared blankly, in stunned silence. “Well?” She asked, “what do you have to say for yourself?” 

“Uh...” he attempted. 

“Hmm, very good.” She said, nodding in mock confirmation. “I hope you’re paid well. Whose job is it to send new people down here for me to service?” He straightened up a bit. 

“That’s me ma’am.” Jenna was bewildered, if not at least half as badly as the grunt seemed to be. Ladies were miss at best, ma’am was a term of respect. 

“Oh well, you must be intent on my being put under Grok’s hammer then, is that it?”

“No ma’am, I mean—”

“Well, it will be clean here in a moment, won't it?” There was a long pause as she stared at him accusatory. “So...” he stared blankly at her “Better get to it then.” She said leaning in. 

“Yes, yes of course!” he agreed. He seemed happy to be away from her as he scurried back from where he came. Alyssa turned swiftly back towards Jenna, smiled big and gave her a wink, closing the door behind her. 

“Well well, little one. What is it that brings us to my humble shop today?” Alyssa Inquired, speaking in their secret tongue. Jenna responded in kind. 

“I’m so sorry Alyssa” she said, bursting into tears “I didn’t know what else to do. Everything has just been so horrible.” Jenna collapsed onto the floor, doing her best to stop from wailing. All of the last couple days' events seemed to come crashing back all at once. Alyssa hurried over to her, got down on the floor next to her and held her tightly. With her face against her chest, she patted Jenna’s back gently and reassured her. 

“There there, my love. You are okay. You tell Alyssa all about it.” 

And so, Jenna did. She retold the tale of her sadness at Kila’s situation. How her despair led her to pass out while working and that, in turn, had gotten her a beating. She told her about the healer and the four men she saw after. She told her what she had heard about them giving Grok two days for something. She told her about Kila’s death and her intense grief. And finally, she admitted to having become a woman at some point in the middle of the night. 

Alyssa listened to all of it with intention. She seemed extremely focused on the talk of the four men most of all but then became very concerned upon hearing of Jenna’s sudden entry into the ranks of womanhood. Alyssa looked away from Jenna for a while, she seemed taken away by some deep and distanced thought. Then, after a deep breath, she turned back to Jenna with a softened expression. She picked up a handful of bloody cloth and started scrubbing it. 

“Well, child, it looks like we don’t have many options here. As they say, my hand is forced.” She exhaled and seemed to contemplate for a moment before continuing. “I don’t think we can stay here any longer.” Jenna did not understand. Not stay here. Where would they go? What did she mean? Leave the compound? But how? Jenna stayed still and listened, hoping that it all would soon become clear. 

“Here is what I want you to do. I am going to finish cleaning this for you then you are going to go back to work. And this is important.” She looked Jenna right in the eyes as she spoke. “You mustn’t do anything to arouse suspicion. I want you to go through your day as normal and go back to the rooms to bed as normal. Tonight, after everyone has gone to bed, I will come for you, and we will leave this place.” Jenna scarcely could believe what she was hearing and was at a total loss for how such a thing could be accomplished. However, she warmed a little inside at the idea of her first goal being realized.  Then it struck her: her second goal would go unrealized. Grok would live and go on hurting people, people like Kila.

“Alyssa...” Jenna asked “Who were those men? Is that why we are leaving?” 

“It’s part of it, my love. It would take too long to explain in full but rest assured that those men you saw are extremely dangerous and if they wanted they could storm the gate of this compound and kill every person in here without much effort.” If Jenna’s nonstop astonishment at every development over the past couple days could increase, it then would have. Her head spun at the thought. 

The Everheads were, to the best of her understanding, an organization that was feared for its strength and their leader, Grok, was the strongest amongst them by far. She had always assumed it would take an army led by a mighty hero to even breach the front gates. How four men could do it was beyond her. They must be heroes, she thought, but heroes were good. Heroes were noble. Heroes fought for the weak and the troubled, rescued them and saved them. If these were the heroes Kila had described, the last thing Alyssa would do was worry. She should be rejoicing. That left only one option; they were the villains. Likely coming to take what was Grok’s for themselves, in order to increase their power. Villains in Kila’s stories were always trying to increase their power and influence. That fit, Jenna thought. She made to say something next but Alyssa stopped her. 

“Hush my love, we have lingered long enough with the telling of all this news. You must hurry now. But take comfort, if I have my way it is the last day you will spend inside these walls.” Jenna could hardly even imagine that her living nightmare would end. But Alyssa had never lied to her before. She stood then and ushered Jenna upward. “Onward my love,” she said, wiping Jenna’s face clean “go about your day now. And don’t forget, no one must know what is going on and if an everhead sees you skipping about and smiling then they will know something is out of the ordinary and since they know we spent this time together it may not take them long to figure it all out and start asking questions. The last thing we want is to end up standing before Grok, trying to answer his inquiries, isn’t that right?” Jenna nodded enthusiastically. As much as she wanted Grok to die, never seeing him again was a welcome trade off. With that they said a quick goodbye, hugged and Jenna left. 

She went about her usual business, making sure to look as despondent and dejected as possible. She must have been doing too good a job of it because some of the girls looked at her funny when dealing with her, some even seeming concerned. Perhaps the untimely death of her good friend and her
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