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    To the One Who rescued me,


delivered me from the power of darkness,


and transferred me into the kingdom


of his dear Son.


Thank You.
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THE GIRL continued to dig.

Mud and water lathered her hair. Scraps of cloth clung to her bones. The ache in her muscles burned as the steady rhythm of her shoveling rose above the sound of falling rain. 

Down. Push. Up. Again. 

Down. Push. Up. Again. 

Staying silent to avoid further injury, she put words to the rhythm. 

I. Hate. The. King.

I. Hate. The. Prince.

She clenched her teeth together to stop the chattering. Anger warmed her cheeks. The guards whistled for work to cease, and she wiped the sweat from her forehead. As the sun hung low in the sky, the silhouettes of hundreds of slaves turned away from the large ditch and toward their ride back to the dungeon.

The girl ran toward the cart and horses, ignoring her limp. Elbowing her way through the crowd of shuffling bodies, she arrived at the wooden platform and flung herself onto the rotting boards so she'd have room to sit instead of stand.

Her weary body groaned as another workday came to an end without calamity, and she allowed herself to breathe a little easier.

A guard tripped a prisoner who had inched too close to him, and the slave landed face-first in the mud. Not flinching at the scene, the girl averted her eyes and scanned the massive slave yard.

The iron gates loomed ahead, but they were barred tight as always. Locked and sealed until the day the King arrived. Chipped fences bordered the fields for miles. A scraggly garden grew their meager vegetables. The guards' barracks stood as far away from the underground dungeon as it could as if keeping a safe distance would shield the guards from the constant reminder of death.

When she'd first arrived at the slave yard, the violent tempers of the guards forced her and the other prisoners to skitter about doing their duties, learning to mend fences, paint them, dig the ditch, and peel the vegetables. They obeyed for no other reason than to avoid punishment.

But the longer she lived here, the more she discovered obedience meant self-destruction. They mended the fences to keep themselves in. They dug the deep ditch for their own bodies to be laid to eternal rest. And they prepared food to stay alive until the day of doom arrived.

There was no escape. Not from this place, nor from her impending punishment. She'd handled the cold fact over and over again in her mind, smoothing it over, examining every lump and notch, but the process failed to soften the truth. In fact, it sharpened the blade. She would die here after digging her own grave. And there was nothing she could do about it.

The girl closed her eyes against her harsh reality, leaned on her shovel, and tried not to fall asleep. 

♦
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“MARA! MARA, WAKE UP! Wake up! You're going to get us beaten! Mara!”

At the last hiss of her name, Mara lifted her head off the shovel, just in time to jump to the ground and lay her spade on the pile of tools.

She shifted to the middle of the single-file line and let her eyes wander beyond the dungeon, beyond the guards' barracks, beyond the crooked fence, forcing herself not to recall her life before the rebellion.

Something howled in the distance, causing goosebumps to prick her skin.

The line quickened its pace.

Passing the star-lit dining hall, Mara flicked her gaze to the kitchen. Hunger clawed at her stomach. Evening meal ended hours ago, and morning meal couldn't come fast enough. Perhaps Blithe had stolen some stale bread during kitchen duty. She hurriedly descended the moldy steps at the mouth of the underground cavern to find her friend.

Mara squinted at the plump girl across the dark room and called to her. “Anything?”

Blithe shook her head, her front tooth flashing in the trickle of torchlight shining from the stairway. 

“Nothing tonight. Watched too closely after that cheese disappeared.” She chuckled.

Mara's cheeks burned. Her hunger was nothing to joke about. More and more slaves filtered into the damp cell, and she needed to find a cot before she slept on the floor with the rats again.

Finding a worn cot in the corner of the room, she collapsed onto it, careful not to aggravate the fresh cuts and bruises from the day's work. After closing her eyes, she wished for sleep to mute her empty stomach's cry for food.

She cursed King Aldus and Prince Justinius aloud and heard several grunts of approval from the bodies sprawled out around her.

“Long live Lord Druett!”

“Down with the Prince!”

“The true king will arise!”

“Rebel victory!”

Mara smiled for the first time in weeks. Those two monsters should be the ones digging ditches and sleeping in dungeons. I deserve to be the one living in a palace and eating rich pastries.

At the thought of food, Mara's stomach lashed out again. She opened her eyes and bit the rough callous on her pinky until she forgot about the pain in her belly. 

As she turned to lie on her side, she noticed a pair of thickly padded shoes on the floor. The girl next to her had been foolish enough to remove them before crawling into bed. Mara swiped them and put her tattered pair in their place. She winced as she slid the new shoes over the sores on her swollen, cracked feet. A whisper of guilt tickled her heart.

What? She's a stupid girl to leave something so precious out in the open like that. Serves her right. Maybe this will teach her a lesson. Besides, I've done far worse.

Mara shoved the nagging heaviness away and wiggled her toes, satisfied that no flesh peeked out to greet her. She closed her eyes to once again search for sleep.

When that rotten king comes for me, I'll spit in his face before he has a chance to dodge. 

An unexpected jolt froze her blood. The seventy lashes coming her way would end her, no question. Forty could kill a horse. She'd be dead before King Aldus reached fifteen. Mara growled and cursed his Royal Majesty again, louder this time, wishing the rebellion had been successful for the millionth time since arriving in this wretched place.

She would spit in his face when she met him, yes. But he would get the last laugh.
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THE WAKE-UP call sounded, the guards shouted, and every slave scrambled outside to avoid the punishment for dawdling.

Pacing back and forth on the cobblestone in front of the jagged line of prisoners, a guard in heavy black boots frowned and wiped his brow, sweating already in the morning sun.

The air stood dead still this morning, and Mara bit her lip. The weather was unpredictable in this part of the kingdom of Avalon. Yesterday, cold and rainy. Today shaping out to be a scorcher already.

“You!” The guard pointed to the slave wearing Mara's old shoes. “Kitchen.” He continued down the row assigning the prisoners various tasks, some less appealing than others. “You ... fields. You ... fences. And you,” the guard pointed a dirty fingernail at Mara and smirked, “the ditch.” 

At the slump of Mara's shoulders, he pouted and batted at her cheek with his clammy hand. 

“What's the matter? Don't like digging anymore?”

As his meaty palm made contact with her face, fire scorched Mara's chest. She balled her fists, braced her feet against the hard stones beneath her, and tried not to show her fury.

The guards may have decimated her will, but she refused to let them break her spirit too. She allowed herself to imagine stabbing the guard, realizing too late she couldn't afford the luxury while still under his examination.

The hairy man yanked her chin up and caught sight of the hot insolence in her eyes. He rocked her head from side to side in slow motion, her hair loose and swaying along her back, as he contemplated how he'd torture her. In one swift movement, he grabbed her shoulders and slung his knee deep into her hollow stomach. 

Tears welled in Mara's bulging eyes, and she crumpled to the ground. Mouth agape and frantic to suck in oxygen, she wrapped both arms around her middle and curled her legs under her body.

A sickly feeling radiated from her core, and she wished with all her might he would end her here and now, before she threw up, but of course, he wouldn't.

“Get up, you pig!”

When she couldn't help but empty her stomach bile on his shoes instead of obeying, he swung his leg and kicked her in the shin. Again. And again. He laughed as she struggled to rise, wiping his slimy boot on her rags.

Lightning shot from Mara's hip to the tips of her toes. She bit her lip to stop a cry from escaping her mouth. Whimpering would only encourage him.

“I said get up!” 

Determined not to give him the satisfaction of another blow, Mara rolled away and pushed herself off the ground, commanding her body to stop shaking. 

“And get to the cart. You have work to do, slave.” 

Mara lifted her spade and hefted her aching body onto the cart. The noxious odor of mud and mold mixed with manure assailed her nostrils as she imagined what she'd do to that man if she could catch him sleeping.

The guard whistled to attract the attention of the driver. “If that one right there gives you any trouble today,” he narrowed his eyes at Mara, “break her fingers again.”

The blood drained from Mara's face and she teetered.

Don't faint. Don't faint.

The guards shared a grin at her reaction and turned their attention elsewhere. A few deep breaths through her nose steadied her nerves. She refused to move for a full minute. No use drawing any more attention her way. 

Finally feeling safe enough to rub her sore stomach and steal a discreet glance at her bloody leg, her mind occupied itself as she waited for others to board the cart.

It had been fifteen years since she had been captured. Give or take. She hadn't kept track of the years or her birthdays. She was twelve when they arrested her. She knew that. But her youth had won her no mercy. Everyone seized that night had been brought to the slave yard to await their punishment for high treason. A lifetime of hard labor. Followed by seventy lashes hand-delivered by his Royal Highness. 

Her involvement in the rebellion had made sense back then. Where had she gone wrong? She hated King Aldus. Joining the revolt had been a simple choice. She signed up for the rebel army without a moment's hesitation. It had been a noble cause to support the rightful king of Avalon, hadn't it? Lord Druett could never fail. At least that's what she believed. But the thousands of slaves wandering around the prison yard this morning proved otherwise. Lord Druett's attempt had been defeated, and King Aldus continued to rule in peace.

Now to spend her time in toil until the King decided to mete out her punishment. Working, digging, mending, and cleaning day after day until the day of reckoning arrived. Mara didn't know when the time for the lashes would come, but she hoped with all the strength she had left that it wouldn't be today.

Her reflections ceased with the cart's jostling on the bumpy road. Another day of digging the ditch. Another day of blood, sweat, and backaches. Of insect bites, cuts, and arid wind. Maybe she'd die before the King had the chance to come and kill her. She sneered at her useless musings.

No one would escape that easily.

She knew better. Even the guards weren't allowed to kill the slaves, though sometimes they came close. The King had reserved that privilege for himself alone.

The cart stopped with a lurch, and the slaves climbed off. Mara dropped to the ground and limped to her place beside Blithe.

“At least it's not raining,” Blithe whispered. Her optimism made Mara imagine slapping her across the mouth.

“Shut up! You know how hot it gets without the rain? Oh, wait. No. You don't. You've had a cushy kitchen job for all these years. It's bad enough you got yourself reassigned and can't steal extra food, but I'm not going to listen to your stupid chatter all day too!”

Blithe cast her gaze to the ditch and kept her mouth shut, making Mara's anger dissipate as quickly as it had flared.

She winced, wishing she'd been more patient and hadn't let her temper get the better of her, but what was done was done. No use dwelling on actions that couldn't be erased. 

Mara cracked her shoulder joints to loosen them and approached the same large trench that she'd been digging for weeks. Ditch duty had taken its toll on her body, and the thought of another moment of shoveling through the heavy mud sent a murky wave of nausea through her gut.

A chirping bird on a nearby branch drew her attention. The cheery yellow creature looked at her, blinked twice, and took off, flying high in the sky and out of view.

To be a bird and fly away.

She sighed as memories of the night she'd earned permanent ditch duty flooded her mind. The night she realized the guards couldn't kill her. The night she discovered a worse fate than death. The night she tried to escape. 

Seven or eight months had passed since then. Maybe six or nine, but who could tell? Time didn't matter in the slave yard.

On that night, she'd been angry. The guards had been especially cruel during the day, and Mara had gotten a splinter from mending a fence. She stopped working to remove the splinter and a guard knocked a tooth out of her mouth as payment for her delay.

Something inside her broke in that moment, and she realized now that it was her will. Her will to stay alive. Her will to take another breath.

All she knew was she needed to get out. To remove herself from this wretched situation no matter what it took and no matter what she had to risk.

Even if it meant leaving the boundary of the fences and tempting the hungry wolves.

During evening workload, she'd concocted a plan to run away or die trying. It had seemed so simple while she mulled it over as she worked on a broken section of fencing, and she wondered why she'd never attempted it before. She'd slip out of line after the evening's work and into the shadows of the dining hall. The back door of the kitchen was never locked, and the large bags of grain in the storage closet would make the perfect hiding place. Then, long after dark, while most of the guards snoozed in their barracks, and only a few roamed the grounds, she'd make her move. There were a few weak spots in the fence that had yet to be repaired—leaving holes large enough for her scrawny body to wriggle through.

Of course, she needed someone to cause a distraction at the front of the line—pick a fight with another slave or some other nonsense. Maybe choosing a different accomplice would've brought her closer to escape. But Cora betrayed her and tipped off a guard in exchange for a better duty, even after Mara promised she'd return to free her as soon as she could.

The burly guard must have watched with his cold eyes as she slipped across the pitch-black field away from the kitchen's back entrance. When he tackled her, Mara's heart crashed to the ground along with her body. She'd been ten feet from the broken fence. Ten feet from freedom. Ten feet from leaving it all behind.

“Got you!” The guard snarled in her face, shoving his weight onto her, crushing her lungs. “Where do you think you're going? No one escapes. Though nothing would bring me more pleasure than feeding your corpse to the wolves.” He would have looked stern and imposing to Mara when she'd first arrived, but the guards didn't scare her anymore. 

Nothing did.

Nothing but the lashings. 

He had broken every finger on her left hand before delivering her to the dungeon. Mara cried out as each finger gave way, the guard's powerful fists snapping her bones like carrots. The next morning, he had been all too pleased to lock iron shackles on Mara's ankles. She had to wear the chains for three weeks. Not only had the shackles etched large, oozing craters on her skin, but they had slowed her down even worse than her limp.

Failing to meet her ditch-digging quota, thanks to having the use of one hand and half the use of both legs, instigated further cruelty from the men in heavy boots. She became accustomed to being the last to squeeze onto the overcrowded cart, the last down the stairs to find a sliver of floor space to sleep on, and the last in the meal lines to receive the remaining few crumbs which could never satisfy her rumbling belly. 

Finally, the guards tired of waiting for her and removed the iron weights. Mara now understood who could escape the slave yard. 

No one.

The only escape—if one could call it that—came by suffering a bloody death at the King's hand.

No other way.

They were watched day and night. Anyone attempting to expedite their death sentence on their own was shackled until they were too weak to do the deed.

Mara blinked as she turned her attention to the task before her, stabbing her spade into the dirt. Blithe followed Mara's lead after blowing a few wispy hairs out of her eyes. After three shovels full of mud, Blithe wheezed and wiped sweat and grime from her forehead. “How do you do this every day, Mara?”

“I imagine I'm digging a grave for the guards.”

“Silence!” A rock bounced in their direction. Mara and Blithe dodged the stone, but it grazed Mara's arm. Acting as if the rock had hit her square on the shoulder, Mara doubled over and yelped. Satisfied enough not to attempt another throw, the guard turned away. Mara and Blithe glared at each other.

Mara went back to digging as sweat trickled down her back. 

Another long day.

♦
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“IF ONE MORE GUARD SO much as looks at me today, I swear I'll wring his fat, hairy neck!” Mara confided to Blithe and Norma during morning meal.

She looked around to see if anyone else had heard her, but the clanging of wooden spoons scraping against the dishes had drowned out the threat.

Norma scooped the last morsel of mush out of her bowl, splattering tiny bits of gruel into her hair. She swallowed and grunted.

“It's bad enough we have to break our backs and sleep in that rat-infested dungeon, but dealing with the likes of them is too much!”

Blithe guzzled her cloudy water and panted as her eyes glazed over.

“Maybe I'll be able to work in the kitchen again in a few days.”

Mara snorted. Did Blithe even know how much the ditch diggers envied her simple kitchen duties? What lengths someone would go to trade places with her for one day? She truly could not grasp the curse of back-breaking work, could she?

“Would you stop complaining? You're so soft you can't even dig ditches for half of a morning without crawling back to your precious kitchen? Maybe next time you won't be stupid enough to get caught stealing an entire wheel of the guards' cheese! As if they wouldn't notice when they took inventory at the end of the day. How brain-dead can you possibly be?” 

Blithe jumped out of her seat in a flash, her face red, eyes wide. She gave Mara's shoulders a shove that almost knocked her flat on her back. “I didn't get caught!” 

A guard shouted and threw a bowl at the side of Blithe's head, the hollow thud reverberating through the hall. She howled and fell back in her seat.

After the din of the room returned, Blithe sniffed.

“Drella snitched on me so she could get kitchen duty instead of painting fences. It wasn't my fault. I shared that cheese with you, didn't I? Let's see who gets any more food from me when she's starving to death!”

Mara bit her tongue for the rest of the meal, even though she wanted more than anything to punish Blithe for screaming in her face. She restrained herself for two reasons. The first was that Blithe was too weak to endure the unleashing of Mara's wrath. The other was that she didn't want to provide more fodder for the guards' entertainment.

A shout rang above the clatter, and the prisoners tramped back to their stations until evening meal.

As she slogged outside with the others and boarded the swarming cart, Mara closed her eyes. How much longer would she have to live like this? Maybe not long. Maybe the lashings would come soon. Maybe they wouldn't be as bad as she feared.

She gulped. At the very least they'd ensure her time in this desolate place would finally be over.
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MARA GASPED and clutched the edge of her cot as her body flung itself into a sitting position. One wobbling hand trailed over the cold sweat of her brow as the other pressed into her chest to monitor her galloping heartbeat. She tried not to close her eyes or let the contents of her dream spill into the forefront of her mind. Her heart thumped faster when she remembered the nightmare would come true one of these days. Mara struck her bruised face over and over and narrowed her eyes, embarrassed at her weakness.

“You will not fear your destiny. You will not fear your sentence. You will not fear the lashings. You will not fear the King.” She imagined spitting in the King's face over and over, but nothing brought relief.

How had she lived so long like this? With the abuse, the lack of nutrition, the rats glaring at her from the corners of the dungeon with their red eyes, the manual labor, day after day? It was enough to drive a person mad.

And when she thought nothing could get any worse—these tortuous dreams robbed her of rest for the last month. The nightly ritual had worn thin, and her body sagged with a weariness she'd come to recognize as death settling upon her—slow, steady, and full of pain.

Even years after her arrest, she'd nurtured a glimmer of hope inside her chest, flickering and blinking, refusing to be extinguished. Telling her that there would be some way to achieve freedom. That perhaps the rebellion hadn't failed, that they were down but not out. That Lord Druett would swoop through the gates with his cavalry and save them all.

But now in the deep and silent darkness, fractured with the occasional snore and skittering of rodent claws, she searched her heart and found nothing. No light. No flame. No hope.

Not anymore.

Just a burning desire for all of this to come to a screeching halt. For the end of time to meet her with the dawn. For her to know that she wouldn't have to suffer another moment.

Something had to be done. This misery had to cease. Today. She couldn't escape the grounds, and the close supervision day and night prevented her from taking her own life, but maybe she could improvise. An idea had been tickling her brain for weeks, but she hadn't had the nerve to pull it from the back of her mind and polish it off. Perhaps now she should piece together her musings.
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