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Chapter One




Ves’s side of the room was small with no windows and a single chair in the center of the stained wood floor. The walls had been white originally but were now a murky shade of brownish gray. The guard behind him grunted pointedly, so Ves made his slow way to the chair. He gratefully sat down and placed his crutch on the floor next to him before looking across his portion of the room to the other side. A high wall separated his dingy room from the court judge in his comfortably padded chair behind a carved wooden desk. The upper half of the wall was open like a long window and high enough anyone from Ves’s side would require a few extra seconds to climb, which was more than enough time for the guard standing behind Ves to stop them. Not that Ves could climb like that, of course, but Ves doubted the judge or the guard cared. 

The judge had a steaming mug of tea at one hand, a folio in front of him, and a fancy quill in a stand to his right. The walls in his half of the room were painted a cheery yellow, which augmented the afternoon light streaming in from the glass-paned window. 

“You have been recommended for early release,” the judge said. He didn’t look up from the folio, nor otherwise acknowledge Ves was in the room. “Based on your criminal history and your behavior while incarcerated, the court is willing to consider this sentence reduction.” 

Ves swallowed down his growing hope, knowing better than to say anything or let any budding happiness show on his face in any way that could be seen by the guards or the judge. In this world of prison bars and shackles, hiding emotion was much safer. Besides, Ves had always been skilled at discerning the truth hidden behind the words. In this case, the truth was the prison was overcrowded and funding was limited. Thanks to his injury, Ves wasn’t likely to repeat the crimes for which he had been convicted, and providing medical care and accommodations for him was expensive. Tossing him out on the street and hoping for the best was far more economical for the courts than keeping him for the full term of his sentence. 

“However, there are requirements that must be fulfilled prior to certifying your release,” the judge continued. “Per our laws enshrined in the annals of the divine accolades, first, you must go before the God of Judgment and beg for absolution of your crime. Should the God grant mercy, you will be released from prison. Second, should you be granted release, you will be provided housing for one week, after which you must obtain lawful employment. You must be gainfully employed for the remaining time left on your sentence. A gap of longer than a week is grounds for reincarceration. Third, you will be assigned a liaison officer with whom you must meet weekly. This officer will assess your activities and provide reports to the court regarding whether you should return to prison. Lastly, commission of any crime is grounds for immediate cancellation of your early release.” 

The court judge picked up the fancy quill, dipped it in ink, and signed something at the bottom of one of the papers in the folio. He dusted the ink with sand before closing the folio and passing it to someone standing by the door, likely a secretary. Once that was done, he looked at the guard. 

“Next case. I would like to have this chore completed in time to be home for afternoon tea.” The judge still hadn’t looked at Ves, more interested in the contents of his cooling teacup as Ves picked up his crutch and struggled to his feet. 

Ves followed the guard out the door and back into the prison, trying not to let hope take root in his chest. He had no idea what obtaining a divine Judgment required, but felt safe assuming he didn’t have enough money to bribe the priests in the temple of the God of Judgment to agree to his release. Even if he did manage to get through Judgment, getting a job with his injury was going to be next to impossible. Ves didn’t remember the stabbing or know why he had been targeted by another inmate, just that when he woke in the prison’s medical wing, he had lost the use of his right leg as a result. The leg was still attached, but he could only bend his knee, feel his foot, or wiggle his toes about 10 percent of the time. The other 90 percent, his right foot hung like a deadweight. There was no way to know whether the stabbing had been the cause or whether the incompetent medical care Ves received afterward was the problem, but he was restricted to the speed of his crutch and only had one free hand to carry things while he was upright. Most ex-convicts found work at the docks unloading ships. Ves wouldn’t be able to do that, which limited his options severely. Regardless, even a few days of freedom would be a nice vacation from the hell that was prison. 

“Do you know when I’ll be able to request absolution from the God of Judgment?” Ves asked the guard, who grunted in response. 

“Today’s Moonsadai. Convict absolution is always the morning of Raisadai, so in two days. Don’t be in a rush to meet this God though.” The guard smirked at Ves. “If you’re lucky, you’ll come back here more injured than you left. If you’re not lucky, you’ll be dead.” Still smirking, the guard stopped at the first set of doors leading into Ves’s shared cell. He pulled a lever, and the first barred door slid aside. Ves stepped through the doorway and the first door slid closed, locking him into the two-by-two-foot space. The guard pulled the lever again, and the second door slid to the side, revealing the nine-by-nine-foot square cell he shared with three other inmates. 

The man Ves only knew as Fang grinned at Ves as the second door closed behind him. Both of Fang’s pointed incisors, sharpened prior to his arrest for ripping out chunks of people with his teeth, were prominent in his mouth, so the grin was equally a threat and a welcome. 

“Well, you getting out of here?” Fang asked, watching from where he was sitting on his bottom bunk as Ves slowly made his way to the other bunk bed. Ves got the bottom of his bed thanks to necessity, since he couldn’t climb. Fang liked Ves for some reason, so it was thanks to his influence over their other two cellmates that Ves hadn’t been challenged for the better bed. 

“I get to have a hearing with the God of Judgment in two days. I’m not sure that means I’m getting out of here though.” 

“If you only get to see one of the priests, you’ll be back here in an hour,” Omnit called from where he was flopped out on the bed above Ves. 

Fang nodded and ran his hand over his mouth. “Maybe. If you actually get to go into the temple to get a Judgment directly from the God, though, I’ll bet you’ll be freed. You’re one of the noble mistakes, right? I’ve heard the God of Judgment doesn’t care about rank or money, just whether you actually committed the crime.” 

“And I’ve heard people who go see the God come back missing limbs or go straight to the crazy house ’cause their heads got messed up instead,” Omnit added. “They spend the rest of their days laughing at blank walls or screaming at the air. Better to see a corrupt priest instead.” 

Ves sighed and lay back on the thin mattress, staring up at the straps holding Omnit’s mattress in place. One of the noble mistakes. In the prison system they were so common they had a name, and people who fell into that category tended to receive a bit more leeway from the other inmates. They weren’t usually randomly stabbed like Ves. The guards didn’t care, but Fang had defended Ves on multiple occasions because of it. When nobles broke the law and got caught, that mistake was rectified with money put in the right hands and a scapegoat going to prison instead. Ves hadn’t even had a trial but was now seven years into a fifteen-year sentence, convicted of two attempted rapes, the last one resulting in manslaughter of the victim. He would be turning twenty-one years old in two days, Ves realized as his gloomy thoughts identified something else depressing to focus on. When people reached the age of majority, they visited the temple of the God of Life to pray for guidance as they stepped into adulthood. Hopefully visiting the God of Judgment, instead, wouldn’t be yet another black mark against him. 

“It’s not like I have a choice,” Ves finally responded. “The court judge signed some paperwork, so I’ll be dragged to the temple whether I like it or not.” 

Fang let out a barking laugh. “That’s the world of the Gods, I guess. All we can do is hope they don’t make us suffer too damned much.” 

Before Ves could think of a response, the afternoon klaxon went off, echoing through the prison as it did twice every day—first thing in the morning and now. Ves’s ears continued to ring for a few seconds after the klaxon stopped. By the time he could hear again, he could also hear the squeaky wheel from the meal cart in the hallway. A moment later a slot opened above the small table in the corner, bolted to the wall so they couldn’t move it, and someone pushed four trays filled with their dinner onto it. Omnit scrambled down from his bed and returned holding two trays, one of which he passed to Ves. Fang grabbed a tray, and the fourth man in their cell climbed down from his bunk over Fang to get his as well. The man never spoke, ever, so Ves didn’t know his name, but he also never caused problems, so he wasn’t the worst roommate Ves had endured in his seven years here. 

Dinner was boiled chicken, boiled potatoes, and boiled beans, each portioned exactly so every tray had the same amount of bland, lifeless grub. At first, Ves had been excited about the prospect of regular meals, since that wasn’t something he had enjoyed before his incarceration, but that minimal silver lining had faded away fast. He ate the food, tasting nothing the entire time, and let Omnit return the empty tray to the table next to the slot for the workers to remove later. With nothing else to anticipate before the morning klaxon announcing breakfast, Ves curled up on his bed and pulled his thin blanket over his shoulders. Sleeping wouldn’t end his misery or allay his worries about the impending temple visit, but at least he could turn off his brain for a few hours. After seven years of long practice, Ves forced himself to sleep, knowing everything would still be waiting for him to dwell on in the morning. 








  
  
Chapter Two




The morning sunlight was eye-searingly bright, and Ves had to duck his head to try to shield his eyes with his hair as he hopped down the steps. His wrists were shackled together in front of him, so he couldn’t use his hands to block the light. He also couldn’t stop, since a guard was pulling the chain trailing from the shackles and he didn’t care about any discomfort Ves might be experiencing. Thankfully, the wagon Ves was led to was fully enclosed so the sunlight was blocked a moment later. The guard looped Ves’s chain through an iron ring set into the wooden wall, locking him in place, dropped Ves’s crutch on the floor next to him, and left so another guard and prisoner could climb into the wagon next. 

While the sunlight had burned and Ves was glad to escape into the darkened confines of the wagon, he also wanted to go back outside to lay on the ground and luxuriate in the fresh warmth. His only glimpses of the sun for the last seven years were through cracks in doors and windows provided for people like the court judge. He had worried about what this day would bring for the last two days. However, no matter how today ended up, just that thirty-second walk from the prison to the wagon in actual sunlight would make whatever suffering he was in for worth it. 

By the time the wagon door was closed and locked, five more prisoners had joined Ves. They were as spread out as the confines of the wagons allowed, but Ves was glad he was tucked into the back corner where he was out of the way. The wagon swayed as they began moving, the clop of the horses’ hooves audible through the wood. 

Ves was used to time passing without any reference to his life—that was how things worked in prison—so he had no idea how long they traveled before the wagon came to a halt. Muffled discussion went on for a few minutes between the driver and someone else, and then they started moving again. Since the wagon didn’t sway as much as before, for this part of the journey they were probably moving at a slower pace. After only a few minutes more, they stopped again and the guards unlocked the door. One guard climbed inside and unhooked the prisoner nearest the door, leading him out of the wagon by the chain. 

Ves sighed. First on meant last off, so he had a long wait ahead of him. He shifted, trying to find a comfortable seat and take some weight off the hip of his bad leg. The wagon’s ceiling was the same worn brown wood as the walls. Boring, but at least it was a different view than the straps holding Omnit’s bed. The door was still open, although one guard was visible, standing to the side of the opening. Ves strained his ears, listening hard for any clue about what might be happening. 

Missing limbs or losing their minds were the two most frequent outcomes of the visit to the Temple of Judgment, at least per Omnit. Ves ought to hear screaming, but all he could make out were snippets of the conversation between the guards outside. The first prisoner didn’t return. Eventually another guard climbed in and led out a second prisoner. A while later another guard and another prisoner were gone. The same pattern continued until Ves was left alone. He tried not to think about what might be going on out there. Perhaps the other prisoners had all died, and that was why they hadn’t returned. Ves shook his head, trying to dislodge that thought. Maybe they were all absolved instead and had been let free right then. There was no need for a freed person to return to the prison, after all. Ves tried to focus on that happier outcome, but that didn’t stop the waiting from feeling like it was never going to end. 

Finally, the doorway darkened again as another guard climbed into the wagon. He unlocked Ves’s chain from the wall ring and waited for Ves to stand and get his crutch situated, before leading the way outside. Despite feeling as if hours had passed, the sun was still in the same, blindingly bright spot in the sky. Ves squinted up at it, then focused back on the ground to watch where he was placing his crutch on the uneven path. 

They were somewhere inside the Temple of Judgment, logic told Ves, but the surrounding area seemed odd. They appeared to be in a courtyard enclosed by very high stone walls except where the closed wooden gate doors interrupted it. Along the top of the wall were ornately carved statues. Ves wasn’t close enough to make out what figures they represented, but their presence indicated he was supposed to be somewhere fancy. The corners of the wall were raised into a platform, almost like the tower portion of battlements around a castle, except done in miniature here. A man might be able to stand in that raised portion, but it would be a tight fit. The battlements weren’t designed to be functional, but they certainly looked opulent. Three buildings were the only structures inside the courtyard, situated in the center of the open space. Ves’s guard led him down a path that went straight from the gate to the fanciest building of the three, which was directly in the center of the courtyard. The other two buildings stood at angles to the fancy building like a square missing its fourth side. The path was wide, made of crushed white stone, and bordered on either side by low flowerbeds. The beds were empty despite it being Ylli, the season when the sun was overhead the longest and the air temperatures were incredibly warm. Any competent gardener could have easily maintained a riot of flowers or grown bountiful vegetables in such nice beds. Seeing them empty like this made Ves want to solve the mystery of this temple. The outer walls were fancy, but no one had bothered to plant simple flowers, and that dichotomy jangled. Of course, the reason why wasn’t any of Ves’s business, but he needed the distraction during the long, slow walk on the way to his doom. 

The path diverged ahead. One part continued straight, and the guard led Ves along that route. To Ves’s right, the path continued to one of the smaller buildings. If Ves had to guess, he would say it was a workshop or maybe a kitchen. Two chimneys with crumbled grout and cracked brick were visible in the patched, moss-covered roof. A different path to the left led to a slightly larger building, but it was in just as bad shape. The building had a wide, wraparound porch, visibly sagging in the middle, and three sliding doors, one of which hung at an angle. It was probably supposed to be living quarters, but no one would want to live there in the condition it was in. Similar to the flower beds, the buildings indicated something wasn’t right here. Ves and the guard were literally walking through the domain of a God, yet one step onto the rotting wood of the porch of the living quarters would send someone falling through to the ground below. 

Ves would have worried the prison had sent him to a sham temple if it weren’t for the building he and his guard were approaching in the center of the courtyard. It was the only building that was still maintained, and it echoed the opulence of the courtyard walls. 

The doors dominated the front, filling nearly the entire wall. They were gold and glittered in the sunlight, indicating real metal rather than cheaper paint. The left door had depictions of swords cut into the gold, and those cuts were then painted in brilliant reds with silver wire welded into the design. The gold of the right door was inset with blue and green gemstones in the shape of a river. The blades and water, the two symbols of the God of Judgment, in about as prominent a display as Ves had ever seen, eliminated any fears that he was in the wrong place. The God’s swift justice was depicted by the swords, and his slow redemption was depicted by the endlessly meandering waters. Not even the best fake priest could create doors so beautiful or poignant. 

A man wearing white robes and the purple stole denoting he was a priest for the God of Law stood in front of those doors, waiting for Ves. When Ves finally reached the three steps leading up to the deck in front of the doors, the priest waved one hand. The guard apparently knew what that meant, because he pulled a key from his pocket and removed the shackles around Ves’s wrists. The guard coiled the chain as he ascended the steps, leaving Ves behind. Not that there was anywhere for Ves to go should he try to run, what with being inside those tall walls, but it felt odd to be left unsupervised like this. 

The priest and the guard spoke for a moment, their voices too low for Ves to make out what they were saying. He left them to it, glancing around. Perhaps another guard with a crossbow was hidden in the deteriorating residence, ready to stop Ves if he tried anything, but a glance in that direction didn’t reveal anything. All Ves saw was the continued mystery of decay and opulence in the same space. A soft rustle sounded from in front of him. As Ves turned to look, a dog crawled out from underneath the stairs. 

Not a dog, only a puppy, Ves realized when he caught sight of the size of the dog’s massive paws in comparison to the adorably small body. It had gray fur with white and black splotches, pointed ears, and a long muzzle to go with the oversized paws. The pup might be only about ten pounds now, but in a few months Ves suspected it would easily surpass eighty or ninety pounds. It likely was barely weaned. 

Ves couldn’t crouch without falling over, but he bent as low as he could go from the waist and held out his hand with his palm up for the pup to sniff his fingers. The puppy wagged his tail but didn’t come any closer. Apparently growing bored with Ves, the pup turned around and vanished back under the stairs. Ves stifled his disappointment. He had always liked dogs and wished he had the chance to pet this one before whatever was about to happen happened. He looked back up in time to see the priest point to the right and the guard nod before he headed in that direction, leaving Ves alone with the priest. 

“Come,” the priest called to Ves. 

Ves had to go slowly as he climbed the three steps, ensuring his crutch was firmly planted before he lifted his good leg up to the next stair. The priest waited patiently, no disgust or annoyance darkening his features. He was an older gentleman, likely in his mid-sixties, with a soft belly and long cheeks that spoke of a comfortable, but not opulent life. Only once Ves was standing in front of him did the priest speak again. 

“You are here for Judgment. Today, the God decides your fate. Enter the room beyond these doors and kneel in the center of the golden circle directly in front of the pond. You can pray to the God of Judgment if you like, but he has already seen your past deeds and decided your punishment and will deliver the verdict of your sins regardless.” The priest turned to grip the door handles, then paused. “I should warn you. Do not touch the water in the sacred spring. Even the smallest droplet will remove the flesh from your bones and turn your bones to dust in the swiftest Judgment the God provides.” He pulled on the handle of the door with the stream on it, and the door rolled to the side, revealing a square room. High-backed, dark-wood benches were lined up on either side of a central aisle carpeted in blue. Ves walked along the aisle, heading for the altar. The priest closed the door behind him, leaving Ves alone. 

The golden circle was right where the priest said it would be, where the carpeted aisle ended about a foot from a small pond. The bottom of the pond was decorated with blue tiles, with gemstone-sculpted green stems and closed buds of sculpted water lilies clustered to the left. Behind the pond was a low raised platform with a stand on it for the Priest of Judgment during services, and behind that a massive sword appeared to float in midair. The hilt was gold, with blue gems in the pommel and cross guard, and the unsheathed blade was silver and shining in the ambient light cast by the candles in the overhead fixtures. It was so big the blade alone was longer and wider than Ves’s entire body. Ves couldn’t find a single rope or cable holding it in midair. He had no idea what could be powerful enough to float something so huge and heavy. If Ves ever needed proof that the Gods actually existed, this would be more than enough. 

Ves struggled to lower himself into the circle, using both the crutch and the backs of the benches to get down to the floor without hurting himself. He couldn’t kneel properly, but he did move his right knee into position. Unfortunately, he couldn’t hold his body there for more than a second or two, so he was sprawled awkwardly, even as he tried clasping his hands in front of him to show his supplication to the Gods. 

The five prisoners ahead of Ves must have come here, too, but there was no sign of them; nor was there any blood on the floor to indicate what might have happened. His clasped hands shook as he waited, wondering when the Judgment was going to occur. Instead of a divine voice or another priest, a rustle sounded, and a moment later the puppy crawled out from underneath one of the benches. Ves had no idea how it had gotten inside, but it took no notice of him. Instead, its eyes were focused on the pond as it made a beeline toward the water. 

The priest had called the pond the “sacred spring” and said the water could do terrible things if touched, and the puppy was heading there as if it was thirsty! 

“Don’t!” Ves gasped out. He lunged for the pup, but his bad leg slid out from under him and Ves, instead, face-planted onto the floor, his fingertips ruffling fur without being able to grip it and pull the pup to safety. He scrambled back upright, expecting to see the remains of a very dead puppy, and flopped onto his butt in surprise at what he saw instead. There wasn’t a puppy body there to mourn over; the puppy had vanished completely. Instead, a young man stood in the center of the pond, the water gently lapping against his shins. He appeared completely unharmed and unconcerned that he was touching sacred water. 

“I do not receive many innocents asking for supplication,” he said. While the tone was light, the weight of his words pressed down on Ves like someone had dropped a weighted blanket over Ves’s head and shoulders. His eyes were wide and shockingly blue, the coloring as vibrant as the gemstones in the doorway behind Ves. His hair was jet-black with a bluish sheen common with raven’s feathers, braided back into a tail that reached mid-back. Escaped strands framed his incredibly handsome face with high cheekbones, a rounded button nose, and full, pink lips. His chest was firm, but not sculpted, like a man who knew how to wield a sword, but he did not have the chiseled muscles indicating that skill was his livelihood. A simple blue skirt hung around his waist, covering him from belly button to mid-thigh, the only decoration a silver and gold braided belt that wrapped a couple times around his midriff. The end of the braid hung down his left leg, the tip ending just above the water. 

“Not only are you innocent of the crime for which the human courts sent you here to me for final adjudication, but after being unfairly convicted and incarcerated, you have not since sullied your hands with violence. They tried to make you weak, even going so far as to destroy your body, but you never succumbed.” The God of Judgment paused as if needing a moment to think something through before continuing. “I will declare your innocence and have all crimes expunged from your record. You can leave here and restart your life. But…” He paused again before apparently coming to some sort of final conclusion. “But I have another offer for you. I am in need of a priest. I can only borrow priests from other Gods so many times, and my brothers and sisters are running short of patience. However, to be a Priest of Judgment I must find someone innocent of crime, incorruptible, and yet who also understands the darker aspects of those who would seek supplication here. Such individuals are scarce, yet I have found one here today, attempting to kneel before me.” He focused his blue eyes on Ves, their glow sharp and penetrating as if he could see every thought running through Ves’s mind. At the moment, Ves’s internal monologue was mostly blank with shock, mixed with a lot of “oh shits.” The God of Judgment couldn’t be offering what Ves thought he was. Someone like Ves didn’t become a priest for a God. 

“Instead of starting a new life, would you be willing to become my priest?” the God finally asked outright. “Priesthood under me is not easy, and you won’t amass wealth or property being a priest,” he continued, providing the negative parts as only someone entrenched in Judgment must. If Ves was going to make an honest decision, he needed to know everything about what he might be getting into. 

Not having a priest explained why the outer buildings and courtyard had fallen into decay. If Ves accepted the offer, he would be living in that squalor until the temple Pantheon complex was able to make repairs. But he would also be given food and a secure roof over his head, clothing, and warm blankets, all of which sounded better than going into the world homeless and penniless, attempting to figure out life with a broken body in a world he had been plucked from at only fourteen. And yet, there was one more aspect Ves had to consider. The God’s blue eyes were intense, but hidden in their depths was something achingly familiar to Ves—loneliness, sadness, a desire to reach out his hand and find someone willing to clasp it in theirs. Ves saw those same hidden emotions in his own reflection in the shiny bars of his cell. Ves had an odd feeling that should he reach out a hand right now, this God might be willing to take it. No new life in the city was worth missing out on this chance. 

“I would be honored to become your priest,” Ves replied. 

The smile that broke out on the God’s face was brighter than even the blinding sun. “Show your sincerity by dipping your right hand into the water. Judgment will be swift. If you are lying, you will die in utmost agony, but if you are telling the truth, you will instead receive my blessing.” 

Ves shuffled forward, dragging his bad leg along until he could reach the water. There was no point in hesitating or worrying; he knew he was sincere. Ves plunked his right hand into the pond. 

The water was cool and refreshing at first but quickly heated as golden light flared around his hand. The light grew until Ves had to squint to see as it traveled up his fingers, across his hand, and left the water to crawl up his arm. The light settled against Ves’s skin, hot, but not burning, and sank through his pores until it appeared his arm was glowing. The light condensed and formed a shape on Ves’s arm. A dog, head thrown back in a howl, solidified in the golden shine, before the light faded entirely and the dog vanished. 

“You may remove your hand now,” the God said. 

Ves obeyed, flexing his completely dry fingers as the last vestiges of whatever magic he had just absorbed faded away. There was no sign of the light or the dog and the heat had faded, but on the back of Ves’s hand a mark had formed. It was brown like a birthmark, but unmistakably in the shape of a drop of water. 

“You are marked as mine, and when you use power in my name that mark will glow again.” 

Ves looked up, but the man had vanished. A cold nose pressed against Ves’s arm, and when he looked down, the puppy had returned. 

“It is nice to officially meet you,” the God continued. The puppy’s mouth didn’t move, but the voice was unmistakably emanating from it. “You may call me Rais. I appreciate your service, Vesper, First Priest of the God of Judgment.” 
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