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Foreword




Mortal Gods has been a huge passion project—one I always find myself excited to sit down with, re-read, and expand. A lot of blood, sweat, and tears have been poured into it by quite a few people, all of whom have my deepest respect. 

It shocked me when I began, and still does, just how many folks it takes to bring a novel into existence. There are so many friends I relied on for support, reading, and love that I cannot name everyone who truly assisted in the writing process.

The first people I should mention are all my friends who acted as alpha and beta readers and bore the brunt of my rambling rants about lore, the writing process, and self-aggrandizing. In no particular order, I would love to thank Ella, Sam, Nic, Brandon, Dane, and JJ. To those of you who suffered through several chapters of my early drafts—you are saints beyond measure.

Next up on my list are my two editors, Kelsey and Jenny. Both of these wonderful individuals helped immensely by pointing out flaws in my story and hammering my prose into a form I’m willing to share.

Of course, I want to thank my fiancé, Ariel. Her consistent, gentle, and kind critiques helped me learn to accept edits in a safe environment. Not to mention, her support in pushing through to the end of the project is immensely appreciated.

Finally, I want to thank you, reader. No matter how you found this, know that I appreciate your foray into the words of my mind. I hope you enjoy your stay and take a brief leave from the tumultuous world we live in.








  
  

Chapter one

Those Who Walk in the Night





No one defies the will of the gods.  

Candles flickered on the edge of the stage, the light dancing as the music ebbed and flowed through rhythms of song. The silhouetted features of the performer distorted  as they flitted against the curtain draped behind her. The dress she was wearing, a dull maroon with a plunging neckline, seemed to sway in a gust affecting only her as she stepped from side to side. Her hair, like threads of curled gold, framed her cherubic face as she sang a somber tune about lovers who were together reluctantly in a language the audience didn’t understand. 

It was utterly beautiful. 

Ilara brushed a strand of dark  hair out of her eyes as she watched the show. Scanning the  crowd, she sipped her scotch. The taste bit her tongue in a way that felt right. She wouldn’t have chosen this bar, The Pearl, if business didn’t require it. It was best to keep her sister, the singer, as far from Ilara’s work as possible. 

Still, it was nice to see that Sophia was doing well. They hadn’t spoken in years, and Ilara intended to keep it that way. 

She had lost track of the number of songs her sister had sung by the time the bartender, a portly man with a graying goatee, indicated that someone at the other end of the bar had sent her a drink. Ilara hazarded a glance in that direction and saw a wrinkled face grinning back at her. The man gave her a gentle wave, as if he were patting the air. She smiled and waved back, taking the new scotch and walking it over to him. 

Finding the stool next to him, she settled into the red velvet cushion, thanking him for the liquor. 

“Stiff,” he said with a grin. “My kind of drink.” 

“And expensive.” She smirked, sliding it to him.  

He grabbed the glass by the top and took a long draft. As he set it back down on the bar, Ilara saw a dusting of white powder fall into the dark liquid. She’d expected this and likely would have missed it if she hadn’t been looking for it. 

“My kind of drink,” he repeated as he pushed it back toward her.  

Ilara raised the glass to her mouth, barely parting her lips to feign a sip. The man grinned, and she knew the trap was set. 

“I’m surprised you aren’t swimming in drinks,” he said, his eyes darting over her shoulder and then down to the floor. “I haven’t seen you in here before.” 

“I’m new to Eversburg,” Ilara replied with a forced chuckle. 

“What’s your name?” 

“Ilara,” she said instinctively. She’d had another one prepared, but it felt wrong in the moment. It wouldn’t matter if this man knew her name or not.  He won’t be alive long enough to remember. 

“And you are?” she asked. 

“Ilara,” he said, stretching out each syllable like he was sampling a fine vintage. “Putnam is the name. What brings you to our fine city?”  

Senator Putnam Plithy, she thought. 

“Oh, I’m from a small town a few days south. My hope was that there would be a lot more to, well, to experience here,” she said as her hand found his and ran up the length of his arm. It was thin, but there was a certain strength to the muscles. Enough strength to kill a woman. 

His grin widened. “I’m sure  there is.”  

Take the bait.

“What kind of experiences were you hoping for?” he asked. 

“Well,” Ilara said, meeting Putnam’s gaze, “meeting a strange man in a bar is certainly a good start.” 

“And what comes next?” He shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  

“That isn’t something a lady should say in such a public place,” she said, her voice rising in pitch.  

His cheeks reddened. “Well, I do have a room rented across the street, if perchance you’d like to tell me about it there?” 

“Only if you can show this girl a thing or two.” 

“My, you certainly are to the point,” Putnam growled.  

Ilara leaned in, moving her face toward his as if going for a kiss, but brushed past his mouth to whisper in his ear. “We can skip the formalities.” She felt him stiffen at her touch.  

By the Pantheon, I thought he’d be smoother than this. 

“Sacred Akara, what are we still doing here, then?” Putnam grabbed her arm and stood quickly, his fingers biting into her skin as he dragged her to the exit. 

He offered her his coat as they approached the door. She accepted, reluctantly. The slim-fitting dress she was wearing wasn’t suited for the cold of this northern city. She wrinkled her nose at the smell of cloveweed as Putnam draped the fur-lined jacket over her shoulders. Ilara’s father had been a chain-smoker as well. She’d always associated the smell with men, and she hated it. 

Stepping out into the cold winter air made her glad she’d worn her boots rather than anything with heels and open toes. A fresh layer of snow covered the ground, crunching gently against the cobblestone. A woman wearing metal plate armor stepped forward as they began walking toward the inn. Putnam  waved, and she fell in behind them, following at a close proximity but not so close as to encroach upon them. Ilara hadn’t been expecting a bodyguard, though the eyes in the helmet were dull, telling her the woman wasn’t Akaran. Likely, she wouldn’t be a problem. 

Those not Chosen by the gods were never a problem for Ilara. 

Inside, the walls of the inn were covered in messy, uneven plaster, which had yellowed from decades of cloveweed smoke. The wooden floors were worn, trodden down by barmaids, travelers, and prostitutes. The place stunk of sex, like shame incarnate. 

The establishment was sparsely populated. Most people who stayed here were in the city on business—farmers looking to sell an out-of-season crop or clergy learning their trade. This time of year, it was usually the latter. White robes with gold lace and chains garbed most of the residents making use of the pub, and while their profession was holy, their desires were likely not.  

Putnam nodded to several men as he marched toward the stairs on the left. They all knew what the inns on this end of town were used for.  

“Ever been to a place like this?” he asked. He didn’t bother turning his head to look at Ilara. 

“Can’t say so,” she replied. More times than I can count, to find men like you. 

She followed Putnam up the narrow steps into a hallway lined with doors. After a few moments, his guard clomped up after them. As they walked the length of the corridor, muffled moans and cries wafted out from several of the occupied rooms. 

Putnam stopped at the end of the hall, outside the luxe suite. Ilara knew he came here often enough to know the best room. She’d spent weeks preparing for this moment. Tracing his every movement had been time consuming, but it was going that extra mile that made her the best at what she did. 

Desire mounted in her mind. It ate at her. It hadn’t yet built to a headache, but it would soon if she didn’t get a release. 

The senator fumbled the key with a shaky hand. The lock clanked, and the door flew open. He gestured her in, and she glanced down the hallway to see the armored figure standing uncomfortably between two rooms. Ilara relished the privacy. 

The décor in the suite was modest by a nobleman’s standards—wooden furniture decked out with colored cushions and a bed with fluffier blankets than Ilara could stand. Tapestries that depicted the origins of the seven gods of the Pantheon covered the wall. Most were fraying at the edges, except for the one of Almir—the fallen soldier who’d been slain a hundred years ago to be raised to godhood by his trusted goddess, Akara. 

Once the door was closed, Putnam drew Ilara’s face to his and gave her several sloppy kisses across her lips and cheeks. The smell of cloveweed was overpowering, and she could barely keep herself from gagging. His hands ran up and down her body as he pushed her into the door, the fur coat falling to the floor.  

His hand wrapped around her throat. “Is this what you were looking for, whore?” he asked, pinning her against the wood. He was crushing her trachea, cutting off her breath. His features darkened as he looked at her with utter contempt. The mask fell. He thought he’d caught her in his web. 

“Close,” she choked out.  

“You would enjoy this, you slut. I can’t wait to unwrap your corpse.” He had a wild expression on his face. “I’m  going—”  

Ilara didn’t let him finish, activating a tract of magic hidden deep in a quiet place of her body. Energy ran up and down her forearms like small pin pricks, and a dagger etched itself into existence line by line, from magic into metal. 

The handle took shape in her hand, held close enough for the blade to form inside Putnam’s chest, under his ribs and aimed toward his shoulder blades.  She ripped it out of him, removing a chunk of his flesh with it. Blood dripped across the floor, seeping into the wooden  boards like a vile ooze. 

Putnam gasped. He released her, clutching the fresh hole in his body. A second blade formed in Ilara’s other hand. She didn’t hesitate, plunging it into the bastard’s throat. He fell to the floor with a thud and reached out forlornly toward her.  

“Senator Putnam Plithy. A man who uses public funds to bed prostitutes, kill them, and fuck their corpses,” she said. His eyes widened as his sputtering breaths struggled in his throat. “Surprised I know about your crimes? You were very thorough with your victims—hidden in death pits and alleyways. No one investigates a dead prostitute. But no one can silence the dead. They speak to me, condemning you and your deeds. And I, Plithy, will not be your victim tonight. You will be mine.” 

Putnam’s last breath gurgled from his throat, and Ilara saw him slump down to the ground. She smiled, bathing in the pleasure of a well-placed trap. She drank in the scene before her eyes, a sacrifice to her brutal goddess. A condemned soul sentenced to a life of torment.  

The lock clanked behind her. She whipped her head around to see Putnam’s guard standing in the door, staring at her with wide eyes. In the light, Ilara could see she was a stocky woman with the symbol of the god Almir—a sword haloed by a rising sun—emblazoned on her chest. She raised her weapon toward Ilara. 

“Trabema lucin,” she shouted, and a blast of light shot from the point of her sword toward Ilara’s head. Ilara dodged the beam, which smacked into the curtains on the far wall, immediately setting them on fire. Daggers were no match against the guard’s longer blade. Ilara had no choice but to escape. 

She ran a finger from one side of her forehead to the other, brushing some of her hair away as she did. A different tract of magic filled, and she felt the pin pricks run down her entire body as she faded from sight.  

The guard remained in the doorway, blocking Ilara’s only exit. Time was against her as the room filled with smoke from the burning curtains. It would give her away sooner rather than later. The guard shouted again, and another beam of light launched at Ilara. A quick side step, and another tapestry erupted in flame. 

Mustering all her strength, Ilara charged the armored woman. Her shoulder caught the guard in the stomach, the grooves of the plate digging into Ilara’s flesh. The two of them fell together, crashing to the ground. Visions of ending the guard’s life flashed through Ilara’s mind. How many women had she let die while guarding Plithy? 

But there was no time. Ilara was satisfied that her target was dead, and she needed to get out—now. As she bolted down  the hall, many of the doors opened, and men and women of various ages and states of undress looked toward the source of the commotion. Several doors slammed shut again as the guard began firing more beams toward the Ilara. Her invisibility made her escape inevitable, and the growing panic of the fire gave her a crowd she could slink into.  

In the midst of the chaos, a bare-chested woman collided with Ilara. Confusion etched her face, but was soon disregarded as other terrified patrons surged with them.  

Once outside the inn, Ilara slipped into the shadows, yet lingered. She hoped that all the patrons had made it out safely and that the water brigade would soon arrive. Scanning the panicked faces around the fire, which had quickly become a spectacle, she searched for the guard, with no luck.  

A man was standing in an alleyway across from the inn, silently watching the blaze as he smoked a cigar that had already burned down to a nub. The bartender, Tarin. Ilara dropped her focus on her magic, and her invisibility faded as she approached him. 

“Hail to those who walk in the night,” she said as she leaned against the wall across from him. 

“May the shadows have your back,” he replied. “What happened in there, Thorn?” 

“Senator Plithy is dead, as per the contract. He had an attentive guard, though. Caught me by surprise.” 

“A contract you pushed to take,” Tarin huffed. “Still was a bit clumsy. Was he  a paladin, then?” 

“Maybe.” Ilara shook her head. “She had the symbol of Almir.” 

“Don’t get many of those around here. There a difference between Akaran and Almiran?” 

“The name of their god.” Ilara shrugged. “I need to go. We done here?” 

“Fine,” Tarin replied. “See me tomorrow for your payment.” 

“I’d never miss it. Lady be with you,” she said as she reactivated her spell and disappeared again. 

She heard him chuckle as she turned down the alley.  








  
  

Chapter two

Debts





The streets of Eversburg were empty of the bustling carriages and pedestrians usually dodging and weaving past each other, trying to get to whatever building they were working in or shipping from. Ilara wore a cha’ak, a face mask that covered her nose and mouth, to mark her as a member of the Gray Syndicate. 

Cha’aks were the traditional garb of killers for hire.  The simple black pieces of cloth had small runic markings embroidered on the inside that masked the wearer’s breath and speech. They had been used by the Aoxians, the scaled people of the south, during the time before Akara ascended the throne of the Pantheon. A cha’ak was not bought; it was earned in blood when an assassin’s first target was killed. Ilara had won hers by taking a rival assassin’s life years ago. The poor fool had thought she was in another city, working a different contract. At least until her daggers found his throat.  

Here in the night, Ilara crossed paths with few aside from the occasional mugger or prostitute evading the night watch. They gave her a wide berth—not that they were prey worth hunting. 

Killing was easy for her. Zal’Keratha, the goddess of death , had Chosen Ilara early in life. Not only did this allow Ilara to access stores of the goddess’s magic, but Zal’Keratha’s cult had trained her on how to end a life. Few could call this gift theirs, and a divine could only ever choose one to bestow it on —unless they were part of the Pantheon of gods. Ilara didn’t know how many Chosen the queen of the Pantheon had created. She’d killed a lot of them, though. 

Ilara’s determined pace brought her to a brick tenement building a dozen stories tall, its walls lined with windows spaced an arm’s length apart. Far from the smooth limestone cathedrals and houses that characterized the north end of the city, the structures here were run down and smelled of human waste. Discarded food and the bodies of dead animals lined the streets. 

Scanning the building, Ilara noted a number of open windows up to the fourth floor. She scaled the side wall with ease. The holds she relied on were familiar, and as trusty as the day she’d found them. An open brick here, an extended waste pipe there, all giving her the leverage she needed to get to the next one.  

She’d barely built up a sweat before arriving at her destination: an unassuming, but closed, window that guarded the thing that was most important to Ilara.  

Her sister’s blonde hair glistened in the moonlight that shone through the glass. Normally, this sight would have been sufficient, and Ilara would climb back down and be on her way, satisfied in knowing her sister was safe. Tonight, however, she slipped her fingers under the windowpane to slide it open. It thudded against the latch, and Sophia sprang up instantly, a blade in her hands.  

Their eyes met. Sophia rolled her green eyes as she reached up to unlatch the window. 

“What the fuck, Ilara?” she demanded. 

“Is that any way to greet your sister?” Ilara grinned. Wind whipped at her side, amplified by the rows of buildings. She glanced down at Sophia’s knife, still held between them. “Mind putting that thing down and letting me in? It’s freezing this time of year.” 

“If you took the stairs like a godsdamned normal person, you wouldn’t be so bleeding cold,” Sophia replied. Still, she placed the knife on her nightstand and moved for Ilara to climb through.  

Ilara did so gracefully, allowing the cold to creep off her, and welcomed the warmth. Sophia lit a candle, placing it beside the knife. Ilara slid the window closed and rested her back against the wood-framed glass. 

A pillar of brick covered in runes stood in the center of the one-room tenement, one of the enchanted supports holding up the weight of the building. Halga’s Crafter Chosen made incredible structures. Sophia had done a lot with the place. Faded paintings of various music groups hung from the walls, but Ilara only recognized the Masked Twins. The wardrobe, bed, and table were all made of matching maki wood. The apartment would have felt welcoming if not for Sophia’s reddening face. 

“You come here, in the middle of the bloody night, at my fourth-story window, after seven years of not hearing from you. What the hell is wrong with you? I thought you were dead. Or that you’d left. Or worse.” Sophia paced the length of the room as she spoke. 

“Your set tonight was beautiful, Soph,” Ilara said, hoping to deflect the conversation. 

Sophia abruptly stopped her pacing and gave a mock bow. “Thank you. Apologies we had to end early due to the fire across the stree— Wait. That was your doing, wasn’t it?” 

Ilara nodded. “Not mine exactly, but someone after me. Luckily they missed, or I would be suffering the same fate as the inn. Someone who saw my face while I was working.” 

“And you came here? Were you followed, too?” Sophia asked. 

“I saw no one before coming this way. Not just that—the streets feel different lately. Like everyone is waiting for something.”  

Sophia hesitated again, her eyes wide with fear. “I know what you mean. There’s been talk of revolution at The Pearl. New folk each time, too. Then there’s the street preachers, who got overrun with young lads talking with the same fire about killing clergy that they used to use for worshiping the gods. Can you believe that? I don’t think anyone could kill a pal if they tried.” 

“Not even a paladin is invincible, Soph. I’m sure many have died to lizards in that bloody war,” Ilara replied.  

The war burning in the south wouldn’t have gone on for so long if the paladins weren’t killable. They were holy warriors of the goddess Akara, who controlled the sun and was the reigning queen of the Pantheon of gods. Her war against Aoxia had seemed never-ending—until she killed Aox, god and creator of the lizard-kin and former king of the Pantheon. Akara had deposed him of the throne a hundred years ago, and was dead set on seeing him and all of his creation perish.  

“Since I was seen working tonight, I’ll need to leave the city as soon as possible.” Ilara’s hands fingered the cha’ak around her neck. “I doubt the paladins will come for you, but I had to give you a warning.” 

Sophia’s eyes went to the floor. “I had a feeling it would come sooner or later. Hard to say when they’d use the Sight to track you. Know where the road will take you?” 

“South, probably. Closer to the front. I should get lost in the mess of supply lines. Even Ameri’s Sight can’t untangle that.” 

“You know who it was? Who saw you?” 

“No. An Almiran. Dressed in enough armor to show off being a paladin. And she channeled magic, so she’s one of his Chosen.” 

“Oh.” Sophia was silent for a moment.  

Ilara hated that she was showing up just to tell her sister that she was leaving. She never left Sophia behind, but they were adults now. No reason for them to get caught up in each other’s business.  

“Did this Chosen have many tracts?” Sophia asked.  

Ilara shrugged. The tracts the gods gave their Chosen from which to channel spells allowed them to store a set amount of their god’s energy. Ilara’s tracts felt like hollow areas in her body, and activating them drained the magic stored there. The magic for Ilara’s creation spell was stored in her forearms, and the invisibility spell in her forehead. 

“The Almiran channeled a single spell. I’d wager a fortune that she knows a couple more,” Ilara mused.  

Sophia’s eyes were downcast again, as if she were trying to find the words she needed in the wooden floorboards. Balan, the god of magic and Sophia’s patron, hadn’t given her any tracts. Ilara knew that her sister could access his power, though she was hazy on how the process worked. 

“What does Zal’Keratha think of you leaving?” Sophia asked. “She afraid of a single Almiran?”  

“I haven’t spoken to her about it yet,” Ilara muttered. “She’ll figure it out.” 

“Sounds like you’re on the fast track to becoming Forsaken.”  

Ilara shrugged. She’d tried not to think about it. If she were Forsaken, the goddess would strip Ilara of her magic and withdraw her from the Chosen. Even worse, it would paint a target on Ilara’s back for anyone who wanted to gain Zal’Keratha’s favor, given what serving her goddess was like. 

“I’ll figure that out if it comes to it,” Ilara said.  

“So we’re going to run from everything again, rather than sticking around to find out?” Sophia asked. 

“Not we,” Ilara countered. “You have no reason to get caught up in my business. And it’s safe here, more or less.” 

“Aye, it’s that ‘more or less’ bit that’s the problem.” Sophia cleared her throat and sat down on the bed next to her sister. “I have my own reasons for getting out of this city. About time it came to that, anyways. Been missing the road a bit too much, I have.” 

Ilara eyed her suspiciously. “I thought your music was going well? You said once that The Pearl was the perfect place to sing, what with the acoustics and all that.” 

“Aye, The Pearl is great, but I owe money to some people. All the fancy dresses and broken lutes—they add up, and The Pearl doesn’t pay well enough.” Sophia wiped a tear from her cheek. “I’m done with it, if we’re ready to move on.” 

“Who’s the shark?” Ilara asked, though she already knew. She’d discretely directed Sophia to him when she’d learned her sister was having money problems. The Gray Syndicate was supposed to help the family of its members. They were criminals, but the whole organization worked because they took care of each other. 

“Some bloke named Jonas.” Sophia sighed. Anger grew in Ilara’s chest, and Sophia’s face grew concerned. “Don’t do what you’re thinking,” she warned. 

“I know the man. I’ll take care of it,” Ilara replied. 

“It’s not worth the blood.” 

Ilara sprang from the bed, smoothing out her cloak and leathers. “Let me do what I’m good at for you, one last time.” 

“And what happens when you’re gone? Do you really think they’re going to forget? Or that you can murder everyone with a memory?” Sophia demanded. 

“For you, I can try.” Ilara propped the window open again. “And you’ve changed cities for me too many times. Build a life for yourself here, find someone who cares about you. Forget that I exist.” 

“Like that’s possible. If you aren’t leaving tonight, which it doesn’t sound like you are, stop by one last time. If I’m going to forget you, let me have one final memory of my only sister.” 

“Aye to that.” Ilara nodded. “I have a few errands to take care of in the city before leaving. I’ll be back tomorrow night. We can have a drink at The Pearl before I hit the road.”  

She stepped out through the window, and felt a voice in the back of her head whisper, “You better be finding the altar tomorrow. It is the only thing that matters.” 


      ***The night was cold in comparison to the warmth of her little sister’s tenement building. Ilara’s cloak caught the warmth of her body and held it close. They were useful fashion, cloaks. Both the gentry and the peasants preferred them in the winter months, which Eversburg had nearly half a year of. Not only did the thick material hold in the warmth, but it also did well at disguising one’s form. With her cloak, Ilara could pass as a noble lady, or hide among the shadows. 

Not being able to shake the feeling of being watched, she glanced around as she walked. No one was following her. No one even roamed the street behind her. Emboldened, she marched deeper into the Dusk district.  

Eversburg was made up of three districts—Dawn, Dusk, and Noon—watched over by Akara, goddess of the sun, Queen of the Pantheon. Eversburg was her holy city, the northern tip of the vast Akaran Empire. Sophia lived on the edge of the Noon and Dusk districts, barely a block into Dusk. The Noon district was predominately where trade happened, with enough stalls set up in the squares to form a long bazaar during the day. Even during the night, most peddlers of darker wares found their way into Noon to sell their services to those of higher status. 

Dusk was the lowest section of the city, both by elevation and station. There resided the factories, servants, beggars, and criminals. Dawn was the district of the clergy, where the white temples of Akara stood as monuments to the goddess. It was home to the Palace of the Solar Dominion, from where Queen Priestess Tezza ruled the Empire. 

Ilara knew the streets of Dusk like she knew her blades. Those dark alleys were where she’d spent the last decade of her life. As a foreigner in this city, it had been difficult for her to make a name for herself. Luckily, she was good at what she did. She’d discovered that nearly all crime in Eversburg ran through the Gray Syndicate, and while cracking their shell had been tough, it was a lucrative partnership. 

As Ilara descended further into Dusk, she saw the gathered gangs loitering about. They weren't the ones she was looking for, nor would they aid her in her task. The darkness of night gave a certain camaraderie to cretins of all kinds.  

Jonas and his gang called an abandoned warehouse their hideout. It leaned against one of the city ramparts, one of the building’s walls having deteriorated enough to fall away long ago. The slanting was gentle enough that the warehouse had created a huge lean-to. A fire lit in the center of it caused the shadows of the men inside to dance along its deteriorating brick walls. 

Ilara’s eyes flitted around the closest side of the building as she determined the best path forward. Sections of brick and mortar had fallen away, leaving archways and jagged makeshift windows that men occasionally poked their heads through. While she was on good terms with the gang, she didn’t want to announce her presence until the right time. It was a wonder what you could learn about people when they didn’t know they were being watched. 

She ultimately chose the archway that had the fewest windows near it, though the light of the campfire slanted out of it in a way that lit up the area outside—fewer shadows to hide in.  She crept closer and peered inside to see roughly ten people milling about and a couple sleeping in burlap sacks near the fire. Boxes piled near her offered Ilara cover to move further in, and she took it. 

From her new vantage point, she could see Jonas. He was a middle-aged man with a head of thinning hair and a trimmed goatee. Seated around him were a bald man covered in tattoos and a large, muscular thug she recognized as Bleeder. Their conversations carried, echoing off the warehouse walls such that she couldn’t hear them over the cacophony of their own relentless noise. 

The sound of clattering bricks on her left side drew Ilara’s attention. One of the men guarding the outside wall had fallen over, clearly drunk as he stumbled back to his feet. She settled back, watching the guard patrols and searching out the best path. It had been a while since she’d taken tabs on this gang. Jonas was Ilara’s contact into the Syndicate, so she’d worked with him when she first arrived in the city. More often than not, he requested the assassination of rival gang members or minor nobles. 

Ilara shifted her weight from foot to foot, the urge to kill Jonas growing substantially. As a distraction, she turned her attention to the crates she was hiding behind. They were stamped with a half circle signifying a rising sun—Akara’s holy symbol. Curiosity bloomed in Ilara, and she contemplated what might be in them. Jonas must’ve raised his sights if he was stealing from the clergy.  

Her eyes flitted back to the guards, who had all mostly wandered away from her. Jonas never had a disciplined schedule, and the majority of them would draw back to a corner to play cards. Seizing her opportunity, Ilara stood and walked toward Jonas. She took cover around the piles of bricks as best she could, yet still moved swiftly enough that when she did appear, it was a surprise to Jonas as much as his guards, who rushed toward her as fast as their tired legs could take them. 

Jonas held up a hand to stop their advance. “Hail to those who walk in the night,” he said. “To what do we owe the pleasure?” 

“Shadows keep your back,” Ilara returned. She called her daggers into her hands, watching his eyes widen as the blades formed. She pointed one toward him, imagining driving it into his throat. “Business.” 

“Well, if you’ve come to kill me, you’ve sorely missed your chance,” Jonas said, gesturing to his goons. They circled Ilara and drew an assortment of weapons, clubs, shivs, and swords. 

“I’ve come to talk,” Ilara said, lowering the blade. “I wouldn’t be opposed to a quick brawl, though. I could whet my appetite on some piglets.”  

“I don’t think so. We are friends, aren’t we?” Jonas asked, gently patting the air. His men took the hint and backed off, lowering their weapons. Ilara dropped her daggers and let them disappear. “So, what business? Looking for work?” 

Ilara shook her head. “Doesn’t seem like you need the help. I came for Sophia Blackwood.” 

“The singer?” 

“Yes, I understand she is a client of yours. One that you are extorting.” 

Jonas turned to the bald, tattooed man, and they exchanged some whispered words. “I believe she owes us some gali from a somewhat significant loan. We deal with her in no other capacity.” Jonas’s expression was stern. He had a good poker face.   

Ilara tossed a coin pouch to the ground. Jonas and the men around the fire flinched instinctively.  

“That is the last payment,” she stated. She was sure that it wasn’t enough gali to cover the extent of Sophia’s loans, but Jonas was lucky to be getting anything. “You will deal with her no more. She is under my explicit protection and that of the Syndicate. Any of your men lay a finger on her, and they’ll learn the wrath of my blades.” 

“Well enough. We will steer clear of her and send her to you if she comes our way.” Jonas paused, cocking his head from side to side. He was pissed. “Sophia did have a Syndicate coin when she approached us. She got it from you, didn’t she?” 

Ilara nodded. The coins were a way to identify people who’d gained the favor of the Syndicate. 

“We’re taking a loss on this, then.” Jonas frowned. “Might you happen to repay us by doing a job, on the house?” 

“Never again. Our businesses are separate, and we shall keep it that way.”  

Jonas growled, but Ilara turned and passed between two of the men surrounding her. They let her go, and she breathed easy once she was outside the warehouse, grateful for their terror. She didn’t know if she could have taken so many opponents at once, and she wasn't keen to find out.   








  
  

Chapter three

Trials





Valette stood in the Tribunal’s dark audience hall. A tall knight with dark, swept-back hair stood beside her. His strong jaw was covered in small, prickly hairs, and disappointment clouded his eyes. His armor was outlined with red paint, contrasting the gleam of the clean silver. A red-and-gold tabard bearing a stylized half sun was draped across the front and back of the metal plates. He was her highest superior, Knight Commander Ryn, and the fact he was here denoted how badly she’d fucked up. Valette was certain Senator Plithy’s death would be placed squarely on her shoulders. 

The night’s events ran through her head for the hundredth time. Plithy’s lifeless body stared back at her, pleading for the justice she couldn’t give him. Not that she hadn’t tried. Valette didn’t know what the consequences for this failure would be, but had a sinking feeling the gallows were in her future. 

The Tribunal was a large hall, almost like a cathedral. In place of pews and a lectern, there was a long table with seats for each of the high priests with two stands for the rank-and-file clergy flanked the desk where Valette’s jury would be seated.  Towering behind was a throne decorated with ornate gems and carvings. This place was not where justice was decided, but where judgment was cast. All the seats were empty, standing in cold silence as they waited to be filled. 

As the sun rose, it filled the room with multicolored  light, which filtered through stained-glass windows that ran the length of the hall. Priests and priestesses robed in the gold-and-red vestments of their faith began to file into the room and took their seats in the jury stands. The crowd’s low conversings slowly rose to a din as the priests prepared to handle the business of the day. 

The members of the high clergy entered next. On their heads sat elaborate headwear that indicated their station within the church. If Valette remembered correctly, the first who entered were head priests, each with bands of gold around their foreheads, then the bishops, their white pointed caps lined with gold and gems. Third came the cardinals, who all wore red caps that were taller than those of the bishops.  

Finally, in walked Priestess Tezza, Voice of Akara. Her curly red hair spilled out from beneath a crown so opulent that it cast the sunlight in a myriad of different directions, the reflections glinting red.  Her eyes burned red as well, as if alight with Akara’s flames. 

With the added sunlight, Valette was able to get a better sense of the carvings on the walls and engravings on the windows. The Tribunal was covered in depictions of the goddess, the reigning queen of the gods for nigh on a century. The artwork was not subtle in reinforcing that dominance. Akara was either depicted as a stern ruler sitting on a throne of sunlight or as the gleaming sun itself. She’d passed to her people the knowledge of farming, industry, and, crucially, empire-building. The clergy did only as she commanded, and she communicated on Aerlia through her Voice, Tezza, highest of Akara’s Chosen. 

Tezza raised her massive staff, and the room fell into complete silence. The rod was easily twelve feet long and topped with a large ruby the size of Valette’s fist. The priestess handed it to one of her armored guards and stood, raising her hands to the crowd of gathered clergy members. 

“The blessings of Akara to you all,” she said. “I see that you passed through the night without scathe. Our kind mistress ensured that each of you saw the light of a new day. She provides and takes all. Her Eye rises again on Akara’s glorious empire. Though in these winter months, it lingers on us less, we know it is only due to the great trust she places upon us. We hope to see it increase in the coming years to cleanse all blasphemers and abominations with the holy light of our Lady. Until then, we shall do our best to do it ourselves.” 

She motioned with a graceful wave of her hand, and the paladin raised the staff high, then brought it back down. As it cracked against the marble floor, the ruby at the tip began to glow, filling the room with a deep red hue. The eyes of the paladin grew a brighter and brighter red as he focused on the spell, deepening the room into darker shades of red. Tezza took the staff back and raised it even further above her head. 

“Behold the light of our Lady! Light of the world, bringer of justice and light, from whose beams our crops grow and our children prosper. May her Eye shine from now until the end of days.” 

The Tribunal hall erupted in applause. Cheers echoed off the marble walls. As Tezza sat back on the throne, a gleeful look radiated over her face. She pounded the foot of the staff on the floor, and the crowd quietened. Valette knew little of Akaran rituals, but she knew that the highest ranked Chosen was the one who led them. Even in the smallest temples, the Chosen channeled Akara’s power. It was odd that Tezza hadn’t lit the staff herself. 

“Now, what is the case of the morning?” Tezza looked toward Knight Commander Ryn, who tugged on Valette’s arm.  

The pair walked to the center of the Tribunal room, hundreds of red eyes directed at them, which made Valette’s stomach turn. With a quick shake of her arms, her training took over and she stood at attention.  

Best not to think of the circumstances, she thought. 

“Your grace, blessed by the highest of the gods,” Ryn said, and bowed. There was a hesitance in the movement. He motioned for Valette to do the same. She complied, feeling the weight of her armor on her back.  

“Most urgent business prevails upon us from the passing night. I present this Chosen of Almir, Valette Bilaut. She was guarding Senator Plithy at the time of his assassination.” 

“I understand.” The red glow disappeared as Tezza closed her eyes. “You would pass judgment upon her for failed duties?” 

“It is proper. All paladins must have their duties observed by the highest Chosen. It is our way. Bilaut let Plithy’s life be taken by a heretic, one who would stand in the way of our goddess. We, Akara’s Chosen people, should be the ones to bring this failing before her.” 

“Quite a statement this would make, don’t you think? Passing judgment on a Chosen of Almir, an ally of our queen  and member of the Pantheon, without hesitation or trial. Chosen Bilaut, what do you have to say?” Tezza asked. 

This was the only time Valette would be heard, and it would need to count. From Tezza’s tone, she felt sure that the punishment for failing her duty in Eversburg would be death—or exile, if Akara was feeling merciful. While Ryn said this trial was proper, the more appropriate action would be to allow Almir to pass judgement on his own Chosen, not Akara. Valette hoped Tezza wasn’t so lost she didn’t see that. 

“Trust in me. This will be fine. Repeat the command I gave you,” Almir said in her mind.  His voice was smooth and rich, like a gentle father’s. 

Valette nodded and took a deep breath. “Neither I nor Almir would question your judgment, Voice of the resplendent Akara. Almir owes his godhood to our queen. However, before you decide, I pray you hear a plea from Almir.” 

“Do continue.” Tezza settled back on her throne. “Know that the court of the queen rules over all fairly. None, however, can defy the will of Akara.” 

“He proclaims that I am duty bound to bring this heretical Chosen to justice,” Valette said. Her tone was authoritative and reverent, though it felt as if she had no control over her mouth. “I have looked upon this murderer’s face, and I would see that they face justice for the crime committed. It is an Almiran’s way to seek justice and redemption. Allow me to fulfill my calling so that none may suffer death by a heretic.”  

The words tasted like a lie, bitter and self-serving. Valette did think the murderer should be brought to justice, but not for following a different god.  

“Tell the assembly all, Chosen Bilaut. Leave out no detail of your encounter with this heretic. Describe her as best you can,” Tezza commanded.  

Valette did. She explained the whole of the encounter with the harlot and how she had seduced Senator Plithy. Valette described the sound that had caused her to open the door as well as how the woman had disappeared, causing Valette to set the inn on fire.  

Tezza’s face darkened at Valette’s words. Shadows cast by the light from the red gems in her crown danced around her face. “How many perished from the destruction of this inn?” she asked once Valette had finished her tale. 

Ryn cleared his throat. “Three were killed, and a dozen were wounded. Fire brigadiers, almost exclusively.” 

“A messy predicament,” Tezza muttered. She cast her eyes up to a skylight set in the ceiling, as if conversing with the goddess herself, rumored to have a palace set upon the sun.  

Valette found herself praying to Almir instinctively. It was as natural to her as thinking. She knew that he, as an ally to Akara, gave them standing to make the request. So many gods had turned against Akara in her war against Aox; she couldn’t afford to lose more allies. Still, Valette prayed to Almir for strength and to Akara for understanding.  

“We have come to a decision,” Tezza announced.  

Valette’s heart froze. It was now or never.  

“The clergy will not vote upon this. Our Lady concurs.”  

An audible gasp rolled through the assembled priests. In the past, Almir had explained to Valette, Akara had so many Chosen that few spoke with her more than once. Tezza was the exception. Akara spoke with her daily, but only while the Eye remained in the sky, and even that was irregular. That Akara deemed to speak on this meant it was something of great importance. 

“The Chosen this Almiran has brought to our attention is an important heretic and must be dealt with forthwith. By all reports, Zal’Keratha’s last surviving Chosen lives within our very walls. Though the goddess of death may have less power than in ages passed, she is not one to be underestimated. As punishment for failing to defend Senator Plithy, Chosen Valette shall bring the culprit to the courts. Bring this heretic to justice. Send her to meet her foul goddess. You may not leave this city until the deed is done. Knight Commander Ryn will continue to oversee your duties. Go and make it so.” 

Valette nodded and turned with Knight Commander Ryn to walk out from Tribunal Hall. As the large oak doors closed behind them, he looked at her with a long frown and motioned for her to follow. She obliged, following him through the Palace of the Solar Dominion at such a speed that she barely had time to appreciate the beauty of the architecture. Large columns lined each hallway, covered in art reliefs and flanked by windows that looked out over the city or the bay, which was covered in a sheet of reflective ice. 

Burning wax assaulted Valette’s nose as they turned down a corridor. The knight commander’s office resided in this windowless hallway, along with the offices of a dozen other military officials. Her eyes strained as they navigated by candlelight.  

Ryn opened his door and revealed a quaint, utilitarian room with a simple wooden desk. He sat down behind it and glared at her with bloodshot eyes. “Embarrassing. Pull a line like that again and I’ll be hanging you myself. Almir ought not concern himself with Akaran business. Sit down.” 

“The Voice of your goddess seem to agree with me. The clergy would hang you if they heard you say those words,” Valette replied. 

“They don’t have the manpower,” he huffed. The image of Tezza handing off the staff flashed through Valette’s mind again. “You’ll be on the case, but the paladins are still lead. They handle the investigative work, and you’ll keep what peace you can.” 

“And how shall I be doing that?” 

“City watch.” 

Valette narrowed her mouth into a thin line to keep herself from frowning. Almir needed her to be working this case. She needed to be closer to the paladins than the city watch, who were almost all not Akara’s Chosen.  

“I don’t see what use I’ll be, then. Or how I'll be able to fulfill my prerogative,” she said, crossing her arms. 

“You won't. Follow my orders, and you might still make it out of this city. My paladins are putting up poster cards asking the public for information. On the watch, you’ll be the point of contact for anything useful.” 

Valette frowned. Ryn had climbed to a high position in this city without becoming Chosen. She’d need to determine how that had happened. 

“I’d like to conduct interviews with the men when they return from an investigation involving any criminal,” Valette said. 

“Why?” 

“If I’m to connect the dots, I want all the information.” 

“Aye. You’ll be allowed to talk to any paladins who deal with violent crime—if you can pin them down and get them to speak with you,” Ryn said with a smile.  

It wasn’t the same as having free reign of the city, but it would have to do. She’d find the information Ryn didn’t want her to. 

“Fine. Point me in the direction of my patrol.” 

“Wonderful, the clerk at the end of the hall will show you the way. You’ll start tomorrow. And lose the armor. No guard walks about in full plate.”  


      ***Valette sniffed loudly as she entered the barracks. They had the rank smell of sweaty men who’d forgone one too many baths. 

A man with a large wart on the side of his nose handed her a uniform: a stitched gambeson and a small breastplate that might stop a blade, though it looked more likely to crumple under the blow. She donned the two pieces and strode back outside, where her two partners for the day were waiting.  

One of the men had so many wrinkles that he might be her grandfather, and the other looked like he’d paid the shoe shiner to clean his face. Valette forced a smile as she walked up to them. It had been a long time since she’d served a man like Ryn. 

“Soldiers.” 

“Morning, ma’am,” the young one said. He extended his hand to her. “Gavin, at your service.” 

Valette gave it a quick shake. “Chosen Bilaut.” 

The older man regarded her with eyes that seemed to see more than he let on. “Not many Chosen around here without red eyes. Akara not giving those out anymore? Sergeant Otto, ma’am.” 

“Sergeant,” Valette said, shaking his hand as well. “I’m not Akaran. Almir is the god I serve, and he doesn’t dole out red eyes.” 

“Aye, we know the children’s rhyme,” Otto said with a smile. “Akara’s have red eyes that shine, Ameri’s have an expanded mind, while Balan’s ne’er fail to rhyme.” 

“Halga’s have hands of steel, while Almir’s, will that sees ev’ry ordeal,” Valette finished. “How does patrol work?” 

Otto turned and began walking south. “We have our orders from Captain Samith to patrol the Noon markets. Usually a quiet place, though there have been reports of vandals.” 

“Never patrolled with a Chosen before, much less an Almiran,” Gavin said with a sneer. “What brings you here?” 

“In from Chrys,” Valette started, pointedly  choosing to ignore the statement. “I thought the larger city might help me forge some connections.” 

“You are a terrible liar. Don’t stretch the truth,” Almir said.  

“I served with the Akaran army for most of my youth. Nearly a decade. The provincialism of Chrys felt wrong after it, so I came here,” she added with a shrug. 

“Army, eh?” Otto said with a smirk. “Lots of people in Eversburg served. Some find their way to the guard, most don’t.” 

“What happens to those men?” Valette asked. 

“Fall through the cracks, most,” Gavin said. 

“Petty crime,” Otto chimed in. “I should know. I was one of them. Paladins arrested me after I robbed a bank strung out on clove. A decade later, I have the chance to help.” 

“I often forget the war has gone on so long,” Valette said.  

They walked across the district line from Dawn to Noon. The changes were subtle. Limestone buildings gave way to brick, and the streets were clogged with fewer red robes of the clergy and more dress wear of the merchant class. 

“After five decades of veterans showing up in Eversburg, the paladins know a thing or two about rehabilitating a man.” Otto grimaced as he ran a hand over a scar that ran from the back of his head to his ear. “Spent my whole youth in the ranks. That changes your perspective from what your mother taught you.” 

Valette nodded. “At least you have a chance again at a normal life.” 

“Aye. Normal.” Pain surfaced in Otto’s eyes  before he changed the subject. “Captain says you were demoted.” 

Valette calmed the panic that rose in her chest. “Aye. The knight commander thinks I’ll be able to perform my investigation more efficiently with my boots on the ground. I’m hoping to chase Zal’Keratha’s Chosen,” she said. 

Otto laughed. “Sounds like the knight commander put you in the wrong place.” 

“I only tell you to be honest.” Valette shrugged. 

“Aye. Wouldn’t surprise me much. Only Akara’s people are treated well in this city. Almirans get the worst of it when it comes down to it,” Otto said. 

She was about to ask what he meant when Gavin’s eyes seemed to catch something. “I, uh, need to check on something,” he told them, then jogged across the street. 

Otto nodded but caught Valette’s shoulder as she moved to follow him. “Let him go. He’s not looking after anything for the watch,” he said.  

“He’s acting outside his duties?” 

“Oh, I wouldn’t say that. Gavin has a dark-haired girl he has yet to call his own. Don’t know what they get down to on his morning visits, but he always comes back in a better mood. Makes him much easier to deal with.” 

Before Valette could respond, her  brow wrinkled when a different man caught her attention. He seemed weighed down by the bags under his eyes. His thin hair wisped up in a style common for the city lords, yet the dirt under his nails spoke of a different station. 

“I’m told this is where I can give my information,” he said with a grin. 

“What have you got?” she asked.  

The man relayed what he could, and when he left, both Valette and Otto agreed it would go up the chain.  








  
  

Chapter four

Friends





Ilara felt an ache through her whole body, almost like a hangover. She’d channeled more the previous night than she had in a long while, and her abilities had started to wane. Sitting up in bed, she massaged her temples with her forefingers. Years ago, she could have done that every night for months. A tract was like a muscle—if it went unused, it atrophied in the same way. It was as if the tracts themselves shrank. 

She got up out of bed and let the blanket fall off her, revealing her armor. She undid the clasps and peeled off the plates. They squelched as they ripped away from her skin, the day-old sweat gluing the leather to her, morphing her into a killer. 

Confronting Jonas had been one step too far. It could have waited until today. Worse, her impulse to kill had grown quicker. An offering like Plithy would normally have bought her weeks, but she already felt the pain building behind her eyes. She’d need another one soon.  

She shuddered thinking of the consequences killing Jonas would have. He didn’t have a contract on him, meaning it would turn all of the Gray Syndicate against her. She would need to choose someone else. Tracking a person worth killing took time, and learning their routines to do so safely took even more. Even Plithy’s death had been rushed, causing her to make too many mistakes. 

Killing without a contract was looked on poorly in the Syndicate. It would lead to the loss of her station as well as any potential income. Hell, there wasn’t a criminal in the Akaran Empire who would hire her if the Syndicate’s ties were as thorough as it claimed. She had some gali saved in a trunk  in her closet, but it wouldn’t be enough to live off for long. 

Ilara placed her armaments in the chest at the foot of her bed, then peered out through her curtains. The day had started beautifully, though she couldn’t see the sun from her west-facing window. Judging by the heavy foot traffic, it was just before midday. She hadn’t slept in as late as she usually did. The cafe across the street was bustling with patrons, and waitresses moved from table to table in hurried obedience. 

A man with caramel hair caught her eyes and gave her a hearty wave. He had the light armor of a street guard. “Gavin,” Ilara muttered as he walked up to her door. This had increasingly become their morning, or afternoon, routine whenever she roused from bed.  

She sighed and threw on the robe that hung off the bedframe. She knew Gavin’s intentions. She’d relented once, almost a decade ago, and dealt with the consequences of that decision for months. 

He tried so hard, and she turned him down often. He didn’t know the truth about her. If he had, Ilara was certain he wouldn’t be as interested as he was. All men ran when they found out she could skewer a person with a flick of her wrist.  

She was nearly at her front door when he started knocking. His simple figure was framed by the doorway as she opened it. 

“Good dawn  to you, Ilara,” he said, flashing a smile. Hints of stubble poked from his chin where the patches of his beard were starting to grow in. “Well, a dawn to you at any rate. The civilized world has been awake for many hours now, with Akara’s Eye nearly reaching its zenith.” 

Ilara smiled back. He was conventionally attractive, with a head of curls that were a constant victim of helmet hair. He’d been her target once upon a time, but she hadn’t been able to bring herself to kill him. She had suspected he only played the part of happy guardsman, turning to nefarious deeds in the evening. How wrong she had been. 

“Coming in for a coffee?” It was her usual offer, and she couldn’t break it now, even if every bone in her body wanted to leave Eversburg. That paladin was out there somewhere, likely hunting her. 

“Yes, please,” Gavin replied, pushing past her into the living space. “How was the evening shift?” 

“You know how I feel about nobles,” she lied as she placed a tea kettle on a circular diagram of runes, then murmured, “Calora Quae.”  

The runes burst to life, and small flames erupted from them, creating a ring of fire just below a wire rack. Ilara thanked the gods Akara hadn’t banished the Chosen of the Crafter from her empire. The stove was a simple construction. A Chosen of Halga could create it in an afternoon if they worked diligently, yet it was only the well-to-do who benefited from the invention. No impoverished person could spare an expense so opulent when a hearth did just fine. 

“That nobles aren’t worth their weight in gali?” he asked. “Still, they need more guards than the common folk, what with all the murderers and thieves. It’s nice to have a good job at least.” 

“So it is. To answer your question, it was a rather eventful shift, with the fire at that inn half the city away. The lady of the house woke and saw the flames. Poor thing was so worried, she made me sit with her the rest of the evening. I spent it listening to how bandits would break in to ravish her.” Ilara dramatically rolled her eyes. 

“Was that wishful thinking on her part?” 

“Gavin! I though the paladins would have taught you better than that.”  

Ilara grinned. She did enjoy this part of their relationship. She’d miss it tomorrow when Eversburg was far behind her. He would come knocking at her door to no answer, and likely wouldn’t even realize she’d left until a week later. 

“Is this what a decade of friendship is worth to you?”  Zal’Keratha said in Ilara's mind. 

Gavin is no more than a passing acquaintance.  

Gavin sighed. “Well, I don’t blame her for being scared. Times like these make me want to get into guarding nobles. Right tragic that inn was. Word on the street is that they found someone stabbed to death inside. It isn’t confirmed, but pals think it’s Senator Plithy. There were bloody chunks of him missing. First thought is that the so-called rebellion is behind it.” 

“Was Plithy the one who was fighting against the bill to toss people in Dusk off the city wall for missing shifts?” Ilara asked.  

“Aye, but no. He was fighting for it. Insane proposition. It was a warning, and he knew no one would vote for it. And everyone knows what that inn was used for. Nothing but prostitutes in there from dusk to dawn. Can you believe that? Spending hard-earned public funds at a place like that. No wonder the clergy want to dissolve the Senate. You know, you really should pay more attention to the goings on.” 

Ilara smiled as she poured the coffee into mugs. “Oh, cut me some slack. I was close.”  

“Fair enough. We aren’t losing much with the likes of him, anyway,” Gavin replied. Ilara set the mug in front of him, and he hastily sipped the scalding liquid. 

“I won’t tell your captain you said that.”  

She liked paladins as much as she liked cockroaches, but Gavin wasn’t so bad. He used what he could to make the neighborhood better. It wasn’t his fault he was caught up in a system like this. Not to mention his eyes were absent the red glow of Akara’s power, lending him trust in Ilara’s mind . He wouldn’t advance far in the guard without it, but Gavin didn’t seem the type to push for more than he needed.  

He put his half-empty mug back on the table with a clunk, and a satisfied expression lit his face. “By the Nine, you make the best coffee this side of Dawn. You could make gali by the bag if you ever wanted to sell it—get out of the hired muscle game and into something safer.” He made a contented noise as he went back to sipping the black liquid. 

“Feels a touch too domestic for me. I’ll keep it in mind if I ever get tired of sleeping in.” She raised her mug in mock toast.  

“Ilara, I do need you to promise me something.” Gavin cleared his throat. 

“No, I won’t go to Port Miras with you in the spring,” she teased. 

“Ah, no, not that. More so, if Tezza and the clergy step in on the Senate, there’s going to be a proper mess. Lots of folk are saying they’re going to get violent. You don’t hear the young people shout about it during the day on account of your schedule, but what they say’s concerning. They preach revolution on the street like a religion. When it comes, and I know it’s a-coming, fleeing the city would be best if you have someplace to go.  

“My kin do want me and Theo in Port Miras,” he continued. “They have a fancy villa outside the city there. I can’t, though. I want to stay in Eversburg as long as I can to keep the peace. Long-winded way to get to it, but I’d like you to take Theo there, if you find it in your heart to.” 

Ilara froze, mesmerized by the steam floating out of her mug and vanishing into the air above. She did care for the kid. Aerlia would be worse off without someone like him in the world. Still, it was for the best if she could get out of Eversburg today.  

“I don’t know, Gav. I’m not sure if that’s something I can commit to,” she said, blushing. “I’d hate for him to wait for me to never show up.” 

Gavin shook his head. “You of all people wouldn’t be one to leave him out to dry while the world burns. Please, Ilara. You’re the only one I trust. More importantly, he trusts you.” 

“Godsdamnit, Gavin. You make it hard for a lady to say no.” As much as she cared about Theo,  Gavin was supposed to be responsible enough to deal with this himself. “If it means so much to you, I’ll help your son in any way I can.” 

“Thank you. I knew we’d be able to count on you.”  

Gavin’s smile was so innocent. If Eversburg did start breaking apart, he’d be on the front line with the protestors. He wasn’t fool enough not to fight back, but he would absolutely take it easy on them. His hope in humanity would be his downfall. 

“Fucking knew you were going to invite me to Port Miras,” Ilara said with a grin. 

Gavin laughed. “I guess I couldn’t help it. Have you been before?” 

“In another life. Anything else I should know about the goings on in the city?” 

“Same old shit-shoveling out there. We arrested a slew of the so-called Revolution. A buffoon by the name of Desmond. He’s harmless, but he was planning on taking over the Akaran Temple. They got him before he marched on it, though. They say he had nearly a hundred fighters and a Chosen with him. A Shyllan.” Gavin’s expression carried a healthy amount of fear.  

Ilara only nodded. Chosen outside the Pantheon were dangerous to Akara. It was their divine duty to carry out their god’s will in whatever lands they were called to. And many of the gods wanted Akara dethroned, as few approved of her actions in the past century. The Syndicate employed many Chosen because so many found it difficult to find work that didn’t expose them. If this Revolution was recruiting Chosen, it meant it might have more momentum than Ilara had given it credit for. 

And one of Shyll’s Chosen. Ilara wondered if that was still Katri, or if the god had gotten her killed. Katri had been in Jonas’s gang around the same time as Ilara, and they’d often worked contracts together. She’d been one of the few people Ilara liked in that place, if only because Katri could understand how contrived the work was. 

Ilara looked back to Gavin and smiled, regaining confidence in the conversation. “Best thing to do is keep our head down and return to our labors.” She downed the rest of the coffee. 

“Good advice for all of us down here in the grime.” He sat forward and slapped his armored thigh, every part of his body squeaking and clanking with the movement. “Ah-welp, best get back to the route before Sarge wonders where I am.” He stood and put a kind hand on Ilara’s shoulder. “Thank you for the coffee. Enjoy the rest of your off-day.”  

She walked him out and basked in the glory of the ensuing silence. 

Ilara wondered what Gavin would think of her if he’d known her the way Sophia did. Chosen of Zal’Keratha, Mistress of Death and Lady of the Underworld. A dagger phased into existence into the palm of her hand. She flipped it absentmindedly. Magic came at a price. She’d dedicated her life to serve Zal’Keratha for the ability to protect Sophia. And she’d do it again, even if that meant Gavin would never be able to love her. 

“It will all be different in my new world.” 

“He assists the enemy,” Ilara grumbled. “He’ll die, whether I like it or not.” 

“An unfortunate truth for you. None such as he will keep me from the wrath  I will bring upon the sun. And you, child, will take her place. There is no better way for you to protect your sister from Akara’s godhood.” 

Ilara smirked. She wasn’t sure what Akara had done to earn Zal’Keratha’s ire. It didn’t matter. Zal’Keratha stood against Akara, and therefore, so did Ilara.








  
  

Chapter five

Compliance




People clogged the market stalls like salmon during mating season. Sophia loved the pop-up markets in the Dusk district. Busking had been outlawed for as long as she'd lived in Eversburg, as the Akaran clergy believed music in any form was worship to Balan, the god of music. The melody of people living was enough to keep Sophia connected. Their conversations were a raucous noise, like an orchestra tuning before an opera. 








