
  
    [image: The Harlots]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Also by Aminah Fox]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: The Harlots: The Devoutly Corrupt]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2024 by Aminah Bridgette Fox

        All rights reserved.

      

        

      
        No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any form, stored in any information storage and retrieval systems, or transmitted in any form by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews or as provided by United States of America copyright law.

      

        

      
        This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, organizations, and incidents portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        A list of content warnings are available on the author’s website at

        www.aminahfox.com

      

        

      
        Cover design by Gabriella Regina

        First Edition: August 2024

      

        

      
        ISBN Paperback: 979-8-9870409-5-9

        ISBN Hardcover: 979-8-9870409-7-3

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For the rebels and dreamers⁠—

      who see the world as it could be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Cyrus

        

      

    

    
      In the tapestry of war, destinies are woven in blood and steel. There is no place for forgotten oaths or the maelstrom of questions that clawed at every fiber of his being under the weight of his newfound responsibilities, but luckily he had maintained his persona admirably.

      Today, however, the commander’s gaze faltered upon the chilling absence of a particular individual—a woman—the last hope of Scopus. A chorus of frenzied cries woke him during his afternoon respite, announcing her disappearance through the use of an unmarked carriage. A carriage that had materialized out of thin air, bypassing the watchful gaze of paperwork and protocols, leaving no trace of its entry or departure.

      How could this happen? Cyrus thought.

      The guards had been handpicked for their unwavering loyalty and discipline. Disciples were trained to emanate an unyielding presence, one that conveyed the gravity of their responsibilities as protectors of the Apostate and the sanctity of their charge. But they were more than mere sentinels—they were the embodiment of an impenetrable shield, ready to defend their charge at any cost. Yet the 35th Regiment had failed. Their failure was his failure, and he—Cyrus Coin, commander of the 35th Regiment, a man adorned with countless accolades for his unmatched valor, bravery, and gallantry—now had to reckon with the fact that in one afternoon, two elite academies had been compromised due to his failure.

      Despite Prana Academy’s seemingly impenetrable nature, a phantom vessel had breached their meticulously plotted defenses, navigated to their front doors, and taken away the lone hope to end the war—the Teller. At the moment, his best bet for an explanation was the two men in front of him, Lieutenant Giles of the Disciples and Sargeant Reynolds of the Enoch.

      Giles was a broad-shouldered tan man in his late thirties, bald with a close-cropped beard and weathered face marked by battle scars. He shared a history similar to Cyrus, having left the Seekers to become a Disciple. Reynolds was a boy on the cusp of manhood, at twenty-two years old, more adamant about proving himself. Tall, dark hair, well built, and ambitious—ambition was good. He was more likely to be honest and perhaps reveal which, if any, Enoch showed any signs of waning faith in their cause.

      “I find it rather coincidental,” Giles said, scratching the bridge of his nose with his forefinger. “Wouldn’t you say, Reynolds?”

      The young Enoch beside him continued to stare at the ground. “Not wholly unpredictable.” Reynolds agreed with a clipped northern accent as he turned to straighten his green uniform in the mirror beside him.

      “How about we move past who orchestrated it for a moment,” Cyrus said. He had meant to say it sternly, but he sounded positively hostile. “We must focus on finding the truth. Where could the Teller have gone?”

      His thoughts were scattered. Between upholding an air of confidence and masking his failed attempts to renew his faith—which were made more prominent after watching his superior torture the Teller—he was at his wit’s end.

      Elide, he thought, remembering her name.

      He’d watched their head of state bend her will to his own, and men cheered. It was barbaric, the likes of inhumane torture he’d only been exposed to in his time as a Seeker.

      Giles straightened up, his voice tinged with frustration, darting a glare at Reynolds beside him. “To the west, perhaps they’re heading toward Apana. There is a hidden tunnel beneath the city that leads to a rebel hideout. It’s possible the Teller learned of this and intends to go there,” Giles stated. “I sent four of my men on horseback after them. They won’t make it far.”

      “That is if they’re going to Apana,” Reynolds said. “After all, it was your men’s negligence that started this mess. Their lack of vigilance allowed her to slip away undetected.”

      Giles bristled, his eyes narrowing at the young Enoch in response.

      “Don’t be so quick to deflect, boy. My men were monitoring every entrance to Thanatos and Prana, until you and your fellow Enoch relieved us. Perhaps they were the ones who let her escape.”

      Cyrus interjected, his tone demanding their attention. “Silence. Speculation and accusations will lead us nowhere. We need answers, not finger-pointing.”

      Reynolds, eager to assert his own theory, spoke up. “It’s more likely she had help from someone inside, someone like Calliope,” Reynold stated, countering Giles’s suggestion. He moved closer to the desk Cyrus sat at. “We have several informants who have heard whispers of the intention of moving the Teller to the west but to Kirekwall.”

      “Nonsense!” Giles said, shaking his head. “Kirekwall is a home to sodomy, belligerence, and brothels. Why would she go there?”

      Cyrus listened intently, weighing their arguments. Kirekwall or Apana? Where would their resources be put to better use? He knew that time was of the essence and a decision had to be made.

      “Both theories have merit. Giles, as your investigation is already underway, assure your men reach Apana. Reynolds, you will deliver my instructions to your superior for him to give me any information regarding your informants.”

      Giles and Reynolds nodded, their disagreement momentarily set aside in the face of their shared mission. As they hurriedly departed, Cyrus knew he would need to resolve the issue between the Disciples and Enoch before it descended into chaos.

      The moment he was alone, Cyrus shut his eyes and took a deep breath. When he opened them again, he stared up at the domed ceiling, counting the cracks in the concrete walls. He considered returning to bed but still needed to report to the Apostate. He still owed him an explanation. A meeting with his superior that could potentially dissolve his mask of certainty, and leave his faith in ruins.

      The fireplace crackled at the far end of the room, and he straightened in his chair. The room was warm, but if he were any closer to the fire, he’d be sweating. When he heard footsteps, he sighed, ready to turn around and dismiss whoever had arrived. But when he saw his visitor, he sprang to his feet.

      The flickering fire cast an ominous glow on the man’s grim face, illuminating the lines of frustration etched deep within his sharp features. Pale skinned, inky dark haired, and currently looming over Cyrus.

      “Dismissing your men so easily, Cyrus? Is that how you handle such a catastrophic failure? Is that how I should deliver the news to millions? With no sign of remorse or empathy? As if the realization of the Teller’s betrayal doesn’t dash their hopes of a brighter future?”

      The Apostate glared at Cyrus, his voice laden with rage as he spoke.

      Cyrus met the head of state’s eyes, trying to keep his anger at bay.

      His jaw set, and he forced himself to answer. “My men acted swiftly. Their report offered a few leads on where she might have gone.”

      He’d controlled his tone, but the defiant nature of it was evident.

      The Apostate narrowed his eyes. “A few leads?” he repeated, and his voice rose slightly. “The Teller slipped through your men’s fingers, and you’re defending their incompetence?”

      Cyrus’s frustration mounted. “With all due respect, sir, those same men have shown unwavering dedication and saved countless lives throughout their careers. Most have perfect records. This event is an anomaly, and I assure you, we will rectify it.”

      The Apostate leaned forward, his anger seething beneath his composed demeanor. He and Cyrus stood close to one another, sizing each other up in silence, but neither man backed down.

      Then his superior laughed.

      “Anomaly or not, Cyrus, the responsibility lands on your shoulders as their commander. This breach tarnishes not only their reputation but also yours. If news of this reaches our enemies, they will use it to their advantage,” the Apostate said grimly. “You have failed me, and you have failed Scopus.”

      Cyrus squared his shoulders but didn’t let his superior’s words deter him.

      “I understand the weight of this failure, and I will bear it alone,” Cyrus stated as a solution dawned on him. “I implore you to grant me the opportunity to search for the Teller alone. As a Seeker, I became accustomed to navigating and surviving in different types of terrain. If you refer to my previous commander’s recommendation, I’m sure he’ll have mentioned my tracking skills.”

      The Apostate regarded Cyrus with reluctant admiration.

      “Cyrus, while I understand your resolve, this task is perilous for a man of true faith in our cause,” the Apostate said, his voice measured yet bearing a hint of resignation. “At this moment in time, we cannot risk losing our most decorated commander.”

      “I do not wish for any of my men to be punished,” Cyrus stated. “Nor do I wish them to be tempted to sin in a city that’s claimed others before it. They may falter, but I will not. If you trust in my skills and experience, I will make amends. And upon my return, I will fortify the defenses to ensure such a breach never occurs again.”

      He hoped his voice sounded confident and laced with determination. But the room fell into disquieting stillness as the Apostate considered his plea.

      The silence stretched to every nook and cranny of the chamber to the extent that Cyrus could hear the pipes banging in the walls. The quietude reminded him of the calm before a tempest, that brief moment on the battlefield where decisions carried the weight of life and death.

      But Cyrus had already made up his mind. His resolve took shape, forged in the crucible of doubt and determination.

      He would embark on this solitary quest, driven not only by duty but also by the lingering whispers of uncertainty that lived in his nightmares. A quiet questioning of purpose that remained even under the Apostate’s gaze.

      The penalty for desertion is death, he thought, scorning himself.

      But if he wanted to continue playing his role, he had to confront his wavering allegiance and decide whether to march forward with the cause he had sworn to protect all those years ago or to leave it behind for an unknown future. The decision weighed on him, but it was his alone to make.

      Suddenly, the Apostate sighed, breaking the silence. Then he studied the commander, his expression one of reluctant agreement.

      “Very well, Cyrus, I will grant your request,” the Apostate said. “Find the Teller, bring her back to me so she can be dealt with accordingly, and you will be redeemed.”

      With a firm nod of acknowledgment, Cyrus left the room, knowing that the path ahead would be fraught with danger and that the consequences of his actions would ripple far beyond the walls of this fortress.
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          Elide

        

      

    

    
      When Elide emerged in a glade alone, she stood there in silence, trees towering above her, the ground beneath her feet blanketed in snow. Rays of sunlight filtered through frost-laden branches, casting a gentle glow on everything around her. She wore a heavy brown coat she couldn’t remember putting on, and every breath she exhaled came out as a puff of fog. It was quiet. Perhaps even serene.

      But her heart gave a miserable twist. The thought of her brother, Hansel, suffering somewhere far away for helping her was more painful than the memory of him being taken from her.

      And now she stood in the middle of nowhere, unsure of how she’d gotten there. She’d catch herself wondering if it had all been worth it, out of habit, a bad habit she’d developed, because she knew what the Apostate had planned, and every single time she tried to ignore that nagging thought, her mind doubled down on it. Was she really any use now? Here?

      She sighed.

      Then, a soft rustling resounded from a distance, disrupting the silence.

      Her heart skipped a beat. She turned her head as heavy footfalls, muffled by the snow, grew louder.

      Her eyes widened as a creature emerged from the trees. She gulped.

      Its stature commanded respect, standing tall and proud amid the snowy landscape. A thick coat of silver fur enveloped its massive frame, gleaming in the sunlight. Its paws crushed snow underfoot, each step heavy and deliberate, infused with a silent power that rippled through the crisp air.

      A surge of panic gripped Elide, instinctively urging her to flee from the potential danger.

      Wolf, she thought, looking left and right in search of an escape route.

      But when she looked back at it, the wolf’s eyes held her captive, dark and penetrating. And as it moved closer, she sensed they held a depth of intelligence, a knowing that went far beyond mere instinct. It was as if the wolf had journeyed through the annals of history, collecting tales and wisdom in its wake.

      The wolf stopped just a few feet from her, towering over her as it craned its head. In that moment, the fear melted away, and the creature straightened its back. But it didn’t run. Instead, it looked as though it were waiting for something.

      On an impulse, she closed the distance between her and the beast, stopping the moment she stood in its shadow. As she stared up at it, the creature lowered its muzzle toward her. Elide reached out her hand to touch it, the fog of her breath escaping her lips as its nostrils flared. When it decided she wasn’t a threat, it began to move its muzzle closer, but just as her fingers grazed the creature’s wet nose, she was jostled awake.
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        * * *

      

      Her breath caught in her throat as she took in the sight of the man on the red upholstered seat opposite of her and sighed. She was still in the carriage, Clay Bracken across from her.

      The man, with his dark, untamed hair, lay undisturbed, a peaceful expression gracing his features. His chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, completely at peace with his life. Elide guessed he was in his early thirties and seemed accustomed to using his crimson coat as a makeshift pillow. His clothing was faded and adorned with patches, but from what little she knew of him, his father was a brothel owner, meaning he was wealthy, and therefore, his outfit was a disguise. Clay wore it pretending to be of a lower economic class, and clearly, he was clever. Or at least clever enough to get in and out of Prana undetected.

      As the soft glow of the passing gas lamps filtered into the carriage, it cast shadows upon his pale face, revealing the contours etched with the resolve of a warrior. In the stillness of the moment, she watched over him, her heart heavy as she worried what lay ahead.

      After they rounded a corner, the carriage glided to a halt. A sharp knock reverberated against the window, pulling her from her thoughts.

      Elide’s heartbeat quickened.

      “We’re here,” Logan called out from the other side of the door, his tone infused with a mix of authority and impatience.

      Clay stirred, his eyes fluttering open as he rubbed his face. He blinked, appearing momentarily disoriented, before a sense of awareness settled across his features. Sitting up, he adjusted his clothes and cast a quick glance toward her, acknowledging their shared presence with a small smile.

      “Everything’s going to be all right now, Elide,” Clay told her.

      Elide gave him a tight-lipped smile.

      Clay rose from his seat, his muscled frame commanding attention in the confined carriage space. He pulled on his coat and reached for the door handle, pausing for a moment to study Elide’s face.

      “I’m fine,” Elide signed.

      With a nod of assurance, he pushed the door open. Cool air and the sounds of their destination rushed in. Elide followed suit, stepping out onto the streets.

      “Take my arm,” Clay ordered. “It’s not too far from here.”

      Elide’s cheeks burned as she remembered she was still in her nightgown. Then, a weight settled over her shoulders, and she looked up into two kind eyes behind round spectacles.

      “Thank you,” Elide signed to Logan as she pulled the coat tightly around her body.

      Clay cocked a brow at her, and she didn’t respond.

      “Take my arm, it’ll be safer,” he said. After a moment, he added, “Trust me.”

      Elide nodded silently. She slipped her hand into the crook of his arm and walked beside him. She wanted to pretend she had been here before but couldn’t help but take in the city around her—on the off chance she needed to run.

      Shadows danced along the walls of sandstone buildings, lending an air of secrecy to the bustling thoroughfares. The scent of exotic spices and sizzling meats mingled with the delicate aroma of perfumes worn by the courtesans who roamed the streets.

      Her stomach growled, reminding her she hadn’t eaten in quite some time. She considered bringing Clay’s attention to it but knew more pressing matters were at hand. As they traversed the labyrinthine streets, the sounds of Kirekwall enveloped them.

      The raucous laughter of revelers spilled from taverns, blending with the melodious tunes of street musicians. Logan notably stopped to drop money into a musician’s hat. Clay seemed more adamant about getting to their destination.

      Wooden food stalls lined the avenues, their sizzling grills and aromatic concoctions captivating the senses. The sizzle of skewered meats and the crackle of flames intermingled with the siren-like calls of vendors, tempting them with their delectable wares. In the heart of the city, gambling dens sprung to life, their entrances guarded by brutish men whose eyes narrowed as they passed. But not before the clatter of dice and the shuffling of cards punctuated the night, competing with the laughter and cries of both victorious and disgruntled gamblers.

      Navigating through the chaos, Clay pulled them into a back alley, hidden from the prying eyes of those who lumbered along on the main streets. Yet, even the shadows teemed with life. An enormous rat scurried across the ground, bread clenched tightly in its jaws, and Elide noticed a drunken man being tossed out of a dimly lit tavern. The man appeared unperturbed as he propped himself up against a wall and sang a slurred song. Only to be interrupted by the jingle of coin purses exchanging hands as transactions unfolded between patrons and courtesans lingering in back alley doorways.

      Their footsteps echoed against the stone beneath them, and Elide knew they had moved deeper into the heart of the city as they stopped at an unassuming wooden door.

      Clay eased her hand off his arm and knocked.

      A small panel on the door opened, dark and empty.

      “What do you seek?” a male asked with a stern voice.

      “The only question that you ever need to ask,” Clay answered.

      “What lies at the heart of a world consumed by darkness?”

      “Behind closed doors, the truth finds sanctuary.”

      “Humph . . .” the man behind the door said.

      Then the door, weathered and worn, creaked open to reveal a dimly lit corridor, its stone walls adorned with murals depicting Apolitian lore. The bulbs on the walls flickered, each light near death, as they stepped across the threshold. When the door shut behind them, the guard stared down at her curiously.

      He stood tall and imposing, clad in a sleek black uniform adorned with red trimmings. The fabric seemed to meld seamlessly with the shadows, camouflaging him. His warm brown skin was taut as he gritted his teeth. The guard’s posture suggested years of training and unwavering dedication to his duty.

      “This is her?” the guard grumbled.

      Clay scoffed. “Yes, this is her, and I’m sure she’d like some rest. So if you don’t mind, Vexx, I’ll show her to the upper quarters.”

      Vexx muttered something. “Go ahead. I’ll send word to Hollowdenn that you’ve returned unharmed with the—” He hesitated as he gave her a once-over, appearing unimpressed. “Teller.”

      Elide felt a surge of annoyance.

      Eventually, the passage gave way to light, revealing a surprisingly well-lit lobby adorned with worn-out carpeting and flickering ceiling lights. The air hung heavy with a peculiar mix of decaying wood and the faint aroma of stale coffee.

      Clay strode up to the receptionist casually. “Evening, I’ve made a reservation?”

      The receptionist, a man of at least thirty, with dark hair and square glasses, raised an eyebrow. “Checking in, then?” He pulled out a worn-out green ledger with what Elide presumed was the name of the place.

      Karthik Hotel. Home of the Karthik Gardens.

      “Name?”

      Clay leaned in slightly. “Clay Bracken.”

      The man appeared more curious then. He scribbled something in the ledger and said, “Welcome back, Mr. Bracken. I’m afraid you’ll have to take the elevator at the end of the hall. The other elevators are out of service.”

      The concierge scribbled something down on a piece of paper and tore off what Elide assumed was a receipt.

      Clay smiled. “Thank you.”

      Clay gestured for Elide to follow him down the hallway, its threadbare carpet muffling their footsteps as they walked. The numbered doors lining each side nodded to this being a functioning hotel, but the subtle vibration beneath their feet betrayed this reality.

      At the end of the hall, they stepped into a vintage elevator with brass buttons and swirling patterns etched into its metal frame.

      The concierge’s voice echoed from behind, “Enjoy your stay, Mr. Bracken . . . and guests.”

      The elevator doors slid open with a soft chime, revealing a small compartment adorned with flickering bulbs. Elide stepped in, the doors closing with a mechanical hum.

      Inside, the panel offered a range of floors, mostly numbers beside two mysterious designations: KG and SRL.

      “Sub Rosa Lounge,” Clay muttered to himself, raising his eyebrows as he found the button.

      He pressed the button, and the elevator jolted to life, descending with a rhythmic clunk. As the numbers on the dial decreased, so did the sounds of the hotel, replaced by the distant hum of machinery and muffled conversations somewhere down below. The elevator came to a stop, and the doors opened, revealing a hidden corridor far removed from the hotel above.
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        * * *

      

      When they reached a stairwell crafted from weathered stone, Elide slumped her shoulders. For a moment, she closed her eyes, begging the Almighty for the strength to climb them. Luckily, Clay didn’t leave her side. Their footsteps echoed as they climbed, as if acknowledging the significance of their arrival. They reached the landing, which was adorned with tapestries that depicted Apolitian history and what she assumed were names of the resistance’s dead. Those names told stories of sacrifice and hope, serving as a reminder of the collective purpose that propelled them forward.

      At the top of the staircase, a corridor stretched out before them, leading to a series of doors that were private quarters. The doors were crafted from rich, dark wood, each one bearing a unique symbol, likely personalized to reflect the individual behind it. When they stopped in front of a door that was barren with a key sticking out of it, she hesitated.

      “This one is yours,” Clay told her. “I’m right across the hall if you need me,” he said, gesturing toward the door with a silhouette of the scales of justice on it. “There should be clothes and toiletries inside the room already. You’ll meet the others in the morning,” he told her softly, and she nodded. “Can I get you anything?”

      “Food,” Elide signed.

      “All right, I’ll send for some food,” he said and nodded at Logan, who was standing down the hall. “Logan! Grab Elide here some food, will you? Make sure it’s a balanced meal.”

      Logan nodded, then wandered away.

      “You don’t have to stay out here,” Clay said turning back to her.

      Elide blinked. She looked at the key in the lock and unlocked the door, then stepped inside the room and flicked on a light switch.

      Turning back to Clay, she signed, “Thank you, Clay.”

      Clay smiled. “Not a problem,” he said, and he went inside his room, closing the door behind him.

      With a sigh, Elide shut her door and locked it behind her. Her eyelids grew heavier, urging her to sleep.

      Half-awake, she faintly registered the room around her: a window, a desk, a wardrobe, a bathroom, a flickering bulb in a lamp on the bedside table, the bed. But Elide forced herself to shuffle over to the bathroom and peel off the coat and the rest of her clothes as she turned on the bath. She watched the water gurgle out of the tub’s faucet before plugging the drain and slipping into the soothing embrace of the steaming bath. Submerging herself under the water, she wet her curly hair and then rose again to detangle it with her fingers. With a loofah, she scrubbed away dirt from her brown skin and was relieved the moment she was clean. Afterward, she dried herself with a towel and shuffled back to the room.

      By the time she climbed into bed, the room was dark, save for the soft glow of a single lamp in the corner. Elide sat on the edge of the bed, trying to wait for the much-needed meal she’d been promised. As the minutes stretched into what felt like hours, betwixt the warmth of the room and the thoughts of her brother being tortured somewhere far away, she found herself in a drowsy state. Unable to resist, she lay back, intending to rest her eyes for just a moment, but instead fell into a fitful sleep.
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      Kirekwall is the fourth largest city within the superstate of Scopus. Prospero, Decatur, and Sanctorum are the other three.

      It isn’t as sprawling and overpowering as its three grander siblings, but it holds its own allure to those who seek it. Kirekwall is known for its unrestrained revelry, where vice and pleasure intertwine in a maelstrom of indulgence and temptation.

      Strangely, a brick wall was all that separated Sanctorum—a bastion of authority and faith, renowned for its imposing cathedrals, stern edifices, and strict adherence to Apolitian religious doctrines—from Kirekwall.

      Elide wanted to laugh at the absurdity of it.

      A brick wall as a mediator of ideologies, she thought. It’s like trying to keep oil and water from mixing with a sieve.

      Elide only knew all this because of a geography class she’d taken as an elective back before the LAT. The Livelihood Assessment Test that was supposed to give her a brighter future away from 42 Mansfield. Before everything happened. Before she’d met the Apostate.

      Today, as she stood on the balcony of her modest room, overlooking the bustling streets filled with foot traffic and stone buildings reaching for the heavens, she remembered why she was here and that, in the course of a few months, her eyes were opened in more ways than one. The memories of her long-gone geography class were almost comforting. Almost.

      But in the realm of diplomacy, politics, and conflicting ideals, she found a little pleasure in the irony of a single brick wall becoming a tangible embodiment of the divide between these two vastly different cities.

      She held onto that thought as she left her room and descended the staircase to join the others for breakfast. Though Clay had knocked on her door earlier, she had pretended to be asleep because she hadn’t wanted to speak to anyone at the time. She’d needed time to compose herself.

      As Elide reached the makeshift dining room, she found herself facing a small gathering of individuals seated around a rustic table, studying a map. The room was illuminated by flickering candles, which seemed to be enough for the idle members who weren’t in heated debate to absentmindedly fumble with the food on their plates.

      Clay’s eyes widened as he noticed her.

      “Elide!” he exclaimed, rising from his seat to greet her. “I was just about to check on you.”

      Elide mustered up a warm smile. “Sorry, I needed a moment to settle in before breakfast.”

      Clay stood closer to her now, leaning against the stone wall, and gestured for her to take his seat. She did, and the group turned their attention to her. Elide took a deep breath to calm her nerves. They welcomed her with cautious nods and guarded smiles. She wondered what they thought of her and whether her appearance met their expectations.

      Elide liked her outfit today. It was better than what she’d chosen to escape in. She wore civilian’s clothing, a plain brown shirt and cloth brown pants, nothing to hint at her Mourner history, except for her shoes. She’d kept the boots they’d given her.

      “Well, Elide, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Micah,” a young woman with ginger hair said. “And you’ve arrived just in time. We were discussing our plan to take down the Falmouth checkpoint. It’s a vital transfer port where we can get supplies and free the prisoners held there if we manage to take it. Believe me, we always need more of both.”

      Elide sat down at the table, her curiosity piqued. “How can I help,” she signed, and a smile spread onto Clay’s face.

      Micah’s satisfaction with her question was unmistakable, and she wasted no time. “We need your gift,” Micah began. “Our intel discovered that General Renfry will be present at the Falmouth checkpoint tomorrow night. He’s a high-ranking official, and if you can get inside his head, we might uncover vital information that could turn the tide in our favor.”

      Elide nodded, as a disquieting sensation settled in her gut. Her telepathic abilities had set her apart from the other Mourners; she was a Teller, the first one to exist in over a century. She still didn’t know the extent of her powers, but she knew she could get the truth out of him. She could still remember watching in horror as she tortured that rebel, though she hadn’t wanted to. She had been under the Apostate’s control then. But now, her abilities were essential to their plan. She was both honored and apprehensive to be given such a role so soon.

      Clay cleared his throat. “I don’t think Calliope would approve,” he said sternly. “You want her on the frontlines? But you don’t have a clear plan on how you’re getting inside.”

      Micah shook her head. “I want her to extract information from Renfry, Clay. You’re smart enough to know that I wouldn’t risk losing the Teller. She’ll be protected. Besides, Calliope’s been training her for quite some time. It should come easy for her. If you insist on worrying, then come along.”

      “Oh, I plan to,” Clay said. “And she’ll make it back. Unharmed.”

      Elide was surprised at his reaction. They didn’t talk much on their ride to Kirekwall, and she hadn’t bothered to question it. She’d assumed Clay had merely rescued her from Prana because he was tasked with it by his father or Calliope, but he seemed adamant about protecting her. She supposed she could write it off; she was the Teller, so she was a valuable asset. It made sense for him to want her unharmed and alive. But she also wasn’t sure what he’d gotten out of his deal with Calliope or whether that contract had ended—if he had entered into one with her in the first place.

      In fact, she could have many reasons to question what stake Clay had in her survival at all. And why would Calliope trust him? So perhaps it just came down to a man following his father’s orders.

      “As for gaining entry,” Micah continued, drawing Elide’s attention back to her. “Pippa and Leah will create a diversion at the main entrance, exploiting the weaknesses in the guards’ minds to let us slip through,” she said, gesturing to two women beside her. “Meanwhile, Aaron will go around back to disable the surveillance system, buying us some time.”

      Elide turned toward the two women Micah was referring to. The dark-haired, brown-skinned woman looked amused, as if someone had just told her a joke. The wool tunic she wore was tied into a knot, and her leather pants were covered in dust. The blond-haired, olive-skinned woman beside her didn’t pay any attention to Elide. Instead, she studied the map as if she were memorizing it.

      “We were Laskas before we defected,” the dark-haired woman said, leaning in and stretching her leather pants. “Though I doubt they noticed when we left. There are plenty of Laskas to go around. But you’re a Teller—something extremely rare. Why did you leave them?”

      “Leah, drop it,” Micah stated. “The fact of the matter is, she left. She’s here with us now. We can’t underestimate the Apostate or his men.”

      “Hence, the reason I don’t understand why you’d want his men to know her whereabouts,” Clay said snidely. “Think about it—if one of them escapes and reports back⁠—”

      “We don’t plan on leaving anyone alive,” said Aaron, interrupting Clay.

      A mixture of emotions crossed Clay’s face—anger, confusion, and possibly concern for what they were implying.

      “She’ll bring up the rear,” Aaron said, gesturing his head toward Elide. “Word hasn’t gotten out yet. Most Disciples think she’s still in Prana and under the Apostate’s control. No one would suspect she’s left. Trust me, Clay, we’ve been preparing this for weeks. You aren’t the only one ensuring her safety as we move forward.”

      “Calliope asked me to keep an eye on her.”

      “Yeah, but not by choice,” a man said.

      Clay’s gaze hardened for a moment, then he looked at Elide and sighed. “I was in a tight spot, and there are worse things I could be doing with my time. What is it that our faith declares? Right, he who is without sin may cast the first stone⁠—”
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