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1


Through the paper window, lingering stars winked against a cold sky, the morning my eighteenth winter passed and I, Seyo, came of age. The temple had given me blue skirts and overlays, a rare color among its helpers. One didn’t wear blue for long before graduating to a priestess’s yellow, or not. And I would stick out in a sea of yellow when I served my first midnight vigil that evening, my soul stained by a mountain of confessions.

I burrowed into my too-short quilt and counted the rules we planned to break that night. Two temple statutes and a king’s law shattered, all so I could see the Heart, the forbidden cave weaving through our hills. I would drag my friends Kiboro and Jorai along, and I was too excited to feel guilty. What was wrong with me?

Qo’tah. They lived for after-curfew adventure, and I had dreamed of seeing the Heart since we were children. But this was my last escapade. Tomorrow I would live up to wearing blue. Kiboro would understand, but Jorai wouldn’t. I imagined that conversation and groaned.

The straw cot creaked. Princess Kiboro, who I served as attending maiden, rose for sunrise prayer. She crouched by my pallet and shook me. “Happy birthday, Seyo. Ready for tonight’s ghost hunt?”

Did she have to say it that way? I remembered the gravelly voice of our first tutoring priest and mumbled into my blanket, “Indulgences, such as birthdays, weaken the will. They lead to memory lapses during recitation, and snores interrupting teaching.” I hesitated. “Also leading one’s friends astray.”

“Stop worrying.” Kiboro grinned and snatched the quilt.

Chilly. I uncurled from the pallet and crossed our cramped quarters in three long strides to light a candle and retrieve clothing. Kiboro almost squealed seeing my new garments. I shushed her, had her sit, and bent to braid her dark hair into a crown.

As Kiboro preferred, we arrived early for prayer, before the other temple helpers and even the presiding priest or priestess. The day raced in a routine of prayers, chores, lunch, instruction, ignoring the extra glances my blue overlay earned, and dinner. Back in our room, we laced our boots and opened the window to shimmy to the grounds and find Jorai. But then Kiboro received a knock at the door from a young priestess, the one who lived inside the helpers’ compound as guardian. The woman bowed and extended a letter bearing the queen’s seal.

I closed the door after our courier, and Kiboro tore the seal. Her spine straightened as she read. “Mother is ill.”

Headaches. Queen Umoli must have quarreled with the king again, and faithful Kiboro would care for her mother at the palace. As attendant, I would accompany her, and my chest squeezed as I gathered shawls. How could this happen now? This night? Please—

“No. You’re going with Jorai to see the Heart. It was your only coming of age wish, and I’ve never seen you look forward to something so much. Besides, you have a vigil afterward.” Kiboro sighed in disappointment. “I promise to make this up to you.”

I blinked. It was my place to remain at her side, but despite being friends, I didn’t dare argue with her, the princess. And I didn’t want to.

Kiboro tugged a shawl from my arms and left to join her bodyguard.

I stood in silence. Alone. It felt wrong. If Jorai and I were caught without her, there would be no protection for either of us, a disgraced nobleman’s daughter and the king’s despised second-born son. But if I didn’t see the Heart now, I never would.

From the opened window, frigid air teased my face. So much for spring. I climbed through the hole and scrambled to the darkness covering the grounds. Rule against sneaking outside after curfew—broken.

Shafts of moonlight pierced cloud cover and dripped across the forest and hills of Laijon. In the west, distant mountains rose. I jogged east, toward cliffs guarding the harbor and sea beyond. Evergreen trees made for better cover than their seasonally skeletal companions as I crept near the temple.

Washed with night, the temple rose in severe lines, sloping roofs, and bright glass windows. Dormant gardens sprawled everywhere, and I skirted these to a fenced thicket, Laijon’s holiest site, called the Handprint of God. Hidden among wild brambles and bushes, a covered stone well stood. Only the high priest or priestess passed the wooden gate to draw water from the well, and only once a year after the spring rains. Within the pages of the holy Nho, it was written that the Handprint of God was where the Father of Light first formed the world. Many believed the water still pulsed with dangerous, divine power. I bowed toward the site and looked around.

A form paced between clusters of trees. One foot dragged. The young man folded a hand behind his back and gripped a cane with the other. He wore an ordinary cloak, but his fancy tunic and trousers defeated his disguise. Oh, Jorai, second prince of Laijon, will you never learn?

When he saw me, Jorai’s striking golden eyes brightened. He tucked his cane under his arm, stepped into a puddle of moonlight, and reached for my hands. “Seyo, may light guide your path—”

“The temple can see.” I pushed him into the shadow of the trees. Metal jangled under his cloak. I ignored that and bobbed a bow. “May light guide your path, too, but are you trying to get caught?”

Jorai laughed and looked over my head. “Kiboro?”

“Queen Umoli is ill.”

“My sympathies.” He stated this without emotion, but it wasn’t his mother. Jorai, born to the second queen, towered over Kiboro and Crown Prince Huari, and even me. He would be a portrait of Laijon’s ancient kings if he’d stop knotting his ebony hair like the Nazaks, our rebellious southern neighbors. It increased the king’s contempt for him. Jorai, why?

“Oh, well. I’ll make up Ki’s loss in your celebration.” Jorai beamed and caught my hands. “Happy coming of age.”

I dipped my head in thanks. Rule against meeting a man without a chaperone—broken. What scene did we suggest without Kiboro? Lovers keeping a tryst? Ridiculous. Jorai was like a brother, except I felt more like myself with him than with my literal brother, or even Father. Jorai was my best friend, but also a thrill-seeker, which reminded me that I needed to make him swear that we would return in time for the vigil.

Jorai pulled me deeper into the woods. His lame foot dragged, cane plodded, and supplies clanked under his cloak. “Shall we be off?”

“Yes. But . . .”

Jorai raised his brow.

“I have been assigned to my first vigil.”

“I’m sorry.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’s an honor, but it begins at midnight. Unfortunately.”

He frowned. “Are you changing your mind about our plan?”

“Never. I just need to arrive on time.” So don’t cajole me into doing something foolish, especially without Kiboro to bully you into cooperation.

“Understood and relieved. Honestly, I’m impressed that you’re going through with this. Remember all the schemes you’ve begged us to abandon? And now we’re about to break the king’s law. Trespass through the forbidden tunnels.”

He didn’t name the consequences. The terrifying legends were a more effective deterrent than imprisonment, anyway. Besides, this was only a game to him. Another chance to rebel against the king. Again, I wished Kiboro, who held their father’s favor, were with us, just in case something went wrong.

“How can we ever top this? Storm the treasury? Hijack a royal ship? Take horses and roam the continent like gypsies?” Wistfulness tainted his theatrics.

“Those ideas don’t deserve answers.”

“How about a serious proposition, like stealing into the city to watch the street players? I think it’s my turn to plan our next meeting.”

My stomach twisted. I wouldn’t attend our next meeting. I couldn’t. Should I tell him and get this over with? “I can’t.”

“That’s the Seyo I know. Maybe we can see if the lake’s warmed up and swim, instead.”

“No. I can’t meet anymore because I need to start keeping the temple rules if I am going to graduate to priestess.”

Jorai slowed, and I almost plowed into him. “What does that mean? What rules? You’re becoming a priestess right now?”

“Not yet, but I have come of age. I now wear blue.” Was I lecturing a child? But Jorai had not vowed himself to the temple as Kiboro and I had. Far from it.

“I noticed, and you should wear blue more often. It suits you. But why do you want to become a full-blown priestess? I thought you became a temple helper to visit the Archives. Isn’t that enough?”

Yes and no. “I can’t remain a helper forever. When Kiboro comes of age, we plan to graduate together. But the temple won’t accept me if I don’t purify myself.”

Jorai snorted. “So we’ll only see each other inside the temple? We’ll never speak freely again, of course.”

Agitation bit at me. “We’ll find a different way. I want to still see you, but I can’t continue bending so many rules.”

“Kiboro bends rules all the time.”

I didn’t answer. She was princess, but she would have become a priestess, regardless. And I had marks against me. Secret ones even he didn’t know about.

“So you’ll wed yourself to the temple in the hopes that it will find you worthy?”

I bit back a gasp. But he was right.

Jorai opened his mouth and shut it. Thank goodness. Why was he so annoyed and, frankly, mean? I wanted to wrench my hand from his, but he didn’t let go of mine and quickened his pace.

Just as the trees grew thickest, we reached foothills rising into cliffs. The palace crowned their summit. Kiboro would have reached her mother by now. Jorai hunted around slopes and boulders for the mouth of the cave until the crevice gaped before us.

We passed within the shadowy stone walls and followed the narrow corridor to a metal gate. Jorai rummaged in his cloak for two candle lanterns and a tinderbox. Warm, flickering light revealed rust devouring the bottom half of the gate.

How many times had we brought lanterns and peeked through the bars to the passages beyond? Quieted our breaths and hearts to hear rivers flowing through the veins of the cliffs? The whispering of imagined specters? Yet Jorai’s sulking consumed my focus now.

He thrust a lantern in my direction. I took it, and he stooped to examine the lock. After a moment, Jorai reached into his cloak and extracted a metal ring with two clanking keys. Both were ancient, one small and ornate, the second an eye-catching, jagged key the length of Jorai’s palm. “They were tucked into an old book, of all places,” he said. “A nightmare to find.”

I did not want to know how he had managed to steal these from the king’s chambers. If King Zaujo found out, would Jorai be able to bear his wrath? And Jorai took these risks for me. Shame squirmed inside me again.

He singled out the smaller key. It fit, and the gate squealed open. A breath of stale cave air wafted over us.

Jorai hid the keys within his cloak, dusted his hands, and stepped backward to glower at the night sky. “We’ll let the candles burn halfway before turning around. Then you can have your midnight vigil.”

“Jorai, thank you. This means. . .” I struggled over words, “everything to me. I shouldn’t have let you go through with it.”

His posture softened. “You’ve only talked about seeing the Heart your whole life.”

“I’m indebted to you.”

“Good. I’ll remember that.” He extended an arm toward the cave. “Shall we go ghost hunting?”

He sounded like Kiboro. Many thought spirits and curses prowled here, but a priestess wouldn’t believe that or go searching for them.

I lifted my lantern and stepped into cool shadows. The royal decree that no one enter the tunnels—violated.

Jorai shut the gate and followed. “Let’s find your Heart.”

It wasn’t mine. But I crept into yawning sightlessness and avoided brushing the rock walls. They were rough, damp, and slick, and the tunnel narrowed. The ground rose, fell, and twisted endlessly, like the throat of a snake. I stumbled once and slowed for Jorai.

He drag-stepped close behind. “When’s the last time someone entered the tunnels?”

“The gates were installed three centuries ago.”

“Go on, historian.”

I shook my head. “You know my father was the historian.” But Jorai’s humor had returned.

“My school learning is rusty. Not everyone has the opportunity—or desire—to pore over endless, dusty records with their historian father.”

Everyone’s learning was lacking because the Archives’ shelves were half-empty with lost manuscripts. And my days of researching with Father were long gone.

“You’ve only told me that a battle occurred here. So what are we looking for? A pile of bones?”

I shivered. “I had a nightmare about finding the remains of that ancient war. Colossal, warped skeletons and rust-eaten armor. But all of that would have been cleared out before the gates were installed. Anything that remained would have been washed away by the monsoons.” I bit my lip. I was looking for a different type of ghost—answers to Laijon’s lost past.

The passage curved. I touched the slimy wall for orientation, and imagined pages of the Archives’ manuscripts covered in descriptions of this labyrinth. All maps of the Heart had been destroyed. “These underground tunnels have several openings, including a secret passage into the palace. Centuries ago, before the Occupation, these acted as escape routes for the royal family.”

That snared Jorai’s attention.

I continued, “During the Occupation, our enemies made these tunnels into a stronghold and used it to overtake Laijon. Our country’s treasure, artifacts, and precious manuscripts were hoarded here, along with the wealth of other conquered nations. Records written after the war say that the battle that ended the Occupation occurred at the Heart, and Laijon’s stolen wealth and history were destroyed by our enemies before their defeat. Street tales say our precious metals and gems were melted or vanished by evil magic. Either way, the people of Laijon were left like refugees within a ravaged country, with our past stolen.”

“The Heart is where Laijon’s wealth was destroyed? That’s far more interesting than ghosts.” Jorai’s voice echoed against the stone corridor. “Maybe I’ll find a gold coin or something.”

“Anything valuable that survived would have been taken before the gates went up,” I informed him.

“You would make a fantastic historian. And you don’t need to become a priestess to do that.”

I stiffened, but then cold water splashed my ankles. I lowered my lantern to see water rippling across the tunnel.

Jorai sloshed after me. “This is dry season? Your coming of age is well timed. I don’t want to be down here after the spring rains begin. How far are we from the Heart?”

I eyed the height of the candle. We were moving too slowly. “I don’t know. My eyes won’t adjust. It would be so much brighter if Kiboro were here.” Because she, like almost everyone else of Laijonese descent, possessed the gifting to scoop light into her palms. Neither Jorai nor I were gifted with light, one of many things we shared in common, and so brought candles. I secured my skirt under my knees.

“Kiboro would have been helpful, but I’m happy to have you to myself.” Jorai studied my efforts. “Can’t arrive at the temple with a soaked hem? What’s the penance for that?”

I ignored him and waded in ankle-deep water.

“About the temple, Seyo, can I speak honestly?”

Hadn’t he already? But before he could say anything more, the tunnel split into three paths. Heart quickening, I lifted my lantern to illuminate the cave ceiling.

Jorai held his candle high too. “What is it?”

“Look.” I pointed. “See the soot smudges? When the enemy claimed the tunnels, they carried torches going back and forth. The walls are smoother here, too, from their passage. Following the soot will lead us to the Heart.”

We kept going. The water level rose and then disappeared. Jorai tapped his cane, and the candles burned down.

Jorai’s shoulder brushed mine in the dark. “Back to our previous conversation. We’ve known each other for a long time, yes? Since you, me, and Kiboro played together as children in the palace. Don’t I know everything about you?”

I didn’t answer. He knew almost everything.

“Then may I speak plainly?”

Could I refuse him, a prince? I turned right at the next intersection and forced myself to nod. “Of course.”

“Seyo, you aren’t going to be a priestess.”

I missed a step. “What?”

“You’re too full of life. Priestesses surrender their freedom to confessions, pretending to be perfect, greeting unrepentant people who only visit the temple to appear pious. And for what? To grow old staring at the altar? You’ll regret it.”

I fought for breath. How was I supposed to respond? What was wrong with him?

He grunted. “You’ll be too good for everyone else. Or me.”

Hang his position as prince. “That’s ridiculous.”

“Think of everything you can do if you leave the temple. Like finding work among the Archives that you love so much?”

I wanted to scream. “That’s half of why I joined the temple, because the priests maintain the Archives since the king dismissed the historian’s position. Now can I be a priestess?”

Muddled in candlelight, Jorai ran a hand through his hair. “You’re of age now. Don’t you want your own life? You could gain an apprenticeship in something useful. Travel the continent.”

When would this interrogation end? And was he talking about me or himself? Did he forget that I was Kiboro’s attendant? Maybe he didn’t understand what that position meant to someone of my heritage. I would never be able to do better for myself.

“Or you could marry.”

Marry? I failed to hide a chuckle.

Tension crept into his shoulders. “Why is that funny?”

“I’m hidden among an army of young women, and we almost never cross paths with to-be-priests, let alone anyone else besides Kiboro’s bodyguard.” She and I joked about this all the time, and I adopted a sarcastic tone. “Who would I marry? Besides the temple itself, of course?”

He did not answer. Shallow water lapped against the walls. Candlelight bounced across our narrow confinement, until all of a sudden, the cave walls ended and we spilled into an enormous chamber.

Thick gloom swallowed our lights. I couldn’t see the ceiling or across the space, but our hesitant footsteps echoed from afar. I extended my lantern, then my toe caught on something and I toppled to my knees. Jorai helped me stand, and we looked down at a slab of cut stone laid across the cave floor. Smoothed by time and flood, carvings blossomed across the rock. My heart beat faster, and I bent to lay my palm against the markings, all religious depictions like those within the temple. “Yes. This is the Heart.” Unseen for centuries. Where Laijon’s former glory had been hoarded, yet today it was empty. Bare. The Heart portrayed Laijon’s present as well as our past, and I had finally seen it. Tears pricked my eyes, and I carried my lantern to walk across the slab, dropped down to the cave floor, and circled the cavern. Seven openings, including the one we came from, interrupted the walls. I drew closer to the nearest passage.

Stonework framed the natural doorway. Delicate symbols of first-century Laijonese snared my gaze. I devoured them, translating around carvings too faded to read. They sang Laijon’s praises and the power of her kings, favor, and wisdom. Then I looked higher and shuddered.

A chiseled, stone monster crouched above the arch. Its wings and claws spanned the length of a man. In a humanlike face of rock, its mouth stretched in an infinite scream.

“You found a monster after all. What is that?”

I jumped at Jorai’s approach. “A Shadow.” And this statue was as awful as the sketches within some of Laijon’s older manuscripts. “It is written that Shadows were so evil, none could pass Heaven’s gate.”

“Our nanny used to tell stories about those.” Jorai suddenly bounced with energy. “Perhaps my gold coin lies beyond. Let’s explore.”

“Some paths are dangerous,” I warned. “They might lead to bottomless eddies and mazes. And there isn’t soot on the ceiling.” I wanted to study the Heart. But hadn’t I already seen everything?

Jorai pressed a hand against my lower back. “The treasure of three defeated nations was kept here during the Occupation—don’t look so surprised. I paid some attention during my studies. No destruction is thorough enough not to leave something behind.”

I sighed and followed. The water deepened. “The candles are almost half-burned.”

“Let’s make a bet. If I don’t find something during our remaining time, fine. If I do, you’ll leave the temple and I’ll become a wayfarer, we’ll run away from this prison of a country, and travel the continents.”

“Jorai, that’s madness.”

His voice lowered. “Only if you don’t run away with me.”

Run away with him? Wait—

Something snapped under my shoe. I cried out.

Jorai swept me behind him and peered into the water. Pale, jagged bones broke the surface. I scrambled back. Had we actually stumbled upon the lost carnage of a battle? No. It was the ribcage of a river serpent picked clean.

“Wide-jawed devourers,” he said. “How did it end up here?”

“I’ve read that river serpents are flexible enough to compress their bodies and pass through the thinnest crevices.” I looked around. “There might be live ones.”

Jorai faked a cough. “Historian.” Then he patted his silken trouser leg. “I brought a dagger.” Jorai lifted his lantern, and we stared.

A graveyard of river serpent skeletons glutted the narrowing passage. So many lay before us, piled one on another, they blocked the tunnel. All the bones were bare, thanks to their living brethren, but death lingered in the air.

“Why are there so many?” I froze. Underwater, the cave floor sparkled.

Jorai lowered his lantern toward the bones. His eyes grew. “Seyo.”

I saw and sucked in a breath.

Artifacts of glittering metal shined from inside the bones. Our lanternlight illuminated water-tarnished silver, green bronze, and gold. Jorai’s breath quickened, and he raised his light high toward the end of the tunnel. The boneyard stretched lengths beyond our sight, all filled with treasure.

“Vultures of the ocean.” Jorai’s voice trembled. “These river serpents devoured something bright, couldn’t fit into their passages to return to sea, and starved. But where did they get all this wealth? A sunken pirate’s plunder?”

I released my breath. Thank goodness for Jorai’s theory. Yes, that could make sense. Except if the river serpents couldn’t squeeze out of the cave with full bellies, they must have found the treasure here. But Laijon would have discovered any pirates’ hoards when they installed the cave gates. And this was so close to the Heart. I reached between bones to grasp a lump of strange, purple-tarnished metal.

No. Something was wrong, or Laijon was living a lie. Our ancient treasure could not have survived.

Jorai hunted among the skeletons, splintered another rib cage, and excavated a dripping gold flagon, embellished with jewels and other discolored precious metals. “I have only seen such finery in my father’s apartments. And I had hoped to find a coin.”

I straightened. “You should put that back.”

“Why?”

“Because gold shouldn’t be here. The cave is supposed to be empty.”

Jorai’s voice pitched. “Are you serious? I’m holding my independence.”

“We need to understand why this is here.” I stepped backward toward the Heart with a churning stomach. Please, Jorai, come with me. “What if someone found gold like this in your possession? They might think you’re a thief.” I hated how weak I sounded. “We can’t even tell Kiboro. But you and I,” I added, “we’ll come back.”

Jorai sighed. “Do you swear?”

My resolve wavered. “Yes.” Anything to make you come and avoid getting into trouble.

He dropped the golden flagon and stalked after me. That was too easy, but judging by his pinched expression, he was also concerned about finding all this.

I clenched my hands at my sides. Treasure couldn’t be here. Yet it was. Why? Then I looked at my lantern. The candle had burned past three-quarters. “Qo’tah, I’m late.” I raced toward the Heart. Jorai fought to keep up.

We burst into the Heart and crossed the stone slab to a narrow passage with a gate so thin, it appeared like a crack. I gestured for the key. “This leads to the Archives.”

He blinked, startled, but hurried to free the lock. To my relief, this gate, too, groaned open.

I whirled toward him. “Can you find your own way out?”

“Look for soot.” He sounded breathless. But his eyes sparkled. “Seyo, this is the best adventure I’ve ever had.”

“Go straight to the palace.” I pushed my lantern into his hands. He couldn’t stay with dying candles anyway. “And don’t come back without me.” I dashed into the narrow passage and glanced once over my shoulder.

Hallowed with candlelight, Jorai shook his head and swept a bow. He shut and locked the gate.

I squeezed through the skinny path I remembered seeing once as a child until reaching a wooden door. I pushed it open against a tall piece of furniture. An empty bookshelf. I squirmed through the tight opening, secured the hidden door, and peeked into the unlit Archives.

No one was there. Good and unsurprising.

I crept across the familiar room, past dusty bookshelves and glass displays, and exited into the temple’s sacred hallways. Murmuring came from the sanctuary. I was late, and my chest pounded as I untied my damp skirts to slap around my ankles.

I stole into the sanctum, already filled with priests and priestesses in yellow. After removing my soaked shoes to stand barefoot like everyone else, I slipped toward the other blue-clad temple helpers.

The circular sanctuary stood in dim lighting, for now. Between towering alabaster walls, many bowed in the center of the stone floor before the altar.

We in blue filed into a line to wash our hands at the ceremonial cleansing bowl and bowed before an older priestess. She dipped her thumb into a vial of holy oil to anoint us for prayer. When my turn came, the priestess frowned at my soggy hem, but did not question me because I was Princess Kiboro’s attendant. She dipped her thumb in oil and pressed it against my forehead.

I bowed again, and hurried to the far side of the room to retrieve a candle from a pile of lit tapers. I did so, and hid among the helpers again.

Everyone knelt for final confession, then rose off their knees to lift hands in light. The room brightened above the array of giftings, from summer sunshine to average glows.

I raised my candle and pretended its light also filled the sanctuary. Some cast looks toward my blue garments, my wet skirt, my candle. When they clasped their hands against their shoulders and lowered their faces to the ground, I set my candle in front of me, before also touching the floor.

I was supposed to confess my invisible sins, all the rules broken. Instead, I pressed a shaky hand against my overlay pocket. Against the lump of tarnished metal I had taken from the tunnel. The corrosion had given it an odd, purple hue, and tickled my memory. Something I’d read about in the Archives. I forced myself to begin silent confessions and recited all of them over and again. And again.

Midnight passed. The priests and priestesses exited first. The temple helpers left next, until I knelt alone in the sanctuary. Dawn touched the high windows. Soon, those serving during the morning hours would arrive.

I stood on weak legs. Felt the metal in my pocket.

Jorai and Kiboro had joked about finding ghosts. The treasure felt like the mystical trove of a phantom. Of course, I would stumble upon something like that. Bad luck had followed me until I began serving Kiboro. Until now.

I gritted my teeth and tipped the candle into my palm. Flames flickered against my skin. I waited. No pain. No burn. My eyes filled with tears. None had ever guessed that I was half-Vedoan, because our divided nations looked so alike. I couldn’t cup light in my hands, but I could withstand fire, an unholy ability that no amount of confessions could cover. Even if I never broke rules, never saw the Heart, never found this disturbing treasure, never planned to break a million more rules to figure its mystery out, my mother’s blood would make me unworthy to become a priestess. Unless I kept my secrets hidden. So, I needed to identify this purplish ore and where it came from. I would find a reasonable answer. No more bad luck.

I touched the copper bauble pierced into the corner of my ear, returned the candle stub, and left the sanctuary.
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Kiboro returned from the palace that morning, quieter than normal. By the time we breakfasted on steamed grain heaped with spicy fish, she told me her mother felt better. She didn’t ask about the excursion Jorai and I had taken to the Heart.

I was surprised. I had prepared lies for her questions, although I hated doing so. At least I didn’t have to use them, but what was bothering Kiboro?

We dressed to attend Laijon’s women’s university. Kiboro served the temple, yet she was expected to finish her formal schooling before coming of age. Once a week, we donned silk gowns instead of temple overlays and skirts, to look like a princess and nobleman’s daughter again, and took the carriage up the hills into the walled capital.

As Kiboro’s attendant, I gained the privilege of also attending lectures. But as I sat behind her in an auditorium filled with Laijon’s titled daughters, I couldn’t pay attention. The windows teased glimpses of distant mountains and our glistening harbor, but I imagined the Heart’s graveyard of bones. And the lump of purple-tarnished metal I had hidden under my pallet. In the Archives, there was a manuscript that taught how to clean ore. With that, I could identify the lump as an ordinary metal, like copper or bronze. Once I identified the treasure as a seafarer’s bounty, I could silence this mystery.

In front of me, Kiboro sat extra straight, and knowing her as I did, I could picture her furrowed brow. I slid my gaze toward the new professor. What were we learning about, again? The women’s university held the same classes as those belonging to noble sons, including arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, logic, rhetoric, fencing, which was one of Kiboro’s favorites, and light-gifting class, although she had outgrown those teachers last year. Ah, this was geography, and an elementary lesson.

Perspiration trickled down the professor’s boyish face. So, he had noticed Kiboro’s excessive attentiveness. He raised his volume, as if this would make his review sound important. “Our continent encompasses the three civilized nations. We are Laijon, who hold the light of the sun. There is our esteemed ally, the islands of Ai’Biro, who are gifted to grasp water, but also skilled in invention. Lastly, there is Pirthyia to the south.”

Pirthyia, whose loans had kept Laijon alive after the Occupation. Centuries later, their powerful foot still rested upon our indebted necks.

Kiboro raised her palm.

The professor cleared his throat. “Princess?”

“Srolo,” she addressed him respectfully, and her voice carried like a bell, “you neglect Nazak. Do you consider them uncivilized?”

The professor shifted his weight. “Wild Nazak has fallen into internal disputes and divisions, and is closer to several nations than one. Nazak also lost her gifting.”

“Can Pirthyia be considered civilized if she never possessed a gifting?” Kiboro leaned forward. “Lastly, what of Vedoa, who warped her gifting.”

At the mention of Vedoa, the professor, students, and even Kiboro’s bodyguard standing behind her, stilled. I couldn’t believe she had spoken our estranged sister nation’s name aloud. Vedoa’s volcanoes, soothsayers, and human sacrifices traipsed through my mind, and I cringed. There was a reason our nation had split in two. Vedoa had left the path of light and twisted their gifting into an illicit power, the ability to wield fire. Or, in my half-blooded case, to withstand flame. I resisted touching my copper earring and squeezed my hands together in my lap. Please let the conversation turn.

“What determines whether a nation is civilized?” Kiboro asked.

The professor twittered. “Princess, such talk must be unpleasant for you.”

Pardon? Did he really say that?

But Kiboro held her tongue. She would not show offense or feed nonsense, but I knew I would hear about his rudeness. Thankfully, the lecture ended and everyone spilled from the university to climb into carriages. Barano, Kiboro’s monstrous chief bodyguard, assisted us to our seats and drove us toward the temple.

Kiboro chewed her lip. “Egoistic man.”

I prepared myself for a justice crusade. “You handled the professor well.”

“No. I mean Father.” Kiboro jostled against me as the carriage hit a bump. “Last night, Mother told me he is entertaining a marriage proposal from Pirthyia. From one of their lesser kings.”

What in the continent? That was a horrifying prospect for Kiboro. And if she went to Pirthyia, so would I. Shivers raced up my back. “The king’s heart is soft toward you.” Soft, but not loving. King Zaujo spoiled Kiboro, his only daughter, and despised Jorai and his disability. Crown Prince Huari, son of his first wife, was favorite.

“I will not consent to this marriage. If only I were already of age, like you. As soon as I am, I will take my vow as priestess and permanently commit myself to the temple.” Kiboro raised her chin. “As royalty, I will also be able to join the council and gain a voice among the Chanji. I will be one of the first priestesses to join the Chanji, and this will put me in the best position to serve my country. Father will be forced to hear intercession for the poor. I will be able to do more for our people than pass out food from the temple, which we missed for this stupid lecture.”

I hoped she would be permitted to speak at the Chanji, not be overlooked like Jorai.

“If I married, my bridal payments would be used to finish Father’s fleet of outdated ships, import Ai’Biroan steam-powered machines that we can’t afford, or build that ridiculous spar extension from Pirthyia’s railroad into Laijon. And for what? So Pirthyia can access us more easily? Everyone knows they would love to claim the entire continent. When will someone stand up to that tyrant? No, I will never marry.”

Never marry. Jorai’s silly objections to my becoming a priestess flitted through my brain. I pushed that thought away, only to remember piles of bones and treasure. How was I going to enter the Archives and grab that book about cleaning metals?

“Seyo, what’s wrong?”

I smoothed my expression. “Want to go horseback riding?”

“Where?”

“Circling the temple is always invigorating.”

Kiboro laughed. “You only volunteer to go to the temple when you want to visit the Archives. You could have just asked.”

Was that the only reason I went to the temple? My stomach squirmed. “We won’t have much time before afternoon prayer.”

Kiboro’s eyes glimmered. “Then it’s a race?”

Perfect. Except for one problem.

After a quick lunch and changing into riding clothes, we entered the temple stables. Giant Barano checked our geldings’ tack. A frown betrayed his dislike for our spontaneity.

I approached the animal Kiboro lent me and eyed her bodyguard rotation for the first part of the week.

The two soldiers were young, uniformed, and shaved the sides of their heads as was expected, but one was extremely tall and lanky. Despite his bored expression, he readied his mount with fastidious care. My twin brother Roji. He was a faithful soldier, but I suspected that he landed on Kiboro’s bodyguard because she had requested him on my behalf. Sometimes I was grateful, other times annoyed, and today I wished she hadn’t. He and I had ignored each other all morning, but when I started hunting for books inside the Archives, he would know I was up to something. He always knew when I was keeping a secret.

The six of us jumped astride, leather reins in hand.

Kiboro winked and urged her mount faster down the main temple paths. Soon she, Barano, and the second guard flew several lengths ahead. This left Roji and I alone to chat, a kindness on Kiboro’s part. Again, I wished she hadn’t.

Speak first. Maybe it will distract his perceptiveness. But what should I say? Uh, hello, dearest, onliest brother. Since you last graced us with your grouchy presence, I have turned to thievery of mysterious, ancient treasure. I thought you might want to know. Mention it to Father, will you, if you two are on speaking terms once more? Instead I said, “May light guide your path. How goes life among the guards?”

Roji offered a respectful nod before shaking his head. “If my life were any better, my superiors would take it from me.”

My guffaw was unladylike. “Try again?”

“I could be cleaning mess or digging trenches. I suppose babysitting you and Her Majesty is better.” He eyed me. “Are you okay? You’re acting strangely.”

Qo’tah. He saw through me already? I shot him a look.

We arrived at the temple and dismounted. After passing through its hallways and acknowledging bowing priests and priestesses—it was awkward arriving with a guard, but Kiboro was princess—we reached the door to the Archives. Realizing where we were headed, Roji balked as an elderly priest hurried to unlock the room for us. Would I, if I became a priestess, gain a set of keys like my father once held? The door swung open, and the priest bowed and stepped aside.

Barano searched the Archives first, always zealous in caution. His expansive chest swelled as he lifted his hands with sunshine, which brightened everyone’s faces and lit the silver medallion hanging from his neck, a soldier’s medal of valor. Deeper within the room, spooky shadows danced along dusty, book-lined walls. Old tapestries hung between the shelves, and wooden pedestals displayed crumbling parchments in protective glass boxes.

We entered, and the priest shut the door behind us. Kiboro’s second guard raised his hands in light. Roji, too, cupped his palms high, but he glowered at the wall. He hated the Archives that had consumed Father for so many years, and he loathed his weak gifting.

At least he had a gifting. The right one.

Kiboro crossed the room to the agricultural histories. She plucked a book she had studied before about investing in richer harvests, the cornerstone of her plan to improve Laijon. When she carried the book to the reading table, her bodyguard drew near to offer light. She opened the book, and mischief sparkled in her voice. “Seyo, will you find that other manuscript?” That was code for giving me permission to roam.

I inclined my head and tried to walk calmly toward a half-filled shelf along the floor in the far corner, where the bodyguards’ light did not reach. I lowered to my knees and turned my body to shield my search. There were manuscripts rebound in leather, annals over a hundred years old, even a codex. As a child under Father’s tutelage, when he served the king as historian, I had memorized these books and their scribbled accounts of Laijon’s precious metals—their purposes, limited records of what Laijon once produced, and how to clean them. O, wrinkled pages, I need your help. What in the continent did Jorai and I find inside the tunnels? The word oractalm snagged my focus.

Long ago, Laijon possessed a rare, red ore, mined from her own mountains. Once cleaned with powdered salt and vinegar, the crimson metal glowed like Laijon’s gifting. It was found in every household, shaped into utensils, decorations, bathtubs, and thrones, and was considered the most desirable of metals. Nations had sought this alloy until our enemies seized it all. In their rage of defeat, they destroyed oractalm during the Occupation. The red metal no longer existed.

The tarnished lump I had pocketed from the Heart couldn’t be oractalm, but I needed to prove this for myself.

My ears tickled. I looked over my shoulder and caught Roji stifling a yawn. I replaced the book, swiped dust from my skirts, and rose. Wait. I was supposed to bring Kiboro a manuscript. I snatched one off the nearest shelf and returned to her side. Goodness, what had I grabbed?

Kiboro accepted the tome with a nod. She acted unsurprised that I’d handed her a treatise on herbal cures. After a moment of pretend reading, Kiboro whispered, “Prayer.”

I replaced her books, then she swept from the room with her bodyguards flanking her. The elderly priest locked the Archives behind us.

After dinner, Kiboro and I dressed for sleep, brewed tea, and opened our copies of the holy Nho. She sprawled on the straw mattress, and I curled into my pallet. Her gifting in one hand provided more than enough light for both of us to study, except I wasn’t reviewing our recent memorization.

Once Kiboro was absorbed, I pressed my mug against my middle. What Kiboro didn’t know, was that instead of holding tea, my own had a portion of dinner’s pickled vegetables and their salted, seasoned vinegar inside. I dropped the purple lump of metal from the Heart into the cup and made myself wait. After a moment, I fished the metal out, scratched the thick, violet tarnish with my fingernail, and ceased to breathe.

The ore was shaped into a tiny, detailed horse. A figurine. First, I noticed letters trailing across its metal hide. I knew six languages, including Laijon’s modern tongue and ancient script, thanks to working with Father in the Archives. The symbols were old and named an illustrious king from the fourth century. This horse did not belong to the humble nation of Laijon today.

Second, calling the metal red was a weak description. Its brilliant, scarlet color rivaled rubies. And under the brightness flowing from Kiboro’s hands, the figurine emitted a rosy glow.

I stuffed the treasure under my pallet and glanced toward Kiboro. Unaware of my distress, her lips moved in silent recitation.

I sank into my quilt. I trembled.

Oractalm, more valuable than gold, wasn’t supposed to still exist. Who had lied to us? And if we had found a handful of wealth in the bellies of river serpents, how much more lay lost in the secret depths of the tunnels?
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The oractalm consumed me. My mind wandered during sunrise prayer and my stomach churned throughout breakfast. Away from the women’s compound, Kiboro and I fenced under Barano’s tutelage. After trouncing me more so than usual, she called me distracted.

The historian in me was thrilled about finding the precious artifact. We could fill museums with the treasure from the tunnels. My practical side demanded that it be used to pay off Laijon’s debts to Pirthyia. Kiboro would agree, if she knew. But my priestess’s training screamed that Jorai and I had broken the king’s command and were rewarded with a sinister discovery. Not one piece of our ancient treasure remained, if the records were true, so what had we found? We were trapped in secrecy, though no one would believe our tale anyway. No one would recognize glowing oractalm after its disappearance centuries ago. If someone found the horse figurine under my pallet, with its exotic crimson hue and glow, I would be named a thief, or even a witch. So what should I do?

After washing and changing into our skirts and overlays, Kiboro and I walked with the other helpers to the temple. Today, we served laymen and laywomen who visited the sanctuary for confession. The sun shone warmly at last, and Barano trailed at a distance. Roji and the third bodyguard were dismissed until tomorrow.

Upon reaching the temple steps, a priest directed Kiboro and the other underage helpers to stand outside and greet parishioners. The handful of us wearing blue were sent to the washroom adjacent to the temple’s entry. Inside the washroom, wooden bowls, pitchers of water, and hand towels rested atop pedestals for ceremonial hand cleansing. We each claimed a pedestal and bowl. I ended up at the front with a good view through the doorway into the entry, where a yellow-robed priest and priestess stood ready with anointing oil. They would press a thumbprint of oil against each visitor’s forehead and pronounce them clean and able to enter the sanctuary.

Would I someday announce someone as cleansed? I couldn’t imagine that, when my soul felt so filthy. Perhaps I belonged in the washroom.

Greetings chorused from the helpers outside. The priest and priestess bowed, and I hid surprise when I recognized our first visitor.

Srolo Faru, wearing wide-shouldered plate armor and with his silver beard braided, strode into the washroom. Though slight of build, the captain of the bodyguard was an honored soldier, second to the king, and carried himself as such. Under Faru’s command of the army, Laijon’s border skirmishes with the mountain tribes had ceased. Kiboro, Jorai, and I spoke fondly of his kindness toward us when we were children, especially Jorai. Faru, unlike the rest of Laijon’s high nobility, respected the second prince and never spoke against him. Sometimes I wondered if he knew that Jorai snuck out to visit me and Kiboro, as it was Faru’s business to know everything, and turned a blind eye to his antics. Srolo Faru even remembered my name when I became Kiboro’s attendant, but right now, he did not notice me and looked stern.

A murmur rippled through those outdoors. Inside, we in blue craned our necks to see who was coming, and then I wished I hadn’t.

Crown Prince Huari, dressed in brightly dyed brocade worthy of the king’s firstborn and favored son, stalked past the bowing priest and priestess into the washroom. Angry.

We helpers in blue dropped into a deep bow. I gritted my teeth. Why was Huari here? Certainly not to pray. It wasn’t even a holy day, when he could flaunt pretend confessions in front of a crowd. Ah, it was Faru’s day to educate Huari. Faru visited the temple on a scheduled, complete-as-necessary basis, and must have forced Huari to attend too. But Huari’s plumage was too ruffled for an inconvenience like that. Had they been quarrelling? It was common gossip that the two didn’t get along.

Following like a dog, Huari’s sharp-faced valet also sauntered into the room, as if he were more than a servant. The valet prowled past me to wash his hands at a bowl manned by one of the prettier helpers.

Faru and Huari advanced in my direction.

Wonderful. I trained my gaze below theirs, as befitted my rank, and emptied the pitcher into the washbowl. Hopefully they—or really Huari—wouldn’t recognize me. I’d stomached the prince’s mockery as a child, and Kiboro wasn’t beside me to glare him into civility.

But Srolo Faru inclined his head. “Good morning, Srawa Seyo.”

Oh well. I bowed again. “May the light shine upon your esteemed paths.” Unless the Father of Light deemed that our crown prince should trip into a muddy pothole and learn humility. Qo’tah, that wish warranted confession.

Huari’s gaze flicked over me before ignoring my presence—he would have omitted the respectful srawa title for nobleman’s daughter anyway—and tapped his fancy leather boot.

Faru didn’t acknowledge his cue. As elder, he dipped his hands into the bowl first.

Huari leaned toward Faru and deepened his voice. “Srolo Faru, I swear that Jorai is a thief.”

My pulse jumped. When Faru dried his hands on the towel, I crept forward to change the water. What was Huari doing?

Faru’s tone remained neutral. “I will tell King Zaujo that your manservant found Prince Jorai walking through the palace last night. I’m sure the king will dismiss the prince from the upcoming meeting of the Chanji, if that satisfies you.”

I blinked at Faru’s barb, then caught the valet perking up, hearing himself mentioned. What was Jorai doing, sneaking around last night? And why had Huari’s valet been watching him?

If Huari noticed Faru’s sarcasm, he didn’t let on. “Excellent srolo, I am asking you not to tell my father about my half brother’s indiscretions until I can prove that he is stealing. He was not embarking on another jaunt to play with Kiboro and his girlfriend.” Huari jabbed a finger in my direction.

I almost dropped the pitcher. How did Huari know about our meetings? Why did he call me Jorai’s girlfriend? Did he know about our trip to the Heart? No. That would be stronger evidence against Jorai than stealing. I bit my tongue and poured fresh water into the bowl. I would have rather dumped the pitcher’s contents upon Huari’s feet, but held my breath for Faru’s response.

Faru’s eyes narrowed, and he smoothed his silver beard. “I am tasked with protecting the king and his family, not looking to cause the crown embarrassment.”

Huari’s face flushed, and he spat a foul word. In the holy temple. “Do you forget that I am next to be king, Faru?”

The two men stared at one another. At last, Faru bent his head, but he did not answer.

Huari sniffed and plunged his hands into the bowl.

A chill swept through me. Once the crown passed to Huari, maybe Jorai’s dream of running away wasn’t such a bad idea. Jorai. Why did he sneak around the palace last night, if the valet spoke the truth? Jorai wouldn’t. Oh, but I knew him better than that. He would. My chest squeezed. I realized Huari’s valet had almost caught Jorai returning to the Heart. To the treasure.

Huari finished washing, as if even temple water would clean him. I lifted the wooden bowl to change the water again, but bumped it and water sloshed across the floor. Droplets landed on Huari’s boots.

Huari roared, startling the other helpers, priest and priestess, even his valet. He flung a hand toward me, but couldn’t speak, and stormed from the washroom. The priest and priestess hurried to anoint his head with oil, and his valet scampered after him.

Srolo Faru looked at me with both pity and a raised brow. He knew Jorai and I were friends. Did he think I spilled the water on purpose? Would I be punished? But Faru exited, knelt for anointing, and followed Huari into the sanctuary.

[image: * * *]

Just before curfew, Kiboro gave me permission to walk around the women’s compound for fresh air. It was our midweek routine. My true mission was to tie our freshly written letter to Jorai among the branches of a certain flowering bush. This was how the three of us scheduled our late-night meetings.

I remembered my decision to quit breaking curfew and sighed. Not only had we scheduled another rendezvous, but I also carried my own, private note for Jorai, one Kiboro didn’t know about. In my note, I told Jorai that I had another midnight vigil in two days and asked him to meet me beforehand. Without Kiboro. The vigil was a lie, which tied my stomach in knots. But I needed to tell Jorai that Huari was watching him, my terrible suspicions about the treasure’s origin, and plead with him to never return to the Heart. Abandoning the mystery pained me. But perhaps as a priestess I could research further, and maybe even confide in Father. But not now, when Jorai was under Huari’s suspicion.

Thankfully, few temple helpers milled about. I exchanged bows with those returning inside and stole along the low, night-covered walls encircling the women’s compound. From the forest canopy, a bird chirped to its mate. I reached the bush, and its blooming scent draped over me as I buried the oractalm horse figurine at its roots, tied both letters to leaves with twine, and then stopped.

A thick envelope sagged from one of the branches. I seized it and read To the historian in Jorai’s scrawl. He meant me, and it was heavy. I tore the seal and tipped the contents out. A thick bracelet dropped into my palm and shimmered in the moonlight. It was made with ancient gold coins threaded into a circle with silk ribbon. No, not gold. The coins were scarlet oractalm.

I groaned. Jorai had not only returned to the Heart, but he had the gall to make me this? It was far too dangerous to wear. Was he out of his mind?

I stuffed the bangle into the envelope, the envelope into my pocket, and spun in retreat to the
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