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The voice of the dominee presenting the eulogium droned in Jora Lanseri’s ears. Beneath the words of praise for a man who had taken on far more responsibility and hardship than anyone currently alive, Jora heard the subtle undertone of judgment, of accusation, of stolen identity. The dominee managed to stand tall, as if she were entirely blameless for the man’s death, as if it hadn’t been her finger on the trigger but Jora’s.

Tears trailed down Jora’s face. It was impossible not to think of her own family and friends, who had received no funeral. Their bodies had been set aflame in their homes without ceremony or prayer or spoken remembrances. Her papa had served the Legion faithfully. The man she’d hoped to marry had been a hero. Her mother was a kind and loving woman and a skilled chandler, her sister a dye-maker, and her younger brother would have married and left for the war to serve Serocia in a few months. None of them received the rites they deserved.

She stood quietly with her head bowed, as did the cabinet ministers, the queen and dowager queen, the Justice Bureau’s thirteen-member elder council, and the two Colossus warriors she’d released from stone. She could smell the burning pyrewood, the distinctly sweet scent of a funeral fire roaring in the night. A single regret harried her mind: if only she hadn’t looked under the king’s mask. Sometimes a lie was easier to bear than the truth, and sometimes a lie was also safer—for herself, for the country, for the woman all of Serocia now called queen.

Jora cast a glance at the sniffling blonde beside her. The woman she’d known as Princess Rivva was the daughter of a pretender, a quiet usurper. None but a handful of people knew it. No one else would ever find out, if Jora could help it. She put a hand on Queen Rivva’s shoulder as much to comfort herself as the queen. Unanswered questions had kept Jora from sleeping these last two nights, and exhaustion twitched in the skin beneath her right eye.

Why had the king wanted to confess his true identity in the moments before his death? Why had he spent his final breaths urging her to find the crucible that contained the godheart? What was the godheart, and what had it to do with Jora? She chewed her lip as she watched the ceremony, unable to quiet her tumbling thoughts.

While Dominee Ibsa read from the prayer book, two cantors, the lowliest servants of the Iskori Temple, climbed the steps behind the pyre carrying the king’s shrouded body on a stretcher between them. “We pray to Retar to deliver Yaphet Stolck from all the deceits of the world, the flesh, and the wicked. From earth to ash, may the fire cleanse his spirit and return him to you. Amen.”

But the body wasn’t lowered onto the metal frame to be consumed by the fire. The cantors were whispering over it.

“What’s the delay?” the dominee shouted to them.

“Dominee, the king still wears the silver barring cuff,” one called back. “Must we not remove it first?”

“Leave it,” Ibsa said. “We’ll retrieve it from the ashes when it has cooled.” To Jora’s surprise, the dominee’s eyes glistened with tears as though the king’s death truly pained her.

Though Jora had never attended the rites for a member of the royal family or the cabinet ministry, she knew bodies weren’t cremated with any jewelry in place, let alone something as valuable as the wrist cuff. Its purpose had been to protect the king from being Observed by Truth Sayers, but it worked only in life. The dead could not be Observed—at least not by usual means. The sheer white shroud obscured the dead man’s features, but the hidden inscription on the underside of the silver cuff ensured his true identity would be kept secret until the corpse was burned beyond recognition. Then they could melt down the cuff—and all proof of his secret—forever.

Jora wondered whether Queen Harienne knew that the man who’d fathered her two youngest children wasn’t the prince she’d married. Did she know that another man had returned from the war wearing the prince’s face? Though her expression remained stoic, she had to have suspected. It was probably the reason she’d insisted Rivva not marry until after her betrothed returned from the war. If the dowager queen hadn’t already known before, she surely knew now. Queen Harienne had made no objection to leaving the silver cuff in place while the king’s body was burned. Perhaps she, too, wished to avoid facing the truth or the scandal entwined with it.

The cantors did as they were told, and Jakub Druba’s corpse was lowered onto the pyre. The fire flared and the smoke billowed. The pleasing scent of burning pyrewood was overwhelmed by the foul odor of burning hair and flesh. All were quiet as the false king’s body was consumed, its organs popping and sizzling. The silver cuff on the king’s left forearm, blackened by soot, appeared to sag and drape over his arm, its shape conforming to the bones beneath. The sight of it reminded Jora of a passage she’d once read. Every silver lining has a dark cloud within. It sent a shudder through her body and made the healing skin on her burned forearms itch.

The dowager queen burst into tears and turned to her daughter, and the two women cried in each other’s arms. Jora’s tears spilled anew as the memory of her own family, burned unceremoniously by the five assassins sent to slaughter the people of Kaild, bore down on her. But for the time she’d spent in jail, she’d not had much time to grieve in the weeks since. When she was a girl, it had taken a few weeks to fully grieve her eldest brother. How could one mourn the loss of two thousand people in so short a time? The magnitude of it was often too much for her, and she instead pushed her feelings aside in favor of the issue of the moment.

The Minister of War ambled over and requested to speak with Queen Rivva privately. Jora gaped at them as they talked in hushed voices a few yards away. Back home in Kaild, funerals lasted at least two hours, with everyone staying seated or kneeling silently until only the charred bones remained. That they so disrespected King Yaphet—or the man who, even in death, pretended to be King Yaphet—was shocking, to say the least. When Elders Gastone and Devarla approached, seemingly oblivious to the body burning on the pyre, Jora bowed her head and tried her best to look like she was deep in prayer. Was this how people in Jolver always behaved at funerals? It bordered on barbaric. The last rites of the deceased were to be given with respect, and these people were acting like the commiserance, the part of the ritual where mourners offered condolences to one another, had already begun.

Every time Jora peeked through her mostly closed lids, she glimpsed their sandaled feet nearby, their legs hidden by their golden elders’ robes. They waited for several minutes. Jora had never prayed this long for anyone before, not even her own brother. Convinced they would wait her out, she lifted her head and tried to look surprised. They watched her expectantly, patiently.

Elder Gastone pressed his lips together, as if sharing her grief over the king’s passing. “Miss Lanseri,” he said, “might we have a word?”

She frowned and shook her head, trying to convey silently that she found his interruption uncivil. Though Devoteds or Monks typically issued the last rites, Kaild hadn’t been a large enough town to warrant a house of worship, temple officials, or god vessels. Everyone simply prayed silently. Last rites were presided over by members of the town council, none of which had ever ended the ceremony before the body was completely consumed.

“Forgive me,” he whispered, bowing his head.

“What is so important that you feel you must interrupt the king’s last rites?” she shot back in a fierce whisper.

Elder Gastone looked perplexed, but Elder Devarla lowered her gaze, as if in embarrassment. “In Halder as in Jolver,” she explained, “the rites tend to be shorter than tradition dictates. We will give you the customary time to grieve before interrupting you again.”

To Jora’s surprise, the dominee had joined the queen and Chief Usebeon in quiet conversation. “Apparently the dominee has already begun the commiserance.”

“Indeed,” Elder Gastone said.

Jora cast an apologetic glance toward the pyre. “What is it?”

“Miss Lanseri,” he started.

“Please don’t call me that. I find it too... stark and impersonal. I was your novice.”

“You’re our novice no longer,” Elder Devarla said. “As the Gatekeeper, you’re head of the Iskori Temple to which the Justice Bureau answers.”

“Only in name. Dominee Ibsa still leads the faithful,” Jora said.

“Perhaps, but calling you Jora is far too familiar,” Elder Gastone said. “It’s improper.”

“Might I propose a compromise, then?” Elder Devarla said. “Miss Jora?”

Jora agreed with a nod. It was better than being called Miss Lanseri by people two and three times her own age.

“We’re concerned about the impropriety of such a secretive cremation of our king,” Elder Gastone said. “The people have every right to attend his last rites and to mourn his passing properly.”

Jora blinked slowly, disbelieving his words. That he spoke of impropriety while they chattered on at a funeral was laughable. “It seems to me you’ve all forgotten what a proper cremation ceremony is supposed to entail.”

To his credit, he bowed his head. “You’re right. We have placed a higher value on our own convenience and time than on the need to honor our dead in the traditional manner. The fact remains, however, that all of Serocia will mourn his death. Word has spread quickly, and people are already en route to the city to attend these very rites. We have taken that from them, and for no good reason.”

“The dominee will conduct a public ceremony,” Jora said. “There won’t be a pyre, of course, but with enough speakers and an explanation about the family’s wishes for a quick cremation, it’ll be fine.”

“Queen Yasda wasn’t cremated in secret this way,” Elder Gastone muttered.

Jora felt herself growing chafed. “What’s your point?”

“Only that I don’t understand the reason for it.” He lowered his voice. “And the fact that he’s still wearing the barring cuff is highly irregular.”

“Perhaps so. Would you like me to summon Queen Rivva or the king’s widow over so you can question them about it?”

He gasped and stammered. “No, of course not. I was merely–”

“We’re curious,” Elder Devarla said. “We were hoping you might know the queen’s reasoning, given your friendship.”

“I do,” Jora said, “but I’m not at liberty to divulge those details. Please don’t ask me again.”

“Of course, Miss Jora,” the elders replied in unison. Though it still felt strange to be treated deferentially by the people who’d considered her a lowly novice only a few days prior, she was satisfied that they would drop the matter, at least for now.

Queen Rivva picked up the skirt of her mourning robe and approached, her expression grim. Despite the gloomy atmosphere and the reason for their gathering, the young queen looked every bit the part. Her golden hair, piled upon her head in rings and loops, glimmered in the shimmering light of the pyre. Jora admired the composure that prevented the tinted powder and ink around her blue eyes from smudging. Earlier that day, she’d not been certain at all Rivva would be able to attend this ceremony without an overly emotional display.

The elders bowed when she neared, as did Jora.

“It was a lovely service, Your Majesty,” Elder Gastone said with a sympathetic smile.

Jora shot him an annoyed look. Hypocrite. “How can I help you, my queen?”

“I must speak with you in private for a moment,” Rivva said. “Pardon us, Elders.”

“Yes, of course,” Elder Devarla said, backing away with another bow. She and Elder Gastone drifted a few yards away and joined Dominee Ibsa.

“Is everything all right?” Jora asked. She rubbed her tender forearms gently to pacify the itch without worrying the healing skin.

Rivva exhaled hard. “I learned a moment ago from my mother that my father had written a testament.”

“A testament?” Such things had fallen out of custom over the last few decades, or so Jora had thought.

“Though it appears to be an uncomplicated one on the surface, I don’t want to catch the snake by the tail.”

“What does it say?”

“He wished to bestow an old whistle made of cherry wood and a sum of cash totaling two thousand shells upon a man named Gerad Druba.”

Jora felt her face pale. That must have been Jakub’s son—and the queen’s half-brother. This Gerad would surely wonder why the king had taken such an interest in him. “If the whistle is meaningful, he might suspect his father didn’t die when the Legion claimed he did.”

“My thoughts exactly. Could you Observe him? Not this minute, of course. Perhaps after sunrise, once we’ve all had a few hours of sleep. Find out if you can what significance the whistle has.”

And whether honoring the king’s wishes would be safe. Jora nodded. “Yes, my queen, though without the king’s thread to search, I’ll need to find him first—or someone who has met him.”

“Start with Dominee Ibsa. She and my father were friends from childhood. She must know where he lived before joining the Legion and how to find his original family.”

Jora groaned to herself. She wondered if the dominee would ever willingly cooperate with her on anything.

Once the pyre had died down, the cantors declared the body properly cremated. One of them used a stick to retrieve the smoking, blackened wrist cuff from the pile of ash. With a lot of scrubbing and sanding, it might have been salvageable, but Jora knew the dominee had every intention of melting it down. The liquid silver would then be molded into a new cuff—with the proper barring inscription and nothing more—and set aside for Rivva’s first child.

With the two huge Colossus warriors following silently, Jora walked back to the palace with the royal family and council members, while the Truth Sayers returned to the justice building and the cantors to the temple. The mood was somber as she parted ways with Queen Rivva and the dowager queen, Harienne, and headed to her room on the residence floor. She hadn’t minded her room at the Justice Bureau dormitory, but Rivva believed she and the two Colossi would be safer and more comfortable in the palace.

Jora wished Archesilaus and Ludovicus a good night and closed the door behind her.

Her room had far more furniture than she needed, but she appreciated the firm bed and having a place to keep her flute and the books the dominee had grudgingly returned to her. The bedspread had already been folded neatly at the foot of the bed when she entered the room, and the blanket and crisp sheet were turned invitingly back. She dressed for bed before extinguishing the lamp and crawling under the covers.

Lying in the dark, Jora went over the events of the last few days in her mind, trying to set aside her chagrin at the hasty way the dominee had ended the ceremony. With the king’s true identity safe, she and Rivva would begin talking in earnest about their plan to unify the four warring nations along the shores of the Strait of Lost Souls.
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AFTER BREAKFAST THE following morning, the stable master had the carriage ready when Jora stepped outside—the same carriage Rivva had used a couple of weeks earlier to whisk her away from the pronouncement of her death sentence for murder—and a pair of sturdy horses saddled for her two Colossus warrior guardians to ride. Jora would rather have ridden astride with her companions, but she didn’t want to make a fuss. She accepted the footman’s hand to climb in and settled on the forward-facing seat, and soon they were off, rumbling across the brick-paved streets of Jolver.

As they had on her prior excursions, curious onlookers peered at the window in the carriage door, no doubt trying to see who was riding within. Giggling children chased the carriage for a block or so, until an older boy, blond with a mischievous face, managed to hop onto the step and peek into the window. His eyes flew wide, and he jumped off, announcing it wasn’t the queen inside but the Gatekeeper. Jora turned to look out the back window. The other children slowed and stopped and watched the carriage rumble on, expressions of wary awe on their faces.

News of the Gatekeeper’s existence had spread quickly across the city, if not all of Serocia, but word of her acceptance by the royal family was slow to follow. People still looked at her with uncertainty or fear in their eyes. Perhaps she looked too much like a soldier.

Jora ran a hand over her scalp and felt the nubby hair, debating again whether she should continue to shave her head as was customary among the justice officials, or let it grow out as those of the Iskori Temple did. As official head of the temple, she thought it made more sense to let it grow, but she felt a deeper kinship with the Truth Sayers of the Justice Bureau.

They stopped at the Legion headquarters, a three-story building that looked far more imposing from the outside, dressed as it was in black granite. Around its exterior walls stood the white Colossus statues that for hundreds of years everyone had assumed were regular statues. Though they all depicted exceptionally tall warriors, each was unique with remarkably detailed faces, bodies, and clothing down to the scuffs on their boots. Word had begun to spread that Jora and her flute had freed two of them. The citizens of Jolver were growing ever more curious about the huge warriors that had been brought back to life.

Jora alighted from the carriage before the footman had a chance to assist her.

“I am certain of it now,” Archesilaus said as he dismounted. “The building doth sit upon the site o’ the former Colossus stead.”

“I wonder what hath bechanced it,” Ludovicus said. “‘Twas a sturdy building and fair enough.”

“An earthquake, maybe,” Jora said as she started to the door.

“Doth she mean earth-din?” Ludo asked in a low voice.

Arc shrugged. “The Serocian tongue hath become a thing o’ perplexity.”

Jora smiled to herself as she pulled open the door and went inside, where an elderly man sat stamping papers at a desk. He was mostly bald, though not because he shaved his head as was the custom of Legion soldiers.

“Good morning, Louris,” she said as she approached.

He looked up over the top of his spectacles, then climbed wearily to his feet. “Here to see your brother again?”

“Yes, if he’s available.”

“Come with me.” He shuffled through the main corridor and around a corner to a room at the end of the hallway. Without bothering to knock, he opened the door for her and left without another word.

Finn, with a freshly shaven face and head, was sitting at a workbench piled with bladed weapons, inspecting a sword’s blade. He raised his eyebrows when he saw her and set the sword down. “Back again? Doesn’t the Gatekeeper have more important things to do than visit her disgraced brother? Hello Arc. Ludo.” He lifted his bandaged hand to wave to them at the door.

“You’re injured, not disgraced,” she said, looking around. A few weapon racks lined the walls, most filled with gleaming swords.

“Hail, Finn,” Arc said. “We will wait in the hall, portwatcher, so that thou and thy bro’er may speak freely.” He shut the door, leaving the siblings alone.

“What’re you doing?” Jora asked.

“Inspecting weapons to see if they’re usable as is, require repair, or need to be melted down. I would ask again what happened to King Yaphet, but I know you won’t tell me.”

“I can’t.”

“And I suppose you still can’t tell me why you killed that march commander or your elder, either. Why do you keep coming here? To torment me?” He wagged his head side to side and said in a childlike falsetto, “I know something you don’t know.”

The accusation stung. “That’s not–” Jora’s voice snagged on the lump in her throat. “That’s not why I come to see you.” She swallowed hard. Would he ever stop being mean to her and start treating her like the only family he had left? Don’t cry, don’t cry, don’t cry.

“Why then? Can you at least tell me that?”

She’d tried to tell him about Kaild the day after the king was slain, but the tears had come before she found the words, and she didn’t want to spew it out in a sobbing confession. She needed time to compose herself, to practice the words so she could say them without blubbering. Her hands twisted together into a knot as she made her way to a stool and pulled it up close to him. She sat facing him, considering how to begin. He deserved to know the truth, and he deserved to hear it from her. “Um... There’s something, uh... How’s your finger?”

He looked at his splinted and bandaged left hand, still healing after the enforcer Gruesome broke his middle finger with a hammer. “Not much better than it was yesterday or the day before.”

She fidgeted, knowing she needed to answer his question but unsure quite how. What a mouse I am.

“How’re your arms?” he asked in a soft voice, the first sign of caring he’d shown her since receiving his assignment here at the Legion headquarters. She understood his anger about not being sent back to his company on the Isle, but she wasn’t ready to let go yet.

She turned her burned hands palm up and rested them on her thighs. The forearms were completely wrapped in clean white bandages, as were the palms of her hands. “Not so bad. The skin is wrinkled and ugly, and it itches like mad, but it’ll heal.”

“Maybe you shouldn’t trifle with those monsters in the other realm.” There it was, that tone of condemnation she knew too well.

Granted, her plan to burn down the Tree of the Fallen God had been ill-conceived, but most of her allies, even the one that had burned her, were useful and valuable.

“How did you manage to get them wrapped so neatly?” Finn asked, his voice gentler.

“My handmaiden did it. She slathers my arms and palms with ointment before bandaging them every day.”

“It must be nice living a pampered life in the palace, huh? Not like back home.”

Kaild. The thought of their hometown made her eyes burn with unshed tears. “Yes. Not like Kaild at all. Finn, I have to tell you something. It’s going to be hard for me to say it, but even harder for you to hear. I wouldn’t lie to you. You know that, right?”

He rolled his eyes. “I know. You’d keep silent rather than lie. What is it?”

She started by telling him about Sundancer and the flute Boden had given her and about learning to communicate in a musical language called Azarian. She explained that her understanding of Azarian had helped her to feel a deeper connection to the tones emanating from the Spirit Stone in front of the Justice Building. After Elder Kassyl had given her his book of tones, a record of those daily tones he’d made over his thirty-three years as a Truth Sayer, Elder Sonnis, then only Adept Sonnis, murdered him in a fit of jealous rage—or so she’d thought at the time.

Finn listened attentively, though she could see from the knit of his dark eyebrows that he wasn’t sure what she was leading to. “Is that why you killed Sonnis? To avenge Elder Kassyl?”

“No,” she said. “Not to avenge him.” She told her brother about the day Boden had left Kaild and the request he’d made of her to Observe him on Suns Day at sunset and read his journal so she could pass along any message he might have for his wife or parents. “It was in that journal that I read why he was court-martialed—because of what he discovered.”

“And what was that?”

“Before I tell you, you have to promise me you won’t speak of this to anyone.”

He nodded. “I promise.”

Jora breathed in and out, preparing herself for what was to come—the most difficult part of the conversation. “He found out someone is smuggling godfruit to our enemies.”

Finn snorted dismissively. “Jora, there’ll always be thieves, robbers, murderers, and smugglers. As valuable as godfruit is, it would surprise me if nobody was smuggling it.”

“But that’s not the worst part. He reported it to his sergeant, but he was told to drop it. It turned out that officers at the highest level of the Legion were involved.”

He scowled. “I find that hard to believe.”

“It’s true. When Boden slew some of the smugglers, his march commander killed him for it.”

“No, Boden was slain trying to escape on his way to be court-martialed. I heard it from his cousin.”

“That’s true, but first Turounce killed him—after making sure he’d eaten godfruit that morning. Boden became relived that day. When they found his journal, hidden in a secret compartment in his knapsack, they read what he’d written about the smuggling. They were livid.”

“So? It was a journal. If he hid it, then he meant no one to find it.”

“But we had the agreement that I would read it.”

“How would they know about that?” Finn asked.

“Because in the back, he specifically asked me to read the page in the front that he’d marked. He described killing the smugglers and becoming relived. He asked me to investigate the smuggling.”

Finn exhaled hard, shaking his head. “You were a novice at the time, weren’t you? You had no authority to investigate a crime.”

“Right. I didn’t find out what he’d written until after Captain Kyear approached Adept Sonnis. The Legion wanted me killed.”

“That’s absurd.” Finn leaned back and crossed his arms. “Why would the Legion want you dead?”

“So I wouldn’t tell anyone what Boden had written. People all over Serocia have lost sons and husbands and brothers in this war, not to mention extended family and friends. If word got out that someone was smuggling godfruit to our enemy and perpetuating the war, it would cause civil unrest.”

He took a deep breath and nodded, uncrossing his arms. “All right. I can see that. They didn’t want a civil war on top of what we already have, but which is worse—the rebellion or whatever causes it?”

Jora shrugged. They seemed equally bad to her.

“Who was profiting from the smuggling? The Legion?”

She nodded, though she didn’t tell him the whole of it. Implicating the king was what she’d wanted to avoid. The Legion did profit from the smuggling, and that was all she would admit to. “So they wanted me dead before I could tell anyone. Except that Sonnis knew about Sundancer and suspected I might have some valuable knowledge about the Spirit Stones that he could benefit from. He and Captain Kyear argued, and then Adept Sonnis killed Elder Kassyl so he would be promoted to Elder and be in the position to make the decisions.”

“God’s Challenger,” Finn whispered. “Your elder tried to kill you?”

“No, Finn. He did something far worse.” She took a deep breath. It was like standing on the edge of a cliff with an angry bear on her heel and a long drop to the sea in front of her. She had to jump. There was nowhere else to go. “Elder Sonnis figured that if I had no one to confide in, I would take my concerns to him, and he could better control me.”

I’m sure you’ll find her... pliable, Elder Gastone had told Sonnis. The words still rankled, even now.

Finn was staring at her intensely, his brown eyes boring into her own.

Jora set her jaw, determined to get through this moment. “He issued a command to March Commander Turounce to send five assassins to Kaild.” Her throat swelled, and she felt like she would choke on the words. They needed to be said. She’d taken a vow to uphold the Truth.

“No,” Finn whispered.

Her eyes welled with tears, and she fought to keep her voice from cracking. “Boden found out about it, and that’s why he escaped. He tried to stop them, but he was cut down in the forest. I tried to stop them, but I was too late.”

Finn stood and put both hands on top of his bald head. “Tell me this is a cruel jest.”

“I’m sorry, Finn,” Jora said.

His eyes glistened. “Sansi is dead? My daughter is dead?” he asked, his voice strained and quiet.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t save them.” Her tears flowed freely now, and her heart ached to hug him, to beg his forgiveness. “I’m so sorry.”

She thought she might have been able to bear his harsh words or accusations of being at fault. She might have been able to accept his anger and use it to justify the voice of self-loathing that taunted her every day. She wasn’t prepared for him to take her into his arms and hug her harder than he ever had before.

She sobbed into his shirt, clutching him desperately. That he didn’t hate her filled her as much with relief as with guilt. She’d been there. She’d seen what those monsters had done to their family and friends and neighbors. She’d slain them all. But none of that had prepared her for this moment.

The brother who’d rejected her so many years ago was finally opening his heart to her once again.

When at last her sobs quieted to sniffles, he pulled back and wiped her cheeks with his thumbs. His own face was wet and his eyes bloodshot, but she pretended not to notice. Men didn’t cry, especially Legion soldiers. “You killed Turounce and Sonnis to avenge our–” His voice caught. “–our family?”

“Our town,” she whispered. “Everyone. I killed the assassins too.”

“Good.” With one hand around the back of her neck, he pulled her head toward him and kissed her forehead. “They deserved to die. Every rotten one of them. I hope they suffered first.”

A dim smile broke through. “In a way, they still do. Sonnis and two of the assassins are my allies now. They do what I say when I say it.”

He lifted one side of his mouth in a wry smile. “And in between?”

“They wait.”
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WHEN SHE ARRIVED AT the First Godly Redeemer House of Prayer, Jora jumped down from the carriage, feeling lighter than she had in months. The relief she felt for having confessed to Finn was immeasurable, and with it came the confidence she needed for this task. She preferred to address it now, rather than wait until the following day and risk this newfound self-assurance fading.

“Come on, you sluggards,” she said as she jogged up the steps. Arc and Ludo shared a look of amusement and climbed down from their horses.

“‘Tis pleasing to see thee well, portwatcher,” Arc handed his reins to the footman and took the stairs three at a time.

Perhaps after this, Jora would visit the docks to see whether Sundancer was nearby. Now that Korlan was an ally and Queen Rivva had declared dolphins a protected species, Sundancer had nothing to fear from any Serocian.

The nave was quiet but for a soft murmur of voices. Only two-thirds of the candles in the hanging chandeliers were lit, casting the splendor of the giant room in comfortable golden light. At the front of the nave, all eight of the chamber doors were closed, and through the iron grating of each, Jora could make out the vague shapes of people communing with Retar. Several more sat in the pews awaiting their chance to do the same. Arc and Ludo flanked her, their mail jingling, as she strode up the carpeted aisle.

A monk seated at the desk in front of the altar looked up at their approach. His eyes widened, and he stood, though he didn’t flee like he had last time she’d come.

“I’d like to see the dominee,” Jora said in a quiet voice.

“Of course, Gatekeeper. I’ll fetch her.” He started to run toward the door behind the altar and stopped, then took a few steps toward her. “Perhaps you would prefer to accompany me so that you can speak with her privately in her office?”

“Yes, that will be fine.” She and the two Colossi followed the monk toward the rear offices, though Jora knew the way from her first visit a few weeks earlier, when she’d snuck in after communing with Retar to retrieve her stolen books. The effort had proved fruitless, as the dominee had convinced Elder Devarla that the law was on her side in the matter, but Jora had won the argument in the end when Archesilaus revealed that the Gatekeeper, and not the dominee, was head of the Iskori Temple and thus Dominee Ibsa’s boss. The monk stopped a few feet from the dominee’s office and gestured with a hand. “It’s the next door on the right.” He bowed before making his way back to the nave.

As Jora and her guardians approached the office door, she took a deep breath to summon her patience and resolve.

“Give it time, my dear,” the dominee said from within, her voice warm and soft.

Another voice, higher in pitch, said, “I can’t bear it another day. Please, won’t you speak to them?”

Jora paused outside the door, hesitant to interrupt but feeling guilty about eavesdropping.

“What good will it do, dove? I can’t make them be your friends. They’ll see soon enough how intelligent you are, how talented.”

“But I want them to like me.” It sounded like a girl, perhaps a young teenager.

“Insecurity robs you of ambition, and great ambition is the very spirit of a great woman. You must decide whether you want to be looked up to or looked down upon. You can capture people’s admiration for a moment with a witty jest or win it for a lifetime by achieving greatness. There will come a time when they’ll wish they’d been kinder to you or more friendly.”

“Then it’ll be too late,” the younger one said in a petulant tone.

“Indeed it will,” Dominee Ibsa said.

Jora stepped into the doorway and knocked lightly upon the wood. “I’m sorry to interrupt.”

The dominee was seated behind her desk, and a bald girl in purple novices’ robes lay across one of the chairs, her butt perched precariously on the front edge of the seat and her legs stretched before her. With her head tilted backward over the seat’s back, she looked upside down at Jora, and her eyes widened. She sat up suddenly, nearly falling off the chair, and turned to gape at the Gatekeeper and her Colossus companions.

The dominee’s steely gray eyes turned to her. She plastered a smile onto her face and stood. “Miss Jora, what a pleasant surprise. It’s good to see you as well, Archesilaus.” Her eyes glittered when she met Arc’s gaze, and lingered before moving to Ludo. “Ludovicus. Run along now,” she said to the girl. “We’ll talk again soon.”

The novice stared in wide-eyed wonderment at the three of them as she shuffled past them.

Ibsa’s gaze returned to Jora. “Won’t you sit?” she asked as she retook her seat.

Jora blinked in surprise. When had Dominee Ibsa ever treated her with such courtesy? “We’ll only be a moment. I was hoping you could tell me how to find Gerad Druba.”

“Gerad Druba. Now that’s a name I’ve not heard in many years.” She rubbed her palms together, showing off the rings on each of her fingers—a display of glittering gold and topaz and rubies that complemented the rich, orange silk of her robes. “May I ask what business you have with Jakub’s son?”

Who are you and what have you done with Dominee Ibsa? Jora wanted to say, but she remained civil, pretending along with the dominee that they’d never been at odds. “The queen’s business pertaining to her father’s testament.” She kept her tone businesslike but not rude or irritable.

Dominee Ibsa’s cold, hard visage returned before she swept it once again beneath a mask of pleasantness. “I was unaware the king had written a testament. He bequeathed something to Gerad?”

“Some money and a trinket,” Jora said. “King Yaphet probably wished Gerad to have a memento from his father.” Though it was odd to speak about the king and Gerad’s father as if they were two different people, it was safer to do so in the event the novice or one of the monks was too nosy to resist eavesdropping.

“I see. Last I knew, Jakub’s wife and son lived in Renn. Not terribly far—only a day’s ride from here. One of the Legion captains should be able to corroborate that before you make the journey.”

“Thank you, Dominee.” She contemplated whether to broach the subject of the crucible now or wait until she’d had a chance to learn more about the godheart. She would regret having wasted the encounter because of indecisiveness. “The queen also asked me to inquire about the godheart and the crucible you keep it in.”

“And what, precisely, does the queen wish to know about them that I haven’t already told her? As the Concord, I’m charged with keeping and protecting the godheart. It burns like a tiny sun, and so it must be contained within a crucible.”

“What kind of crucible?”

The dominee described it as a vessel of tempered glass, with four inch, pointed screws of wolframite angled into it to hold the godheart within. “No part of the godheart may touch the glass, as it could not withstand its heat.”

“But what is it for?”

Dominee Ibsa smiled secretively. “Ah, therein lies the question. Indeed, why would a man’s heart be left behind when he ascends to become a god? I don’t know the answer to that.”

“Where is it?” Jora asked, knowing the dominee wouldn’t simply tell her but hoping the elder woman would let a hint fall from her lips.

“Safe. I will protect Retar’s heart to my dying breath.” This last she said with a warning in her voice. “As is my duty.”

“You protect something you don’t understand?”

“Would you do otherwise?”

“No,” Jora said, “of course not. I would research it, though. I would learn its purpose.”

“I assure you, I have searched every library in Jolver and issued a bulletin across the country offering a substantial sum to any who brought me a book that explains the purpose of the godheart. Though I’ve leafed through many books brought by those seeking the reward, none have answered my questions. Our only hope of learning the answers to our questions lies in Elder Kassyl’s book of tones. Surely you can understand now why the book is important to me.”

Jora nodded slowly. Over a period of thirty-three years, Elder Kassyl had written down the Spirit Stone’s daily tones, hoping to one day uncover a pattern from which he could discern a meaning. It wasn’t until Jora had come along with her flute and her dolphin friend, Sundancer, that the statue’s message began to emerge. She spent a few minutes before bed every night reading it, but so far, she’d learned nothing of the godheart or the duties of the Concord. Mostly, her interests centered on her own role, that of Gatekeeper. She would endeavor to read more, though the demands on her time were ever increasing.

“If there’s nothing further,” Dominee Ibsa said, “I’m afraid I must excuse myself. I’ve work to do.” She stood and walked around the desk as if to see her to the door. “Is the queen still resolute on pursuing that ill-conceived plan of yours to give the enemies our tree?”

Jora stiffened. If that was how she saw the secession of the Isle playing out, it was no wonder she’d been against it. “That’s not at all our intent.”

Dominee Ibsa simpered and crossed her arms. “Regardless, that’s the most certain result. Mark my words, Gatekeeper. You aren’t stopping a war. You’re starting it anew. The resulting bloodshed will be the worst the world has ever seen.”

Jora clenched her jaw. That wasn’t true. A lot of what the dominee spouted wasn’t true. “If that’s your opinion, why didn’t you try harder to convince the queen to oppose it?”

With a superior smirk on her face, Ibsa said, “I never interrupt an adversary when she is making a mistake.”

An icy feeling ran up Jora’s neck. The dominee wanted to watch her fail, perhaps with a well-timed shove.

“She who sayeth the war cannot be ended,” Arc said, “shou’d not interrupt the one who is ending it.”

Ibsa’s smirk fell, replaced with what resembled ruefulness.

Jora looked up at him with a mixture of surprise and gratitude. “Retar said the Tree of the Fallen God belongs to everyone, and we seem incapable of sharing.”

“Bringing to mind those books you possess.” Ibsa cocked her head and smiled sweetly.

Anger burned in Jora’s chest. “Good day, Dominee.” With her fists clenched, Jora stalked out before she did or said something she would later regret.

“She is nie fond o’thee,” Ludo said, following.

“The feeling is mutual.” Jora exited the back offices and stormed through the nave with the two men on her heel. “I didn’t think she would tell me anything useful about the godheart, but I had to ask.”

“Although thou didst nie wish to free more Colossi yet,” Arc said, “I suggest thou releasest Omotylia Barrias. A skilled warrior and accomplished scholar she is. She wot—knows more o’the godheart than Ludovicus or I do and mayhap more than presentary scholars.”

Jora briefly wondered whether Omotylia was the Colossus in front of whose statue he’d lingered the day they met, touching it so tenderly. It didn’t matter. She would need all the Colossi eventually anyway, and since the queen had offered the palace as a home for them, there was no reason to delay their release further.
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They left the temple and returned to the Legion building. The carriage had barely come to a complete stop before Jora opened the door and stepped down at the Legion’s entrance.

Spaced a few yards apart, as many as a dozen alabaster statues, covered in bird droppings and dust, lined the black granite walls on each side of the building. Every statue was different—its face and hair, its expression, its stance. Chain armor covered their leather clothing, which was stitched sloppily like the work of a young apprentice, Jora noted. Perhaps craftswomen of their time had cruder tools to work with.

Arc walked by her side, while Ludo walked ahead, scanning the statues for the one they wanted.

“I should release them all now,” she said.

“Nay,” Arc said. “Behrendt hath nie yet the beds for all thirty-six.”

“There are only thirty-four.”

“We will find our missing bro’ers. Within a week, he will be able to accommodate the rest.”

“Here she is,” Ludo said, stopping in front of a statue. “‘Tis Omotylia.”

She was nearly as tall as he was and thick with muscle from her neck to her calves. There was a feminine curve to her face, but she otherwise didn’t appear any different from the male statues around her. Her chest was flat, and even the most imaginative would fail to see an hourglass in the shape of her torso, for her hips were slim and her shoulders wide.

“And this is the Colossus scholar?” Jora asked, already intimidated by the woman.

“Aye,” Arc said. “If anyone knows anent the godheart, ‘twill be she.”

She looked over Omotylia’s statue, noting her huge hands and thick forearms, the fierce look in her eyes, and the grim set of her mouth. She’d been on alert, perhaps about to engage one of the previous Gatekeeper’s allies. She held a sword in the right hand, and the other gripped the strap of a shield on her forearm.

“Thou art hesitant,” Arc said. “She will nie harm thee. I shall make certain of it.”

“It’s not that,” Jora said. “I was wondering if we should...” She shook her head, dismissing the notion of consulting a historian first. It wasn’t that she disbelieved the dominee. Only moments earlier, she’d proposed releasing all the Colossi, and here she was quaking in front of a female of their kind. So much for the confidence she’d gained after her visit with Finn.

No, she thought, scowling at herself. She’d had enough of powerful women intimidating her. She was the Gatekeeper, after all. She should intimidate them, though she’d never in her life been the sort of person others found formidable in any way. I’ve defeated my enemies or turned them to allies. She smirked to herself at the double meaning. Straightening her shoulders and standing taller, she shook off her fears and self-doubt and opened the Mindstream.

“Open way betwixt,” she played on her flute. The dark, empty space between the realms of perception opened. “Po Teng, come,” she said.

The ally materialized by her side, gazing up at her with adoring, human-like eyes the same shade of brown he’d had when he’d been human. Po Teng tapped the tips of his twig fingers together, just as Boden used to do. Though the ally had many of Boden’s memories and his devotion to Jora, he wasn’t Boden anymore. He was a tree creature whose touch could turn someone to stone, put them to sleep, or turn their blood to powder.

“Hello, my friend,” she said softly. “It’s always nice to see you.”

He grinned, the plate-like protrusion of his mouth jutting forward. “Chaw-lah,” he said. It was the closest he could get to saying her name.

“I need to borrow your release command again.”

“Le-meh-pah?”

“Yes, I remember.” She raised the flute to her lips and began to play. “Trust into my own hands your power of ‘Free from stone, let blood flow through.’”

She’d expected to feel something—a tingle or rush of magic through her body—but she felt nothing this time nor the times before when she’d borrowed Po Teng’s powers.

“Nothing hath occurred,” Ludo said, tapping the stone statue with one fingernail.

“I haven’t tried to release her yet. I only borrowed the command to do so.”

“Wherefore can nie the tree creature release her himself?”

The easiest answer was “because that’s the way it works,” but it wouldn’t have satisfied Ludo any more than it would have satisfied her. “Because an ally cannot reverse a magic effect cast by the last Gatekeeper or his allies. I must do it, and so I must borrow the magic temporarily. Once I release her the first time, my ally can statue and release her on my command.”

“If Po Teng were nie thine ally, thou wou’dst be incapable of releasing the Colossi?” Arc asked.

“That’s right. I need an ally who has the ability to statue and un-statue people. The magic at my disposal is limited by the allies I control. There may be other allies with this power, but I would need to find one and gain control of it, like I did Po Teng and Foul.”

Arc whistled appreciatively. “Then thou hast barely scratched the surface of what thou canst accomplish with magic.”

Or what devastation I can wreak. She would rather not think of that. “Are we ready?”

“Begin whensoever thou art yare,” Arc said.

Jora took a deep breath to prepare herself mentally. “Po Teng, be ready to statue her if she starts to attack.”

“There will be no need for that,” Ludo said. “The moment she doth set her eyne upon Archesilaus, Tylia will wit thou art a friend.”

He was right, though Jora feared Omotylia would react aggressively to Po Teng’s presence. Jora dismissed her ally then pushed her left sleeve up and pressed her forearm to the statue’s arm. She licked her lips and raised the flute to her mouth once again to play the notes in the ancient Azarian language that meant, “Free from stone, let blood flow through.”

The stone began to soften and warm. The skin pinkened and bronzed. The hair darkened to a tarnished blond. Though the sensation of a statue becoming flesh and blood against her skin was curiously disturbing, she maintained contact with it until the last note faded to silence.

The tall woman blinked and looked first at Arc, then at Ludo, and finally down at Jora before her eyes scanned to take in her surroundings. “Commander? Wherefore art thou here?” she asked in a surprisingly sweet voice, the kind of voice one expected of a teenaged girl. “I agnize nie this place.” She was missing her left small incisor, and the larger one beside it was chipped.

“Hail, Tylia,” Arc said. “This is Joliva but changed. Look about. Thou hast been encasen’d in stone, as we have, only recently freed by the new portwatcher, who is a freond.” He gestured with an open palm at Jora.

The woman’s clear blue eyes returned to Jora. “Thou art telling me this girl is the portwatcher? Thou thinkest me a lafaard?”

At least Omotylia hadn’t mistaken her for a boy, as Ludo and Arc had.

“Nay, I speak the truth. She is hight Jora Lanseri,” Arc said.

“Cyprianus is long dead,” Ludo added.

“How long?” Omotylia asked.

“Fif hundard yeres.”

Omotylia laughed as if she believed it a jest. She sheathed her sword at her left hip.

“‘Twas difficult for me to believe as well,” Ludo said.

“The war we were fighting is won,” Arc said, “but another enemy hath arisen.”

“Jora is the portwatcher now,” Ludo said, “and she is our freond. She is Serocian.”

Omotylia noticed the statues beside her, and recognition bloomed in her face. “Domitius? Nero?” She pushed past Arc and Jora and ran down the row of statues. “Nikomedes. Zandro. What hath bechanced them?”

“The same fate we all shared, sister,” Arc said, following her. “Cyprianus did this.”

“Fif hundard yeres agone?”

“Aye. Jora set us free.”

“Free the rest,” Omotylia said, whirling to face Jora.

Arc stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “In good time. We have other urgent concerns, and we require thine aid.”

“If thou wishest my blade–”

“‘Tis not war we are making but peace.”

Omotylia pursed her lips and gazed down at Jora. “Truly? Then who is this new enemy of whom thou spake?”

“Avarice.”

“That is hardly a new enemy, Archesilaus,” Omotylia said, one eyebrow quirked.

“Aye,” he said. “The queen doth wish to end a war based nie on dispute o’land or creed or crimes o’heresy but on avarice.”

“Ah, the bottomless pit,” she said. “The driving force of all civilization. Whensoever avarice and self-preservation cease to be our primary pursuit, true heroes emerge.” She gave Jora a measuring look. “Art thou a hero, portwatcher?”

“She is,” Arc replied. “To be a hero is to nie be weak.”

Jora felt the heat of a blush flood her face and down her neck.

“Doth she nie speak for herself?”

Jora’s throat seized around her words, and she cleared it. “Of course I speak.” She lifted her chin, trying to appear more confident than she felt.

A smile curved Omotylia’s mouth. “Meseems thou hast need of mine aid in more ways than one.”

“Indeed,” Ludo said with a grin, as if they were sharing a jest at Jora’s expense.

Omotylia bowed. “I am hight Omotylia Barrias. Tylia to my freonds. I wou’d be honor’d to consider thee a freond, portwatcher.”

“Thank you, Tylia. Likewise.”

“What dost thou need of me?” Tylia asked.

“Let us return to the palace to talk,” Arc said, looking past Jora at the curious onlookers. “We shall enjoy more privacy there.”

“Yah,” Jora agreed, “but I want to stop at the Spirit Stone first.”

“Lead on,” Tylia said. “This city is a stranger to me now.”

###
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TYLIA CLIMBED INTO the carriage after Jora and sat on the backward-facing seat, with Jora sitting between her knees. It was an awkward way to travel, and an uncomfortable silence hung between them. The warrior’s thick legs were so long that, even with her knees spread wide, they touched the seat opposite, and she had to crane her neck so that
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