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Ephyra clamped a hand down on Beru’s, a storm roiling in her dark eyes. “You could never be a monster. You’re my little sister. And we’ll—”

She cut a quick glance at Lazaros, and Beru understood what she had stopped herself from saying.

We’ll find a way out of this.

“It’s going to be all right,” Ephyra said. She patted Beru’s hand with a wan smile.

Beru turned her palm up and squeezed Ephyra’s hand once, willing her to understand the dangerous words she left unsaid.

There was no way out of this. Not for Beru. Because with each passing day, the balance of power tipped—not toward Pallas, and not toward her, but toward the god. Its will grew stronger, and Beru didn’t know how long she had until it wrested control from her completely.

And then they’d all be doomed.
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I

THE KEEPER
OF THE WORD




1

BERU

BERU GAZED OUT AT THE WITNESSES GATHERED BEFORE THE ALTAR, A SEA OF black and gold. Pallas’s palm rested gently on her shoulder, a reminder to the Witnesses, and to Beru, who was in control here. Her skin crawled. The god was restless, bristling beneath Pallas’s hand, straining against the Four-Petal Seal that kept it bound inside her.

She could feel the god’s vitriol, the ever-present desire to strike Pallas down, a low hum in the back of her mind.

“Today,” Pallas intoned, “is a day of glory. A day of divine judgment, where the wicked are punished and the worthy rewarded.”

His long fingers dug briefly into Beru’s shoulder as he nodded at Lazaros. The Witness slunk like a shadow toward her, his Godfire scars gleaming in the torchlight.

His hands were cold as they unlocked the Godfire collar that circled Beru’s neck. As the metal drew away from her skin, Beru felt the sudden jolt of the god’s power flowing through her. It was almost painful.

WE COULD STRIKE HIM DOWN, the god whispered in her mind. WE WOULD BE FREE.

Without the collar to contain it, the god’s hatred seeped through Beru like acrid poison. She closed her eyes against it and stepped up to the edge of the altar, raising her hands. She could feel the invisible currents of esha that reverberated throughout the temple, and with a twist of her wrist she tugged on them, flinging the temple doors open. Bright white light flooded the sanctum. The revelers gasped in awe.

Pallas’s voice echoed through the chamber. “Who among these faithful will be the first to receive revelation?”

The crowd parted, and a Witness dressed in black and gold robes marched toward the altar. A woman in chains stumbled along behind him, her dark hair lank and loose around her shoulders. She looked frail and dirty, a trapped, half-starved creature, but there was a ferocious gleam in her eyes.

“Immaculate One,” the Witness said, bowing to Pallas as he reached the altar. He turned to Beru. “Holy Creator. I seek revelation, and I bring you this unholy sinner to receive your judgment.”

The chained woman trembled as she stood before them, but her gaze didn’t falter.

Beru felt sick. She used to score her body with alchemical ink—one mark for every murder her sister had committed to keep Beru alive. She bore no physical marks for the people whose Grace she had stolen over the past two moons, yet she knew her count far outnumbered Ephyra’s. Her horror never abated; each was as awful as the first had been.

“Come forward,” Pallas said, stepping aside to let the Witness and his captive onto the altar.

The Witness knelt at Beru’s feet. The captive resisted, standing tall, until a violent yank on the chains sent her stumbling to her knees with a sharp cry.

Beru knew what Pallas wanted her to do, the role he wanted her to play. And she knew, too, that she would play it. But she would make him wait, first. Make him wonder if maybe this time, she would refuse. Maybe this time, she would decide this game wasn’t worth playing any longer.

Maybe this time, she would strike.

Every order Pallas issued was a careful calculation. What would he ask her to do next? Would it be awful enough to make her hesitate? To make her refuse? Open defiance from Beru would mean punishment for Ephyra, whom Pallas had locked in the citadel. But Pallas didn’t know what Beru’s limit was.

Beru didn’t know, either.

She raised her hands, the god’s power surging into her palms and fingertips like cold fire. The captive stared up at her, mutinous. Beru made herself take in the woman’s face, her wide brown eyes and the stern set of her mouth, as she reached with the god’s power and grabbed hold of the pulsing warmth of the woman’s Grace. The captive let out an anguished cry as Beru spread her fingers and pulled against the woman’s Grace, unraveling it thread by thread from her body.

Beru closed her eyes against the horrific sound of torture. That sound would ring in Beru’s head, joining the other screams and shrieks that haunted her. In a moment, it was over—the woman collapsed, her Grace ripped out of her.

“The abomination has been cleansed,” Pallas intoned. “And now the righteous rewarded. What was corruption has been purified, transformed into a blessing for the faithful few.”

The Witness kneeling at Beru’s feet rose.

Beru extended her hands again, and the bright, shivering Grace she’d ripped out of the captive swirled around the Witness as Beru carefully knitted it to his esha. The Witness cried out, falling to his knees.

Before Beru knew what was happening, she was whirling around toward Pallas, Godfire leaping from one of the torches and into her hands. Pallas froze, his blue eyes wide. The god’s vicious satisfaction oozed through Beru as the crowd behind them gasped.

Beru slammed her eyes shut, heaving in a breath as the god wrestled for control. She could feel it, like a dark fog invading her mind.

She reached for a memory to drive it back.

When I was seven, I found a bird with a broken wing beneath the acacia in the yard, she thought. I brought Ephyra to it, and she healed it.

She saw the memory in her mind, holding on to it tight. The way the bird’s little feathered chest had trembled when Ephyra touched it. The way it had hopped away from them, shifted its healed wing. The little warble it had made when it flew away, joining the other birds high up in the branches of the acacia.

The details of the memory grounded her. Reminded her of who she was and what she could feel. She let those feelings fill her like light, breaking through the fog.

YOU WANT TO, the god said, pushing against the seal. I CAN FEEL THE DESIRE IN YOU. YOU WANT TO END HIM AS MUCH AS I DO.

Between one breath and the next, she considered it. Killing Pallas. Letting the god go free.

But she couldn’t. As evil as Pallas was, the god would be worse. If she set the god free, then there was nothing to stop it from wreaking total devastation upon the world, the way it had in Behezda, with Beru just a passenger inside the beast.

She felt a presence at her side. Lazaros hovered behind her, ready to restrain her with Godfire chains if need be.

She dropped her hands, letting the Godfire extinguish, and turned back to the Witness and the chained woman on the altar. The Witness groaned and climbed to his feet.

“Behold!” Pallas said, stepping smoothly out in front of Beru as if nothing was amiss.

The Witness took a lurching leap, his newly stolen Grace launching him farther and higher than an ordinary human could manage. It was a clumsy and somewhat inept demonstration, but he would learn to wield his Grace in time.

Beru met Pallas’s icy gaze. Dread pooled in her gut. Though she’d managed to stop the god, the damage was done. And Ephyra would pay for it.

_______________________

That night, they returned to the Archon’s residence in the citadel, and Beru to her collar. She was used to the slight sting of the collar by now, and it was a relief not to feel the god’s emotions encroaching on her mind like storm clouds.

Beru took a seat by the fire, and Lazaros lurked by the window. Lazaros was her own personal shadow—standing guard to ensure that the god inside Beru was under her control and that Beru herself didn’t step a toe out of line. For as much as Pallas seemed to enjoy ordering Beru around in front of his followers, he did not elect to spend any time alone with her. He knew very well how the god longed for his death as much as it longed for freedom.

Beru found Lazaros unsettling. The Witnesses flocked to Pallas for a variety of reasons, but Lazaros’s devotion went above any of them. He’d burned out his own Grace just to prove it. That kind of devotion defied explanation—Beru had sensed that even some of the other Witnesses were wary of Lazaros.

Even after two months, she had not quite gotten used to his watchful gray eyes, the jagged pattern of scars that crisscrossed his face, or the careful way he held himself. But what unnerved her most was the way he stared at her so reverently. To Pallas, she was a tool, but to Lazaros she was something to worship. She didn’t know which one she hated more.

As the sky darkened outside Beru’s window, a knock came at the door. Lazaros slunk over and opened it.

Ephyra stalked inside, flanked by two other Witnesses. Godfire cuffs encircled her wrists, although unlike Beru’s collar, they were never allowed off. Beru noticed a fresh welt across Ephyra’s cheek, and the stiff way she walked hinted that there were more injuries Beru could not see.

Beru rose from her seat and went to her sister, embracing her.

“Thank you for delivering her,” Beru said to the Witnesses in a clipped tone. “You may leave now.”

They hesitated as Beru stared them down, casting their gazes over her shoulder, where Lazaros skulked. Only when he signaled did they retreat.

“Bring us some supper,” Beru called after them.

“And some wine!” Ephyra added.

The second the door clicked shut, Beru seized her sister’s chin to get a closer look at the welt.

“I’m fine!” Ephyra huffed, batting away Beru’s hand and flinging a nervous glance at Lazaros.

“I’m sorry,” Beru said plaintively. The welt seemed to shine on Ephyra’s face, a reminder from Pallas that it was Ephyra, always Ephyra, who would suffer for Beru’s disobedience.

These meetings with her sister were part of the negotiation between Beru and Pallas, but it was not lost on Beru that they provided Pallas with something else to use against her. A gift offered that could easily be revoked if Beru disobeyed.

“Don’t be,” Ephyra replied, a hint of pride in her voice. She reached into the fold of her jacket. “Brought you something.”

Lazaros shot toward them. Ephyra rolled her eyes but dropped the proffered item into his hand. It was just a seashell, collected from the cove that the Archon Basileus’s residence perched over.

Once Lazaros was satisfied with his examination, he held it out to Beru. When she opened her palm, he pressed the shell into it. His touch was always cold, like Godfire. Beru suppressed a shiver and drew her hand away.

“Thank you,” she said to Ephyra, and went to put the shell with the others on the windowsill. “Come on, let’s sit.”

Together they returned to the fire, letting it warm their hands. A chill was beginning to take the air in Pallas Athos as the hot summer months turned over into fall.

Servants, holdovers from the Archon Basileus before his arrest, arrived a few minutes later with their supper—a stew of lamb, walnut, and pomegranate pillowed on a bed of saffron rice, with a jug of wine to wash it down.

Beru and Ephyra were both so used to surviving on scraps and living in hovels that they’d had to adjust to the newfound abundance of this place. There were other things to get used to, too. Like the soft, searching looks Ephyra sent her as they ate. Like the guilt gnawing at Beru’s heart as she tried not to think about the faces of all the people she’d tortured today.

There had been eighteen of them, more than usual. She didn’t want to think about what that meant—that Pallas’s message was spreading, that more and more people were taking up his cause, going out and finding Graced to capture and mutilate.

“I’m sorry,” Beru said suddenly, setting down her fork.

Ephyra touched the welt on her cheek. “Beru, I already told you—”

“Not about that,” Beru said. “Or—not just about that. I’m sorry that I never understood until now what it was like for you. All those years, killing people just to—I’m sorry.”

“Beru, that was never your fault,” Ephyra said, staring at her intently.

“I called you a monster,” Beru said, her throat heavy with tears.

Ephyra looked away. “Maybe I am one.”

“Then what does that make me?” Beru asked. “Those people today, in the temple . . . I’m a hypocrite. I blamed you for everything you did for me. But now that I’m in the same position—”

Ephyra clamped a hand down on Beru’s, a storm roiling in her dark eyes. “You could never be a monster. You’re my little sister. And we’ll—” She cut a quick glance at Lazaros, and Beru understood what she had stopped herself from saying.

We’ll find a way out of this.

“It’s going to be all right,” Ephyra said. She patted Beru’s hand with a wan smile.

Beru turned her palm up and squeezed Ephyra’s hand once, willing her to understand the dangerous words she left unsaid.

There was no way out of this. Not for Beru. Because with each passing day, the balance of power tipped—not toward Pallas, and not toward her, but toward the god. Its will grew stronger, and Beru didn’t know how long she had until it wrested control from her completely.

And then they’d all be doomed.
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HASSAN

HASSAN PUSHED OPEN THE DOOR OF THE ROOM HE SHARED ABOVE THE THREE Palms Taverna, exhaustion and anger turning his limbs to lead.

The sea air, sticky with salt and brine, puffed through the open window. Sprawled across a mattress, Hector lifted a hand in greeting. Hassan noted the other already held a cup of wine.

“Jude’s not here?” Hassan asked, kicking the door shut and swallowing down the hot anger crawling up his throat. Jude and Hector usually got off their shift at the docks at the same time, several hours before Hassan’s work at the ledger’s office ended. But Jude seemed to be constantly disappearing, to Hassan’s growing frustration.

“I need to tell you something,” Hector said in a low voice, sitting up. He blinked, taking in Hassan’s expression and visibly dour mood. “What’s wrong? Did someone spill ink on the ledgers again?”

Hassan let out a breath, collapsing onto the bed across from Hector’s. “There were even more Witnesses in the square today.”

“Ah,” Hector said knowingly. “Let me guess—they’re blaming Behezda’s destruction on the Graced? Telling everyone that Pallas the Faithful is coming to save them all?”

After the destruction of Behezda, thousands had fled the ruined city and made their way to Tel Amot. Some had boarded ships bound for Charis and Pallas Athos, even as far as Endarrion, but many of them had stayed in the port city like Hassan, Hector, and Jude had. With the refugees had come the Witnesses, taking advantage of their desperation to recruit them. It made Hassan seethe just thinking of it, and he couldn’t help but remember the Witnesses who had terrorized the Herati refugees in the agora of Pallas Athos.

“The sooner the Archon Basileus gets back to us, the better,” Hassan grumbled. “Then we can finally get to Pallas Athos and do something about the Witnesses.”

Picking up jobs at the docks and the ledger’s office had been more than just a way to keep themselves afloat in Tel Amot while they considered their next move. As a bookkeeper in the ledger’s office, Hassan had access to information about shipments coming to and from Pallas Athos. He’d been able to smuggle messages to the Archon Basileus in Pallas Athos via special ordered shipments of palm wine to the Archon’s estate. It had been a gamble, but Hassan had known in his gut that the Archon Basileus would oppose the Hierophant’s takeover of Pallas Athos and that he’d do what was in his power to stop him.

It had taken a month of smuggling messages back and forth for Hassan to convince the Archon that he was worth helping and to formulate their plan to get into Pallas Athos without being detected by the Hierophant. And now Hassan was just waiting for the final piece—a ship sent by the Archon that would get them safely into Pallas Athos’s harbor.

He’d been waiting on it for almost two weeks, and his patience was beginning to dwindle.

“About that.” Hector cleared his throat. “Something’s happened.”

Unease prickled over Hassan.

“There was a ship in today from Pallas Athos,” Hector said. “The crew said the Archon Basileus was arrested by Pallas’s men.”

Hassan’s stomach dropped like a stone. “What? That can’t—Tell me you’re joking.”

But by the grave expression on Hector’s face, it was clear he wasn’t.

Six weeks of planning down the drain. Hassan felt breathless with anger. The Archon was their only ally in Pallas Athos, knocked off the board by the power-hungry Hierophant. Hassan should’ve known the Archon wouldn’t be able to cling to power for much longer. They should have moved faster.

“We’ll figure it out,” Hector said feebly.

“How?” Hassan exploded. “Without the Archon’s help, we won’t even make it past the harbor. The Hierophant has the city too tightly controlled.”

They would have to start completely from scratch, this time with no help from anyone within Pallas Athos.

“I don’t know!” Irritation crackled through Hector’s voice. “There must be someone who can help us.”

Quietly, hesitantly, Hassan said, “Well. There is one other place we can turn.”

Hector groaned, heaving himself off the bed and scratching at the scruff of a beard he’d stopped bothering to shave. Six weeks of labor at the docks had thickened the cords of his muscles, but now he seemed to shrink in on himself. “Please don’t start with this again. Not until I’ve had more to drink.”

“We need allies,” Hassan said tersely. “And the Order of the Last Light, no matter your issues with them—”

“They’re not our allies,” Hector said, heat creeping into his voice. “Hassan, come on. You pretended to be the Prophet, Jude disappeared with the actual Prophet, and I broke my oath. On the list of people they want to ally with, we’re ranked pretty low.”

“Not lower than the Hierophant,” Hassan replied stubbornly. “We should at least try to contact them. We’re out of options.”

“What about the Lost Rose people?” Hector asked. “Still no answer from them?”

Hassan shook his head.

“So their whole plan of guarding the Relics failed and now their worst nightmare is unfolding and they’re—what? Off touring the islands?”

“I don’t know,” Hassan replied. The only reason he even knew the Lost Rose existed was because he’d found a scroll in the Great Library in Nazirah, hidden there by his father. A covenant that had said the Lost Rose were protectors of the Four Sacred Relics, the origins of the Graces.

Maybe it was just wishful thinking on his part, the idea that this secret network of guardians could come to their aid. Maybe it was the fact that his father had been connected, somehow, to these people, that gave him a glimmer of hope. And when Jude had told him that he’d met their leader in Endarrion, that she’d returned the Relic of Heart and helped lead them to the Relic of Sight—it had felt like a sign that the Lost Rose was out there somewhere, guiding them. But Hassan felt foolish, childish, when he let himself think that way.

No one was coming to fix this for them.

“Maybe . . .” Hassan trailed off with a glance at Hector. He wasn’t sure he should finish the thought, but he pressed on anyway. “Maybe I should go back to Nazirah.”

Hector’s eyes widened.

Hassan had made his choice—two months ago, when they were still picking up the pieces, cobbling together some semblance of a plan out of the wreckage of Behezda. Hassan could have gone back to Nazirah, to join back up with Khepri, Zareen, and the others against Lethia, now that she was weakened without the Hierophant’s presence in Nazirah.

He hadn’t. He’d stayed, alongside Jude and Hector, for a chance to stop the Hierophant—Pallas. For a chance to help them rescue Beru, the girl with the power of a god. He thought it had been the right choice at the time—save the world to save his people.

Now, he wasn’t so sure.

The door creaked open again, and Jude shouldered into the room, his gaze pinned to the floor and his whole body pinched with weariness. A terse silence descended, one that seemed to grow more pointed each time the three of them were in a room together.

“There’s food downstairs,” Jude said tonelessly as he stripped off his threadbare jacket.

“Ate already,” Hector said.

Hassan said nothing, watching Jude cross the room and yank open their shared wardrobe, hanging the jacket inside with short, stilted movements.

“The Archon Basileus was arrested,” Hassan said to the tense line of Jude’s shoulders.

Jude didn’t turn around. “I know. I was with Hector when we found out.”

“And what exactly was more important than coming back here to tell me our entire plan is ruined?” Hassan demanded, rising to his feet.

“I was out,” Jude replied curtly. “What does it matter?”

“It matters because we have been in Tel Amot for six weeks now and you’ve barely lifted a finger to help us come up with a plan to stop the Hierophant. I came up with the plan. I got in contact with the Archon Basileus. I don’t even know where you are half the time! Do you even want to go back to Pallas Athos?”

Jude finally whirled on him. “Do you? Or do you want to run back to Nazirah?”

So he’d heard that. Hassan wasn’t surprised—he was used to living with two people with superpowered hearing by now.

“I want to go to Pallas Athos,” Hassan said heatedly. “I want to stop the Hierophant. I want to rescue that girl from him and stop the god like we planned.”

Jude stared at him mutely. He’d never answered Hassan’s question.

Hassan took a steadying breath. “We’re supposed to be in this together, but sometimes it’s like you’re somewhere else entirely.”

Jude met his gaze, and the shadow of a pain too terrible to name overtook his face. Hassan had seen it lurking behind Jude’s eyes ever since that first week in Behezda when they’d picked through the ruins searching for some sign that the Prophet, Anton, still lived. They’d found nothing. On the road back to Tel Amot, it was like Jude had shut his pain away, locked it up tight somewhere, as though he could deprive it of air and suffocate it. But Hassan could see that it was suffocating him.

He knew Jude was barely sleeping, staying up until the wee hours of the morning and tiring himself out with hard labor at the docks before he’d finally pass out from sheer exhaustion. He trained compulsively with Hector, sparring and practicing his koahs with a fervor bordering on obsessive. And sometimes, he simply shut down for seemingly no reason—like the other night, when Hassan had suggested they blow off some steam down at the Three Palms card tables. Jude had stormed out of the room without a word, not returning until the following morning.

And there had been an incident, about a month ago, that had resulted in what could only be described as a street brawl. Jude, against half a dozen Witnesses. They’d been no match for him. One, he’d almost killed. It had taken Hassan and Hector together to pull him back.

Hassan recognized that rage too well. Hector did, too. They all knew it for what it really was—grief. The kind that could tear you apart if you let it.

“He’s gone, Jude,” Hassan said firmly. “And the best way to deal with that is to keep going. Finish what you started with him. Stop the Hierophant.”

“He’s not—” Jude cut himself off, jaw clenching as he looked off toward the window. “If you want to give up, then fine. Go back to Nazirah. I’m not stopping you.”

Before Hassan could summon a reply, Jude stalked back out of the room.

Salt air swept through the window in his wake, chilling Hassan as he sank down onto his bed.

“You’re not really going back to Nazirah, are you?” Hector asked into the long silence that followed Jude’s departure. “What about the Hierophant? What about Beru?”

Hassan lifted his gaze to meet Hector’s. Hector had told him, one night when he’d been too deep in his cups, what the girl really meant to him. The revelation had struck Hassan hard—a little too hard. Because it had only made him think of Khepri and what he’d left behind in Nazirah. Despite the lies and broken trust between them, he missed her so much he could hardly breathe sometimes.

“Our plan fell apart,” Hassan said. “We’ve run out of allies, and I can’t sit here and do nothing, Hector. Not again.”

It felt too much like those first weeks in Pallas Athos after the Hierophant had taken Nazirah. Sitting in Lethia’s villa, waiting. Desperate for any scrap of information, for any way to make himself useful.

“Just . . . give it a few more days. One more week.”

Hassan was caught off guard by Hector’s soft, beseeching tone. He swallowed the objections on the tip of his tongue. Maybe there were stones yet unturned.

“I’ll talk to Jude,” Hector promised. “We’ll figure this out. A smuggler who will take us, or—or we can stow away—”

“A week,” Hassan agreed. A deadline made him feel better. More in control. He could give Hector another week. He owed that much, for the role he’d played in unleashing the god on the world. The role they’d all played in putting that god in the hands of the Hierophant. “But one way or another, when the week is out, I’m leaving Tel Amot.”
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EPHYRA

WHAT EVER BERU HAD DONE—OR HADN’T DONE—THIS TIME, IT MUST HAVE been bad.

That was Ephyra’s first thought when the Witnesses dragged her out of her room for the second time in as many days. Usually, they doled out their punishment right there, but perhaps this time it wasn’t enough to simply let Beru see the evidence in the bruises they left. Maybe this time they would make Beru watch.

Ephyra tried not to think about it as they made their way through the unfamiliar residence of the Archon Basileus of Pallas Athos. The huge, sprawling villa, which sat on the cliffs overlooking the sea, was so grand it almost felt like a castle. To Ephyra, it felt more like a prison. She was allowed only in the room where she slept, the adjoining courtyard that faced out to the sea, and of course, Beru’s room, where they ate dinner together every night. Wherever the Witnesses were taking her, she’d never been before.

They arrived at a grand set of double doors that opened to reveal a lavish room decorated in gold and white. A marble desk faced out from a row of shelves filled with books and decorative plaques and vases. It looked like an office of some sort—perhaps where the Archon Basileus had once conducted his official business, before the Hierophant had put him in chains.

At the back of the room, against a pane of windows filtering in bright light, stood the Hierophant himself. With his crisp white robes and the golden sunlight haloed around him, Ephyra could almost understand why the priests of Pallas Athos worshipped him.

As the Witnesses shoved Ephyra into the room, she realized the Hierophant wasn’t the only person inside. Illya Aliyev leaned against the desk behind him, arms crossed over his chest, managing to look at once elegant and nonchalant.

Ephyra wanted to kill him.

His gaze flicked over her, snagging on the thin chains encircling her wrists. Ephyra could read nothing in his expression. She looked away abruptly, before their eyes could meet.

She had seen glimpses of him over the past two months, from across courtyards and down hallways—enough to know he’d wormed his way back into the Hierophant’s fold through his usual combination of charm, a lack of moral code, and willingness to do whatever repugnant thing was required of him. But this was the first time they’d stood in the same room together since that day in Behezda.

The Hierophant’s other favorite lackey, the one with the Godfire scars, was nowhere to be found, which meant that Beru wasn’t here.

“Please,” the Hierophant said to Ephyra softly. “Have a seat.”

As if Ephyra had acquiesced to this meeting. As if she was a guest here and not a prisoner.

“I’m good here,” she replied, not moving.

“I’m sure you’re curious why I summoned you.”

She was curious. She’d barely even laid eyes on the Hierophant since they’d arrived in Pallas Athos. He seemed content to keep her locked up, bringing her out only when he could use her to control Beru.

This felt like something else. She just didn’t know what, and not knowing made her more nervous than if he’d simply brought her here for another beating.

“Illya tells me this isn’t your first time in my city,” the Hierophant went on. “You killed a priest here not long ago, didn’t you?”

Not long ago. Had it been four, five months since then? It felt like a lifetime.

“You had quite the reputation, didn’t you?” the Hierophant asked. “In this city and others. The Pale Hand. Killer of the wicked.”

Ephyra eyed him, wondering what he was after. A confession?

“What do you want?” Ephyra asked, irritated.

The Hierophant didn’t seem angered by Ephyra’s outburst. He let the silence linger, let it punish Ephyra as she waited to see how he would react.

“I want you,” he said slowly, “to continue your work here.”

“My work?”

“The Archon Basileus is currently in the citadel, awaiting his death,” the Hierophant said. “I would like for you to be the one to deliver it to him.”

Ephyra was stunned silent for a moment. The Hierophant wanted her to kill for him?

“Why me?” she said at last. “You have a pet god, don’t you?”

The Hierophant did not reply. He didn’t even look away. His expression was as unreadably placid as ever, betraying nothing.

But Ephyra knew. She knew because she was Beru’s sister. And no matter how much power Pallas had over Beru, there were some things he couldn’t threaten her into doing. Not even to protect Ephyra.

“I felt you would be best suited for this role,” the Hierophant replied at last.

It was a deflection, but he was right, in more ways than one. He’d referenced her reputation, the mystique of the Pale Hand and the fear it inspired, especially in this city, where she’d killed not just an average scammer or brute, but a priest, someone meant to be untouchable. And now she was under the Hierophant’s control, just like Beru. To him, she was an untapped source of power—her actual power, yes, but also the power of showing the world that someone like her was under his control.

“Perhaps I should give you time to think it over,” the Hierophant suggested. “Tonight, in solitude.”

She saw the game now. He would keep her from seeing Beru until she said yes. Each sister the perfect pawn to use against the other.

Ephyra had never had much of a mind for tactics, but even she knew they were helplessly outflanked.

“Or perhaps . . . Illya,” the Hierophant said, without taking his unsettling gaze off Ephyra. “You’ve spent quite a bit of time with our murderess, haven’t you?”

Ephyra had been doing a good job of pretending he wasn’t in the room, but now her gaze darted toward him unbidden. He rapped his fingers against the desk, looking bored, like he had much better things to do.

Ephyra knew, in the pit of her stomach, exactly how the Hierophant knew enough about her and Beru to play them so easily. This whole arrangement had Illya’s mark all over it. It was what he did—manipulate, exploit whatever weaknesses he could find, and steer people where he wanted them to go. And even when you saw it coming a mile away, you still fell for it.

“Yes, Immaculate One,” Illya replied, a smile curling his lips. “Quite a bit of time.”

She wondered, sometimes, what Illya had told the Hierophant about her, about them. This—the curl of his lips, the glimmer in his eyes, the suggestive lilt—felt like an answer. An angry flush rose to her cheeks.

“You’re pathetic,” she said to Illya. “All that shit in Behezda you said about making amends, cleaning up your mistakes—but the minute the tide turned, you crawled back to the Hierophant like an obedient little dog.”

Illya just smiled blithely.

Ephyra wanted nothing more than to wipe the expression off his face. To hurt him, just to know that she still could. She took a threatening step forward, uncaring of the Hierophant’s piercing gaze fixed on her. “I’ll make you pay for this. If it’s the last thing I do, I’ll make you pay.”

Illya looked past her, to the Hierophant. “See? I told you it would take more than a few bruises to break this one.”

It took every shred of Ephyra’s self-control not to lunge across the room and throttle him. If she didn’t have the Godfire cuffs on, she would have. As it was, she just stared at him, radiating fury.

“All that power,” the Hierophant mused, his gaze running over Ephyra. She shivered, despite herself. “It does make you wonder what that power could do in someone else’s hands. The right hands. Perhaps . . .” He moved his gaze back to Illya. “Yours?”

Horror flooded her. She knew what the Hierophant was having Beru do—taking Grace from those that opposed him and giving it to the Witnesses. Was that what Illya wanted? To have Ephyra’s Grace transplanted in him? After all, that was what had attracted him to her in the first place. Her power.

“To be able to raise the dead,” the Hierophant said. “To kill with a single touch. To live—if not forever, then for a long, long time. You’d make much better use of that Grace than she does, wouldn’t you?”

“I would,” Illya agreed, stalking toward Ephyra with a predatory gleam in his eye. “For one, I would learn to control it. Something she’s never been able to do.”

“It is so often the case that those who are given these gifts lack the control to properly wield them,” the Hierophant replied.

She held herself still, ignoring every instinct that told her to attack, even when Illya reached out and took her wrist in his hand. Her skin burned beneath his touch.

“The Pale Hand is just another in a long string of those who seem to have power but are truly weak inside,” Illya said. “A killer who can raise the dead, who can bring back a god, but doesn’t even know how to heal.”

His eyes met hers, his expression unchanged as he tucked his thumb beneath the slender Godfire cuff around her wrist, pressing against her pulse for the barest second.

“She never learned how. Ironic, isn’t it?” He dropped her wrist and turned back to the Hierophant.

Ephyra didn’t breathe.

“That’s a shame,” the Hierophant replied, sounding almost amused. “Though I suppose we all have our weaknesses.”

His bright gaze lingered on Illya for a half second longer, and when he flicked his eyes back to Ephyra she scrambled to smooth her expression into something like fear, or fury, instead of the helpless confusion churning through her mind. Her pulse pounded where Illya had touched her.

Because once again, she had underestimated him. Once again, he had tricked her, pulled the wool over her eyes and ripped the floor out from beneath her. How many lies had he told her, starting from the first time they’d met, here in Pallas Athos? She didn’t even know. He was a liar; she’d always known that.

And he had just lied to the Hierophant.
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