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      Secrets have governed my life. As surely as the tides of fate, my hunt for them has molded me, become my identity. Their allure drove me into a long-dead profession, and their capriciousness haunted me with the tragedies of my brothers. The pursuit of them has endangered my life more times than I can count.

      I have always believed in the power of secrets. But I could never have known they would hold the key to caging a god.

      Famine is real. It took me a long time to accept what that means. But now I must.

      He will consume my world. I alone stand in his way.

      Why me? — the self-pitying question has occurred to me many times during this ruinous journey. Why must I bear this burden? I have mulled over the matter during many sleepless nights, listening to the monsoon rains patter on the windows of the Laurel Palace.

      There are a few answers. In part, influences beyond my control put me here. In part, my own actions and mistakes were responsible.

      But there is no doubt that it is true, that I must be the one to stop the daemon god. If only for the secrets I alone understand.

      The true power in secrets has always been in how they are wielded. I must use mine perfectly if I am to succeed.

      I will be the Sacrifice.

      This dragon, this daemon god — he has plagued us for too long. I will end the cycle if I can. But even if all I can do is delay his return, it will be enough.

      Famine must be stopped. No matter the cost. No matter the sacrifice I must make.

      Even if there is little of the world left to save.
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        Any fool can spill blood if you put iron in their hands. The true soldier is the man or woman who knows when and how to use it.

        

        - On the formation of a standing army; by Stratechon Bion, 1086 SLP

      

      

      I drifted into the Pyrthae.

      If anything could have focused my mind, it was the Council's discussion playing out in high drama before me. Tempers had long since flown out the window. Kyros had bellowed his piece and stood in the corner of Jaxas's solar, stewing and staring over the cityscape, though the view was obscured by rain and smoke. Feiyan looked at each of us, a small smile turning her lips even now, waiting for her moment to claw still more power to herself. Jaxas, wan with dark circles under his eyes, and wearing a green crown that seemed to weigh as heavily as gold, leaned onto the table and stared at his steepled hands, as if hoping to find answers between them.

      I blinked away my double-vision of the city and sat up in my chair. Nomusa glanced at me from where she sat at Jaxas's left, and Xaron's brow creased with concern as he watched me from across the round table.

      I gave a small shake of my head. My problems could wait. These were proceedings I wouldn't interrupt if I could help it.

      "And the casualties were high," Kelena was saying. "Scores died, perhaps hundreds."

      "How many were guards?" asked Feiyan, smug as a fed cat.

      Kelena's jaw worked silently for a moment. I could guess what she was thinking. Being an honor herself, she was keenly aware of how little the loss of her people's lives mattered to the First Consul.

      "Three," she said at last.

      Feiyan smiled and leaned back. "Well, that's more than a fair trade, wouldn't you say? Three lives for a hundred traitors dead."

      Silence filled Jaxas's solar. I stared around the room, hoping someone would speak out. Nomusa, the new Archon. Xaron, the First Warden. Isidora, the First Watcher, leader of the new division of battle wardens under Jaxas's command. Kyros, of course, remained the Archmaster. Kelena was now the sole First Verifier. Even Shaka-Heir Komo, though not an official part of the Council, had the right to speak, for he and his people were critical allies of Oedija.

      And then there was Feiyan. The sly minx had worked her way into Jaxas's good graces to become his First Consul, his closest advisor and second-in-command. Only Jaxas, the Despot of Oedija and sole ruler of the nation, possessed more power.

      All present had titles, had the right to make their opinions heard. All except for me, as Feiyan reminded me at every meeting.

      Two spans before, it had seemed reasonable, even noble, to refuse a formal position from Jaxas. Then, I'd been sick of failing my duties as a First Verifier. I'd thought I could best oppose Famine by having no distractions and operating from the shadows. A good part of me still believed that. But in these Council meetings, though Jaxas continued to invite me, my words carried no more weight than a finch's chirp.

      At times like these, I sorely regretted that decision.

      The Manifest Massacre, people were already calling it. So many dead in a riot that had emerged from nowhere and accomplished nothing. It had begun with a simple gathering. Then, as city guards flooded the scene, they fanned the sparks into flame. Even an angry mob stood little chance against trained and armed men.

      For all the titles at this Council, none here knew how to deal with the issue before them. I couldn't remain silent any longer.

      I felt dizzy from my 'Thae-drift, yet still, I stood. "Jaxas, if I may speak."

      His hollowed eyes found mine. "Yes, Airene. Of course."

      I looked around the room. "We all know what's coming. Who's at our doorstep. The reports have the Avvadin vanguard arriving within the span, with the rest of the armies following a span after. We cannot still be waging war on another front when they arrive."

      "Are we at war with the Manifest?" Feiyan asked with a small smile. "I believe we just slaughtered their followers, or so the people say."

      "But that's just it. The city guard didn't just kill Seekers; they killed our own citizens. The very people we need to support Oedija if we're to come through this."

      "The very people who now support the Manifest!" Kyros broke in. "They're traitors! Unquestionably traitors!"

      I clenched my jaw and held my tongue. There was no winning a shouting match with the Archmaster.

      Jaxas turned from Kyros to me. "I believe a proposal was forthcoming."

      The rest of the Council looked back to me as well, their expressions a mix of apprehension, scorn, and hope. I wondered which was predominant, if my idea was doomed to flounder from the start.

      "Yes," I said, "there is. I propose we strike at the heart of the Manifest. If we gut their leadership, we can unravel them from within."

      "Assassination." Feiyan's lips curled. "We've discussed and dismissed this before. We have no assassins, nor can we spare any Watchers to pretend to be one. Where, then, would this killer come from?"

      I took a breath, wondering if I'd really thought this plan through, if it didn't spawn from the same madness that tightened its grip on me each day. Nomusa and Xaron stared at me, horror quickly settling in.

      Unwilling to meet their eyes, I looked at Jaxas. "I believe I have someone, Your Radiance. If I have your permission to proceed, I will inform them of it."

      Jaxas's dark eyes had become as hard as flint. The Council fell silent as he considered my words, though Xaron looked as if he might burst forth at any moment.

      "Yes," the Despot said at length. "You have my permission. When will it be done?"

      I pushed down my fear long enough to speak. "Tomorrow night."
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      When the Council session broke shortly after, Nomusa and Xaron pulled me aside in the hallway outside Jaxas's solar. Isidora lingered just out of earshot as she waited for Xaron, their romance somehow continuing to flourish even as the world came to an end.

      "You can't mean what I think you did," Xaron muttered.

      "I did."

      "You'd better be planning to send Talan." Nomusa looked me up and down. "Because you would be dead at the entrance."

      I chose to play it coy. "Maybe."

      Neither of them were fooled. Xaron shook his head. "Aire, I know Avvad is almost here, and the Manifest Massacre just happened at the worst of times. I know you feel Famine feasting and growing more powerful by the day. But this… this is throwing your life away."

      "It's not, Xaron. It's doing what must be done." I leaned in closer. "Ariston the Dishonored holds information, information I need. Vusu told me to find his honor, Seda, to understand all he's done, and Ariston has Seda. Go to him, and I can finally reach her."

      Nomusa straightened. "You can't be sure she's in the Brinecoast compound. Ariston might be, but he may keep Seda somewhere else entirely."

      "But I do know. I saw her there."

      They shared a look. I knew what they were thinking even before they spoke.

      "'Thae-drifting again?" Xaron asked quietly. "Airene, you shouldn't. You've not even been a warden for a season."

      "And yet I'm doing things you've never attempted."

      Nomusa seized my arm. "Because you're reckless!" she hissed. "Don't do this, Airene. Please!"

      I almost gave in. Seeing their looks, the desperate love in them, I almost said the words they wanted so badly to hear. Instead, I lowered my head and spoke to the floor.

      "I have to. Or Famine wins."

      The hallway fell silent when the door to Jaxas's solar opened, revealing Feiyan. Her violet robes lined with silver swished as she strode toward us.

      "So here's our little assassin. Trying to talk her out of it? I wouldn't bother." She reached out and put a hand to my cheek. I flinched from her clammy touch, but just managed not to draw away.

      "You always were a finch flying too close to the sun," she cooed softly. "Always destined to destroy yourself."

      I acted without thinking. My locus opened; the power of the Pyrthae came within reach.

      I channeled.

      Feiyan yelped and withdrew her hand, staring at it. The skin on it had reddened as if burned. When she looked up, her smile was gone.

      Only then did I realize the significance of what I'd done. It was more than that I'd used radiance without channeling it through the shifts on my fingertips and toes, though that was extraordinary enough. Feiyan was the First Consul now. She could order me killed if she wanted to. I didn't think Jaxas would allow it, but what if he didn't find out in time?

      Still, as Nomusa had noted, I'd always been reckless. Instead of apologizing, I pasted on a smile of my own. "I almost hope this is goodbye."

      "It will be, if you dare to use magic against me again." Feiyan swept down the stairs without a backwards glance.

      Xaron and Nomusa stared at me. "Did you just—?" Xaron started.

      "Yes. I did." I closed my locus and felt weariness seep into my bones.

      Nomusa shook her head. "Airene, I love you; you know I do. Which is why you should listen when I say you're not well."

      "No one is well. Our city is about to be under siege."

      "But not everyone is losing their minds."

      I looked her squarely in the eyes, a touch of my temper returning. "I'm not mad, Nomu. Not yet. Believe it or not, but I've thought this through. It's the only way I can get what we need. The only way to help Oedija."

      Jaxas's door opened again, but this time, it was the Despot himself who stepped out. He walked with renewed vigor these days, ever since he'd overthrown the Conclave and seized power exclusively for the Laurel Palace. Though all the cares of the realm weighed on his thin shoulders, though the circles under his eyes darkened with each passing night, he'd never seemed so full of life. As if this were what he'd been born to do.

      I wished I felt half as prepared for my tasks.

      He nodded to us, and we gave deep bows in return. I wondered if we ought to kneel, as had been the custom of old, but Jaxas — or, more to the point, Nikias — hadn't yet demanded it.

      The Despot's gaze found and held me. "Airene. Do you still mean to do this?"

      I hesitated, but there was little point in denying it. He knew whom I meant to be the assassin. "I must."

      His eyes flickered to my friends. "And will anyone accompany you?"

      "No." I said it firmly before either of my friends could speak up.

      "We'll see about that," Xaron amended with a rebellious look.

      "No, First Warden Xaron; I agree with her. This is not your task. I need you for the war to come." The Despot looked back at me. "Airene walks a different path."

      I looked away, unable to meet his gaze. If anyone knew the road I traveled now, it was Jaxas.

      "But don't go alone," he continued. "Find that Guilder friend of yours — Talan Wraithsbane. From what I have heard, he sounds like the right man for the job."

      I winced. "He is." Or was. I wondered if he would be now, but kept my expression blank. Xaron and Nomusa didn't bother hiding their doubts.

      If Jaxas noticed, he didn't show it. "Then it's settled. Eleven blessings, Airene. Our hopes go with you."

      With that, the Despot and his ever-present shadow of Nikias walked past us, the steward with a lingering skeptical look.

      Nomusa waited until they were out of earshot before speaking. "The Manifest aren't supposed to be your concern, Airene. Not even Oedija can be, no matter what Jaxas says."

      "You're a Seed of Famine, right?" Xaron's eyes darted around to make sure no one but Isidora was near enough to overhear, though the words would be gibberish to most. "Just you and Linos. You two are the only ones who can stop that daemon god. And at the moment, I don't think your brother is up to the task."

      "Not stop him," I said softly. "Repress him. And only for a little while."

      They exchanged glances. All of us knew what that meant for me.

      "Still" — Nomusa's voice trembled, then steadied — "still, you cannot throw your life away on some pyr hunt. We'll sort out the Manifest another way."

      I shook my head. "It's not about that. I need Seda, remember? She's my key to defeating Famine." Or so I hoped. Part of me wondered if I went down this road just to delay the inevitable. If this was, as Nomusa put it, a pyr hunt.

      She sighed. "Fine. But at least do as Jaxas asked and bring Talan."

      A bitter laugh escaped me. "I doubt he'll want to go."

      "Try. He might surprise you."

      Xaron snorted. "I wouldn't go that far. But even if he's an ass, he's loyal and competent."

      I looked down the staircase, hiding the emotions I couldn't repress. "Even after the Silvencrest?"

      An awkward silence fell, punctuated by the bustling steps of honors hurrying past.

      Nomusa's answer came in a murmur. "It was a panicked decision. And you've been busy since, understandably so. He can't expect you to make time for dalliances."

      "Especially when even you haven't," Xaron said with a sly look.

      "Not now, Xaron," she snapped. "Airene, he's a grown man. He'll understand if you just go talk to him."

      "Maybe," I hedged. "Maybe not."

      Either way, I had little choice. Without Talan, this excursion stood an even scanter chance of success, and there wasn't much hope for it to begin with.

      But, despite my wishes otherwise, I didn't know that the Talan I needed was still with us.
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        "Above all else, two appetites infect our men: one for spilling blood, and the second for overflowing wine."

        

        - Father Tarik, a priest of Valem; date unknown

      

      

      I fell to brooding as I left through the northern Laurel gate and traveled through Sandglass. I'd had brief contact with Talan since that day I'd left him at the Silvencrest two spans before, the same evening as Famine's return from wherever Vusu had briefly imprisoned him. Only one note had found me — a few lines devoid of affection telling where I could find him, ending with a barb: In case you have time for me.

      I hadn't had the stomach to visit.

      With an effort, I pushed the gloomy thoughts from my mind and focused on my surroundings. Oedija was suffering a calm after the storm for the moment, but danger still abounded. The massacre at Brinecoast had come as a shock, but I doubted it would tamp down the violence permanently. Too much fear and anger filled the air. Death was on the horizon, and Avvad's armies brought it ever closer.

      But though vagrants lurked in most of the alleys I passed, their eyes glimmering as they watched me, none tried to assault me. Perhaps it was the bald confidence with which I walked, even if half of that confidence was faked. I could channel well for my limited experience, but even wardens were vulnerable to knives and arrows.

      The place I sought was close to the border along Bazaar. Muttering Talan's directions to myself under my breath, I strolled along the street until I found it. A cellar door to a butcher shop, tucked just inside a shadowed alcove. No one lingered nearby, and I wondered if that was coincidence or if knowledge of its inhabitants kept people away.

      Shrugging off my fear, I approached the door and, finding it unlatched, hauled it open. The stench of rotting flesh wafted up from the dark entrance, and I gagged, swallowing back bile as it hit the back of my throat. Bitterly, I wondered if Talan pointed me to this entrance for petty revenge as I climbed down into the reeking cellar, closing the hatch behind me.

      The darkness became nearly complete, and my heart hammered in my chest. I hadn't brought a pyr lamp, yet I was loath to channel my own light. Even here, at the beginning of what should be an abandoned tunnel, I didn't want to risk someone finding me. But it was the least of the risks I'd taken lately.

      Opening my locus, a pleasant heat swelled in my belly and spread throughout my body. Holding up a hand, I allowed a sliver of the energy to flare onto my fingertips. I held the potential for an inferno inside me, and part of me ached to release it, but I pushed the wild desire down and pressed on through the cellar.

      After some searching, I found a rotting animal skin that hid a damp tunnel, moisture from the monsoons finding their way into it. Each splashing footfall echoed down the path. There'd be no disguising my approach.

      But as I exited the tunnel into a wider cavern, no one appeared. I brightened my light and looked around the chamber. Its walls were covered in mud, but I glimpsed underneath the muck faded etchings, masterful works lost to time. This wasn't just some smuggler's den; this had once been an important building, either to my ancestors or those of the honors. We're always looking to the Pyrthae and sky above for great things, and forget the hidden wonders lying below, Talan had once said to me. The truth was spread out before me.

      I walked across the chamber to a broad entrance that led to a larger corridor, this one immune from the damp. There, I paused. The glow of pyrkin lay ahead, escaping from a small door along the side of the tunnel. I extinguished my light and crept forward. I couldn't yet soften my footsteps like Xaron, but I'd had enough practice sneaking around in my Finching days that my approach was nearly silent. Reaching the edge of the doorway, I peered around.

      And found the point of a knife leveled at my eye.

      A strangled gasp escaped me as I flooded my body with radiance and kinesis. I barely kept from striking out, even as I looked beyond the knife to the man who held it. Power birthed of the god who had attuned me raged within.

      "You," the man growled. He withdrew the knife, tucked it into his ragged clothes, then turned away without another word.

      I hesitated at the doorway, breath still coming quick and heart pounding. With an effort, I dismissed my magic and closed my locus. The tunnels seemed especially dun and dank without the Pyrthae's touch upon me. Or perhaps the cold came from Talan's expression.

      I set my jaw. Time to set aside the past and do what had to be done. Feelings didn't matter in the face of Telae's destruction.

      Not much did, when it came to it.

      I followed him into a dark hall. On the other side opened up a small chamber. Perhaps, in another time, it had been a gathering room, a place to entertain guests. Stone benches ran along the curved walls, likely set before tables that had long ago rotted away and never been replaced. The flickering light illuminating the room came from the far end. There, Talan's silhouette crouched, his back to me. I put one foot in front of the other, forcing myself to approach.

      Even when I stood behind him, he didn't turn around. I stared into his small fire burning on the stone floor. On top of what looked to be broken timbers, strips of cloth twisted as they burned. It was the only fuel he could find in the Underguild's old haunts, I guessed.

      I worked myself up to ask the question. "Is Sule here?"

      "Was she the reason?" Talan half-turned toward me, unkempt hair falling before his eyes. In his hand, he clutched a flask.

      I averted my gaze. "My request is sensitive. I just wanted to be sure we were alone."

      Abruptly, he stood and faced me, breath hot against my face, the sickly sweet stench of wine wafting over me. "I have to know, Airene. It's been two spans since you left me at the Silvencrest. I've tried to talk to you and you've refused me. So answer me now: why didn't you come that night?"

      I couldn't meet his eyes, afraid of what I'd find in them. Of what he would see in mine. "I told you. Famine" — I winced, the name burning on my tongue — "he returned as I crossed the bridge. I couldn't go to our rendezvous after that."

      "Yes, you could have."

      He reached for my hand, and I didn't have the strength to refuse him. Even grimy and stinking of liquor, his touch sent fire racing through me with far more urgency than radiance ever did.

      "You could have," he repeated. "We could have faced that bastard together, could have stolen a little piece of happiness to spite him. After the moment we shared, I thought we were finally getting our chance. But then…"

      His gaze was hard on me, amber eyes glinting in the firelight, and suddenly, I couldn't take it any longer. I swallowed back the sobs threatening to rise in my throat, swallowed all the bitter disappointment and rage at the unfairness of it all. Only when I had felt the caustic solution settle back in my stomach did I turn my gaze up to his.

      "I promised Jaxas I'd kill Ariston the Dishonored."

      Talan blinked. "What?"

      "I need to find the honor with him," I plowed on. "Seda, Vusu's personal honor. Vusu said before his death that she has everything I need to know. I saw her with him in… in the Pyrthae." Better to say that than a dream, though these days, the two were increasingly intertwined in my experience. "I will do what must be done."

      His eyes grew harder with every word. Almost, I could have believed him sober, but for the slight sway in his stance.

      "You want me to come with," he said quietly. "That's why you came here."

      I clenched my jaw, then forced out the only word I could. "Yes."

      He closed his eyes for a moment, then opened them again. I almost flinched at the fire in them.

      "You say you'll kill Ariston. But you're no killer, Airene. You've only killed two people, and both in self-defense. You can't murder someone in cold blood."

      Ice crept through my veins. I spoke through numb lips. "I have to. Someone has to."

      Talan barked a harsh laugh. "I've struck down so many men and women I can't count them all. I didn't even see their faces, most of them. I've murdered with a knife, and Valem's curse. Even with my bare hands." He leaned toward me. "Who better than I to kill this unruly honor?"

      I knew Talan, knew him down to his bones. I saw behind the fury to the drowning pain, the guilt at all that blood on his hands. He wasn't a murderer either, no matter what he said. A soldier, yes, but always on the right side of the fight. A good man, down at his core, who did the best thing in the worst of situations.

      But I still couldn't help a shiver of fear running through me at his stare.

      "I'm not asking you to kill him," I muttered. "I'm asking you to help me get to him. That's all."

      He broke eye contact first, turning to look into the dying flames. I stepped up beside him, wanting to put a hand on his shoulder, to lean into him, hold him, kiss him. But I couldn't, not now. Maybe not ever.

      "When do we go?" he asked without turning around.

      I felt something loosen inside me, knowing I wouldn't have to do this alone. Even as another part tightened with guilt that I'd roped him into danger once again.

      "Tomorrow night. We'll meet at the Sandglass gate."

      He nodded, then took a long pull from his flask. "If that's all, you can see I have a busy night to get back to." He spoke without turning around, wiping his mouth as he did.

      I stared at him a moment longer, but he didn't glance back. I lowered my gaze. It was for the best. If he'd met my eyes, my resolve and better judgment would have crumbled.

      "That's all," I murmured, then made my way back through the gloom.

      At the end of the passage, I lifted the cellar door and stepped out into the dark alley. Instead of the roiling tumult in my belly settling after speaking with Talan, it had grown worse. I stiffened my trembling lips, latched the cellar door, and exited onto the main street.

      Few people were around, but I spotted a knot of men loitering in an alcove. As I passed under a mounted pyr lamp, their eyes turned toward me.

      "Oi, wench!" one of them called across the street. "Come here a moment! Come give Atlan a kiss!"

      The others cackled, shadowed faces turned toward me, eyes glinting in the thin light.

      I should have kept walking. Most likely, they would have left me be. I should have given them the chance.

      But at their leers, something snapped in me. I spun toward them, body coursing with energy, fingers burning.

      "Come here then," I said, my voice not seeming my own. "Come claim it."

      The men shuffled back, faces startled in a sudden red glow. I looked down and saw flames crawling out from the tips of my gloves and over my hands. Even then, I couldn't hold back.

      "Well?" I taunted. "I'm waiting!"

      I could barely hear their responses as they backed away, though I picked up a few curses and mentions of "daemon." I smiled, cold and brittle, as they disappeared into the darkness.

      As I released my hold on radiance and closed my locus, I felt even more deadened than before. Slapping my hands to dampen the lingering tongues of fire, I closed my eyes and tilted my head back, breathing in and out. I pictured Isidora's desert in my mind, hoping it would center me, that it would bring me back to myself again and out of the boiling rage that always seemed to be with me now.

      When I opened my eyes, I found that, instead of clouds and the dull light of the moons, buildings hung overhead. I swiveled my gaze up and down the street and saw a mirror image of it above.

      A spike of pleasure ran through me. Somewhere, far in the distance, Famine had feasted well, and felt for a moment his hunger abate.

      But only for a moment.

      I pulled myself back from the 'Thae-drift and into my shivering body. As the vision of the mirror Oedija blew away like smoke, I gasped and doubled forward.

      I'm losing it. Famine is growing stronger, and I'm losing myself.

      Standing upright so quickly my vision fuzzed for a moment, I let out a low laugh. If I was our only hope, we had no hope at all.

      But I'd never been one to give in. My legs wobbly beneath me, I made my way down the dark street back to the Laurel Palace.
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        HIGH TRIBUNE: That was recklessly done, Verifier Jaxale. Much could have gone wrong in your investigation. Better to have waited for the proper authority before proceeding.

        VERIFIER: With all respect, High Tribune, little is accomplished without being reckless.

      

        

      
        - Verifier Jaxale before High Tribune Krynollon; 1067 SLP

      

      

      

      I stared at the building across the canal and wondered if I'd already gone mad.

      The warehouse rose from the gloomy night like a cliff, just as tall and impassable. Once, during the height of Brinecoast's wealth a century back, it had housed the salt for which the deme was named. Since then, it was slowly abandoned, its senescence mirroring the district's own. Vagrants and rats became more common than trading goods.

      Now, the Manifest infested it.

      Even with the cloud moon's violet light and the green radiant winds illuminating the cityscape, I couldn't see anyone standing watch. Yet Seekers had never been lax, nor had Ariston fallen so far as to lose all his followers. Much as I wished otherwise, there would be sentinels to reckon with.

      I hoped they wouldn't spot us in return. Talan and I wore dark clothes, a hooded cloak thrown over to ward off the rain. Gloves covered my hands, and not only for the warmth. My shifts had continued to advance. Not content to remain at my fingers, all the skin up to my wrists moved in mesmerizing patterns now. I wore gloves as often as I could get away with it, and never showed my hands without good reason.

      Soon, however, I would have to remove them. Channeling was required this night, and I'd already burned through one pair the night before.

      I glanced at Talan, crouched beside me behind the canal wall opposite to the Manifest hideout. I was grateful for the salt stinging my nose from the incessant wind off the sea, for otherwise I would have smelled the stench of alcohol hanging about the former Guilder. Still, he reeked less than he had the previous night. Considering what I'd put him through, and what I expected of him now, I could hardly ask for more.

      "See anyone?" I whispered, pitching my voice low though the gale would disguise any noise we made.

      He shook his head. "Not see; sense." His lopsided smile materialized as his eyes slid over to me. "Can you not feel them?"

      I only shrugged. Talan had always displayed a preternatural awareness of his surroundings. I suspected it was something to do with an unconscious use of quintessence, but if so, it was another of his secrets I had yet to uncover.

      Yet I had my own methods. Trusting him to keep watch, I closed my eyes, opened my locus to the Pyrthae, and channeled.

      The world changed around me as I drifted into the spirit realm. Though my eyes remained closed, I gained a different sort of vision as my soul peeled away from my body. The strange, shifting landscape of the Pyrthae was disorienting for a moment. The colors, kaleidoscopic and ever-changing, made my head spin if I studied them overlong, and distances fluctuated, the warehouse seeming within reach one moment, then far away the next. I quickly adjusted, having spent enough time in the pyr's plane to be used to the shift.

      Refocusing, I confirmed Talan's declaration, counting the glowing flames that signified those attuned to the Pyrthae. There were eight Seekers in total: two on the warehouse roof, six within. Only eight? It was far fewer than I had expected and much fewer than I'd dared hope for. Xaron, Isidora, and their Watchers had whittled away their numbers, and Vusu's fall lost even more, but this force showed that desertion had become widespread within the Manifest.

      But though eight made for better odds, Talan and I still numbered just two. We had to proceed carefully, lest we be the ones with knives in our backs.

      I eased back out of the Pyrthae, but did not entirely reenter the material plane. Instead, I employed a trick I'd discovered in the spans since Famine's liberation: I hovered halfway between. Enough of me occupied my body to speak, hear, and even move if needed, yet I still saw within the Pyrthae. It was useful for keeping track of wardens.

      I spoke to Talan, following the Seekers' flames as I did. "I see eight. Two above, six within."

      "I sensed the same."

      In his silence, I heard his unspoken question. I didn't offer an explanation; he didn't ask.

      "Our approach then. From above?"

      I balked at the idea. "And how do we reach the roof?"

      I heard the smile in his voice. "Oh, my Finch. You're a warden now. Do you forget you can fly, if you only try?"

      Ordinarily, his mockery would not have bothered me, for Talan had always been gentle. Now, however, there was a bitter edge to it that could cut.

      With little other recourse, I ignored the gibe. "I'm still clumsy with kinesis. I doubt I could make that leap."

      "I could send down a rope. Or did you miss that I'd brought one?"

      I had noticed it, but being treated like I was still unattuned was not something I wanted to perpetuate. I struggled to remain neutral. "Fine. You'll lower the rope. But let me ease the way."

      "And how do you propose to do that from down here?"

      It was my turn to smile. "Wait and see. But don't be surprised when the watchers no longer watch."

      Leaving him with a taste of his own potion, I fully entered the Pyrthae once more. Instead of hovering above my body, I ventured forth, soaring through the law-defying realm. I drew close to the warehouse roof to the nearest of the two Seekers until I felt the heat of his flame. It was not the warmth of fire, but the strength of his quintessence. How brightly it burned in the Pyrthae was a sign of how much of his spirit entered this realm, and thus the depth of his attunement.

      This Seeker appeared to be a four-shift. I debated attempting to snuff him out entirely, but quickly rejected the thought. Though I presently fashioned myself as an assassin, and these Seekers had chosen a faction opposing mine, I had no desire to sow more death than I had to.

      I kept my approach slow but inexorable as I neared the Seeker. Pieces of his soul leaked out and threaded through my own the closer I came. I saw his thoughts and memories in fragments, a puzzle I did not try to piece together. Through them, I glimpsed his face, his friends, his family. I saw moments of hunger and despair. He was a thin man, desperate to survive as drought and war impoverished the realm.

      I stifled my pity. When I had channeled quintessence before, I had used it clumsily and incompetently. These past few spans, I had trained myself hard to change that. When not poring over the tomes that might clue me into how to defeat Famine or searching for Vusu's servant Seda, I had devoted every free moment to comprehending and honing my newfound abilities. At the outset of my attunement, such time spent seemed an indulgence, a pastime unlikely to yield results, and every warden I knew reinforced this view. Now, however, I was a ten-shift and growing stronger every day. As Famine swelled in power, so did I.

      If I was to be the Sacrifice and ensnare a dragon, I had to be as strong as possible.

      During my training, I had learned more than one new skill. Now I used another of them as I pressed my quintessence into the Seeker's. He registered something was wrong at once and instinctively fought against my presence. I didn't resist, but instead emitted calming thoughts and words, backing them with the power my amplified spirit wielded.

      Sleep, I told the sentinel. Rest your eyes, only for a moment. Nothing moves through the dark.

      His resistance ceased. His spirit-flame dimmed. Like a cup set over a candle, the Seeker sputtered into unconsciousness.

      I withdrew and waited. When he did not rouse, I smiled and moved to the next watcher on the opposite side of the roof. She resisted more than the first, her five-shift connection lending her increased strength, but it wasn't long before I'd lulled her into unawareness as well.

      Had I been able to ambush the other six Seekers in the same way, I would have continued. But grouped as they were, even if I brought one down, the others would be alerted to our presence. We would have to handle them in a different way.

      I returned to Telae. The world seemed to tremble beneath my feet, and for a moment, I thought I would sprawl on my rear. But a steadying hand on the canal wall proved sufficient to suffer through the vertigo until it dissipated.

      "Back?" Talan muttered. He bent in close so that his breath puffed over me in a cloud of sour wine.

      I leaned away. "The Seekers atop the roof are out cold. The others below are still alert, though."

      By the faint illumination, I detected the smile curling his lips. "You astound me, Airene, truly. I would ask how you did it, but I have a feeling you'll withhold your secret."

      I jerked my head toward the wall and the warehouse beyond it. "You'll just have to trust me."

      The amusement faded from his expression, and I regretted my choice of words at once.

      "Would that I could," he muttered. Before I could respond, he was rising and darting off toward the short bridge across the canal, then to the warehouse beyond it.

      I watched him go, a shadow in the gloom, and tried to stifle the despondency welling up in me. You had no choice, I lectured my guilt. Famine had returned. There's no time for anything between you and him.

      Yet none of the placations seemed to stick.

      Talan reached the base of the nearest warehouse wall, then paused. A moment later, he flew up from the ground. Though it did not seem possible, he sailed smoothly to the top of the warehouse, then reached out and hauled himself over in one fluid motion.

      But his kinesis-fueled leap was not entirely discreet, for a crack accompanied it that was audible even from where I crouched three dozen paces away. I winced and channeled quintessence to keep tabs on the Seekers within the warehouse. There was movement; they seemed to be heading toward where Talan had leaped from.

      Profanities tumbled through my mind as I tried to figure out what to do. Talan decided for me, tossing down his heavy length of rope so the end dangled a few cubits above the ground. Muttering curses aloud now, I rose and sprinted toward it, ignoring the groaning in my legs, stiff from crouching for so long.

      Breath rasped in my throat as I reached for the rope and hauled myself up. My mind flashed back to when I'd done a similar thing when entering the Wyvern's Claw. Though I was now a warden, I hadn't learned to channel kinesis to fuel my body as Xaron and Talan could. My efforts were all my own, and it wasn't long before my arms and shoulders burned.

      It seemed a long time later when I dragged myself over the lip and onto the flat roof. No sooner had I tumbled over than Talan hauled up the rope, grunting softly with each motion. The rope was thick and heavy, its kind typically used for hoisting sails on ships, and even for a warden who could channel kinesis effectively, it was an arduous task. Yet in moments, he had accomplished it and coiled the rope before crouching next to me.

      "You alright?" he asked. He sounded more like himself than he had in a long while.

      I nodded, but could spare no more thought for a response, for I channeled quintessence again. The situation was as I feared. The Seekers had noticed something, whether it was the flare of Talan's channeling or the sounds of our arrival. Their footsteps echoed up to us from below, as did their hushed, urgent voices.

      "Damn," Talan muttered, peering at the edge of the roof as if expecting one of our enemies to come soaring over it at any moment. "Think they're coming?"

      "Best not to wait and find out."

      The former Guilder seemed to consider it for a moment before shaking his head. "Best you don't. You'll have a tricky time infiltrating while they hunt you, so I'll draw them off." A shadow of a smile touched his mouth. "I have a few ideas for how to make sure they can't ignore me."

      I gripped his arm, fear causing me to squeeze harder than I intended. "Don't be a fool, Talan Wraithsbane."

      His eyes found mine. "The same to you, Airene the Finch."

      Then he was tearing free of my grasp and vaulting over the edge to a drop that should have broken his legs. The cries of surprise and pain that wafted up moments later told me his descent hadn't gone unnoticed.

      I shook my head in disbelief. The man never did listen to me.

      But I had my own task to be about. Praying for his safety to gods I only halfway believed in, I pressed on.
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        The Kalthuae were an accomplished people before the landing of the Lighted Passage. They raised marvelous temples of innovative architecture, designed to celebrate their many foreign gods. Some of these structures stretched toward the Pyrthae, while others dove deep underground.

        The city is a mausoleum for these empty sanctuaries now, though many were torn down or lost to the centuries. We no longer know the names of these gods, nor what forms they took, for no records of them were kept. If they did once exist, they seem to have ceased to touch our world…

        

        - Oedija: A History; by Acadian Helene, Master Historian; 1167 LP

      

      

      A brief check on the two Seekers atop the warehouse assured me they remained unconscious. A proper assassin would have slit their throats; I indulged in mercy instead, creeping away from their prone bodies and hoping it wouldn't prove to be a fatal mistake.

      The sounds of the clash below had faded away, the Seekers taking off in pursuit of Talan. Trying to forget that he was running or fighting for his life, I set to searching for a way inside. The warehouse had fallen into disrepair along with Brinecoast, and in several locations, the timber had rotted and folded in. A drizzle pattered on my hood and the surrounding roof, a testament to where the building's ruin had originated.

      Gingerly, I tested the boards with my foot, but dared not venture farther. If I fell, I doubted I'd be able to catch myself, magic notwithstanding.

      So I tied Talan's heavy rope through a gap in the low wall edging the roof, tugged on it to see if it would hold, then began lowering myself down. The aperture was about twice as wide as my shoulders, but reaching splinters of wood snagged at my hair and clothes and scratched my skin as I went through. I gritted my teeth and endured it. With the ground far below and my feet scrabbling for a hold on the writhing rope, a few cuts and scrapes were the least of my concerns.

      My stomach clenched tight the entire drop, until at last, my sandals touched the ground. Stifling a sigh of relief, I studied my surroundings. Illumination was scant, with little more than the light of the moons and radiant winds filtering in through the holes in the roof. Dark piles of refuse and abandoned crates huddled throughout the warehouse. The air had a thick scent of dust and disuse. Had someone stumbled upon this place, they would see few signs that it was occupied.

      Yet this had to be where the Dishonored hid. For Talan's sake, I hoped I wasn't wrong.

      I crouched behind the nearest pile of debris and channeled quintessence. A brief check ensured that the two Seekers above were the only attuned around. That did not, of course, guarantee there weren't unattuned guards posted throughout the warehouse, but I'd been listening and had heard nothing. Considering I had to see to search for my target, I would just have to take a gamble on light.

      Exiting the Pyrthae and enduring the transition, I rose a moment later and pulled at radiance. Its warmth unfurled in my body as it streamed toward the shifts on my fingers. There, I gathered it into a small, glowing orb and lifted it to look at my surroundings.

      The warehouse's size was intimidating. Mounds upon mounds of refuse littered the ground. I stepped over rusted nails, moldy boards, and smashed crates in my search, and more always lay ahead.

      One area seemed to be where the Seekers had stationed themselves. It was marginally cleaner and boasted a small fire pit in its center, still smoking from recent use, as well as blanket rolls around it. I explored the area around the camp more thoroughly, but saw no sign of other occupants. If Ariston and Seda were here, they were likely secured underneath a hidden hatch somewhere.

      Pausing at the Seeker camp, I reassessed my approach. I could search all night and still not find them in the chaotic, sprawling chamber. I had to be more focused. And I knew how I could do it.

      Dismissing my hold on radiance, I closed my eyes, then dredged up from my memories a particular instance, when Xaron had sharpened my hearing to eavesdrop on distant conversations. I dissected the moment, trying to remember each thing he had done to augment my senses. It was little enough; his magic had mostly been beyond my awareness then. I cursed myself for not asking him about it and his other tricks since I'd begun to understand my attunement, but there'd been too little time, and I hadn't yet had a need for them. I'd been more focused on my own discoveries than anything other wardens might have to share.

      I would just have to uncover this on my own as well.

      I focused my hearing. On another occasion, Xaron had explained that sound was just a natural variant of kinesis. Seeing this as a starting point, I drew in the element through my locus. My body buzzed with the fresh energy, but my hearing grew no more acute.

      But it had not been kinesis alone that enabled this. Xaron had channeled quintessence, though he did not know it. Drawing on it now, part of my mind extended into the Pyrthae, but did not fully enter it. In that halfway space, I could both feel the kinesis in me and perceive it in my spirit-flame. If I could sense it, I reasoned, perhaps I could manipulate it.

      I reached out with invisible hands and began to mold it. Kinesis was everywhere in the Pyrthae. If I changed it so that kinesis did not flow away from me, but toward…

      Sound burst into my ears.

      Before, it had been all but silent in the warehouse, only the occasional scratching to be heard, likely from a rodent or bird that had taken refuge here. Now, every noise clawed into my skull. I steadied myself against the ground and heard the scraping of my palms on the dust. If it had not been so excruciating to endure, I would have been fascinated.

      But I still had a task ahead of me. Opening my eyes, I squinted and peered with hazy vision around the warehouse. As on the occasion with Xaron, wherever I looked, my hearing also honed in. I hoped that, by scanning the warehouse, I might locate a hatch beneath which Ariston and Seda hid.

      Before I'd scanned half the chamber, an ache began throbbing in my head. I ground my teeth, then stopped as the noise irritated my ears further. I just had to press on. A little more, and⁠—

      My thoughts silenced as I heard something. It was not the shifting of debris or the scuttling of rats, but a swish that could only come from the movement of cloth, and the pat-pat-pat of feet on stone.

      I noted the area, then released my grip on the elements and sighed with relief. My suffering had yielded results.

      I rose, swayed for a moment as the disorientation seized me, then stumbled through it, weaving my way toward the place where I'd heard the promising sounds. As my balance returned, I slowed my approach, prudence winning out over urgency. I summoned radiance again to illuminate the rubbish. There were signs that objects had been moved in this area, the dust trampled by feet, and of something being dragged. A crate lay conspicuously at the end of these tracks.

      A smile alighted on my lips. 'Thae above, I had them.

      Being silent now would be nigh impossible, so I settled for swiftness. Gripping the edges of the crate, I heaved at it, grunting with the effort. Even empty and partially broken, the box was almost beyond my strength to move. I debated channeling kinesis to blast it out of the way, but settled for dragging it away myself. No need to stretch my abilities further than I had to.

      At last, I moved the crate, then stepped back to wipe the sweat from my brow as I took in the result. As I'd hoped, a trapdoor lay beneath. A thrill went through me, intoxicating and terrifying. All that was left to do was open it and find out if my quarries truly were within.

      I took a moment to settle my nerves, then drew in kinesis and radiance. I'd never used them to much effect in a fight, but even my clumsy wielding, backed by the power of my attunement, should be more than sufficient to take care of any opponent before me. So I hoped.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I called fire to the fingertips of my right hand, then reached out for the leather strap serving as a handle on the hatch. Heaving it open, I saw a shadow moving below me and thrust my hand forward.

      "Stop there!"

      As the illumination from the flames leaking from my shift caught on the figure, however, I knew I was outmatched. An object pointed at me — a crossbow, loaded and drawn, and aimed at my chest.

      I didn't lower my hand, though magic would not save me now. Vusu had eventually died in part because of the quarrel I had shot into him. Even wardens were not invulnerable to weapons, and I was mere feet from this bolt.

      I looked at the face beyond the weapon and startled. The changes that had come over Ariston were shocking. His head, before shaved bald, had grown a layer of dark stubble. His face had been thin, but now verged upon skeletal, approaching how Vusu had appeared near the end of his life, or like Jaxas before he'd taken the Evergreen Wreath for his own.

      The Dishonored seemed alarmed at seeing me as well, though a smile spoiled his lips a moment later. "Of course," he rasped, his rich voice flatter than the last time I'd heard him. "It would be you who found us."

      I didn't move. Though the standoff wasn't in my favor, I couldn't risk trying to find a new balance, lest the former honor allow his hand to slip on the lever. All I could do was talk.

      So I spoke.

      "Ariston the Dishonored. I've been searching for you."
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