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        A nobleman’s murder. A secret buried in her past. An ancient power ascending…

        Airene, a hunter of whispers and merchant of rumors, is no stranger to scandal and isn't afraid to get into a scrap.

        But when a nobleman is killed, Airene is pushed to her limits in pursuit of the murderer—and the secret that will change her world forever...
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      I was not born a warden.

      For much of my childhood, I showed little sign of the arcane. I didn't even show promise of rising above my station. The daughter of an indebted carpet merchant and an ailing shipwright, I was fortunate merely to attend the public scholarium and learn my letters. That I received high marks was of little import.

      In Oedija, the Pearl of the Four Realms, social hierarchy was rigid. No man or woman became something that their parents were not.

      Yet my nature rebelled, as did my brothers'. I made nothing of our similarities for much of my life. Our mother had passed on her stubbornness to us; it was inevitable that we should try to throw off her hypocritical yoke.

      Now, I know this to be no coincidence. It was our fate. But I did not understand that then. The fire that filled me seemed all my own.

      The passion that has consumed me flourished one day while passing through the markets. My ears caught a fragment of conversation, a hint of gossip, but of a kind that held dark depths. At five, I didn't understand what it meant for one patrician to sleep with another out of wedlock, as the washerwoman I eavesdropped upon had confided to another. Yet when I told my father of this, his eyes widened, and he bade me to not repeat it where I could be overheard. Punishment could be doled out for slander, he said. And because I loved him, I complied.

      But in his reaction, I understood something I had not known before. Secrets held power, a power others feared. Young and powerless, I yearned to claim it.

      So began what would become my life's calling. By the time I was eight, I'd sought more dangerous tales than salacious scandals, opting instead for street-side scams and moneylender muggings. I would return home after long, dusty days and illustrate my hard-earned stories in colorful detail to my brothers for their amusement.

      By the time I was twelve, I'd sold my first secret.

      At fifteen, when adolescents settle on their occupation, I named myself a Finch after the Order of Verifiers, a long-disbanded branch of the government, to carry on their mission of exposing truth wherever deception obscured it. When I set to the work a year later, I found myself more often chasing profit than justice. But always, I told myself it was in the eventual pursuit of that noble goal.

      But my calling had its limits. When I sought to uncover the secret most important to me and failed, my belief in my purpose faltered. I had honed my skills and developed my network, and for what?

      What did any of this matter if I could not even find my eldest brother's murderer?

      I was eleven when they found his body in a canal. His face was nothing like I remembered, bloated with death and prolonged exposure to saltwater. Yet it was the scars, thin and violet, that spiderwebbed from his eyes that haunted my memories most. They tantalized with the secrets they held. Even as young as I was, I sensed if I could understand their origin, I would know how my brother died.

      A decade later, I received a hint more of the mystery. Yet in the end, answers eluded my grasp. The trail ran dry, the clues turned up cold. Not for all my prowess as a Finch could I track down the killer.

      Despair, however, is a tempering flame. It was from this failure that my calling truly began to find its purpose. That I became discontented with blackmailing scoundrels and exposing ignominy, and I searched for a higher purpose.

      I was not born a warden. I had no touch of magic. But when the three horns of the Laurel Palace sounded their mournful voices over Oedija, I set down the path to become one.

      A warden who would reshape the face of the Four Realms.

      A warden who, Eidola willing, would cage a god.
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        The Festival of Radiance, a celebration as old as Oedija itself, is a reminder of the Hunger War that drove our ancestors across the Lighted Sea, in the days when the daemon god Famine slew the Foremost of our gods and nearly swallowed the world…

        

        - The Traditions of the Eleven: Eidolan worship in the demotism of Oedija; by Oracle Iason of deme Iris; 1164 SLP (Succeeding the Lighted Passage)

      

      

      Perched on the edge of the rooftop, I searched for the smuggler.

      It was the wrong time for a hunt. Forum Demos was packed as tightly as fish in barrels after a day's ample catch, a full third of Oedija's population gathered for the Despot's address. Expecting to spy one man among thirty-thousand was a fool's wish.

      But though my back ached and my legs had gone numb from hanging off the eaves, I didn't let up.

      I had no other choice.

      "We should give in, Airene. We're never going to find him." Xaron stretched and yawned, then reached back for his cup of festival wine, nearly spilling it in the process. Though he dressed like a fop and possessed the athleticism of a gymnast, Xaron had the manners of a boar. His yellow coat and scarlet trousers sported many stains from the day's activities.

      "We need the coin," I reminded him drily.

      "But we won't find it today." Nomusa, our third accomplice, spoke up from my other side. "Zotikos will need to surrender the goods before we can pick up the coin from Maesos."

      "Thanks for having my back." I gave her a long-suffering grimace.

      She smiled back, a teasing curve to it. Her dark, olive skin and revealing robe accentuated her natural beauty. When we'd been younger, standing next to her had made me self-conscious of my own middling looks. But nine years of working and living together had cured that small jealousy. Her bared arms revealed the intricate, blue tatu that wound up to her elbows. They told the truths of her past, for those who could read them.

      Xaron leaned into me, his breath sour with wine. "How much longer until we can convince you to leave it off? Radiance ends today, and with it goes the free wine."

      I was hanging onto my resolve by a thread myself. But I forced myself to say, "Until we find him."

      Xaron lapsed into morose silence and took another drink. Nomusa held her tongue. Not to be made a liar, I renewed the search, if half-heartedly. The dying light strained my eyes, promising an aching head that night.

      The great amphitheater spread out below us. A quarter-mile of marbled tiers cascading down to a colonnaded dais, every tier was filled to overflowing, their occupants from all echelons of society. Patricians, citizens, honors, plebeians — this gathering was the closest that rich and poor came to being equals.

      Amid that mass of humanity, Xaron, Nomusa, and I needed to spy one particular man from a rooftop at the back of the forum. But though the man would be wearing the colored robes of the mercantile class, I'd searched the tiny figures below for far too long. My eyes felt too large for their sockets. My head buzzed with festival wine. My vision swam.

      It was as fruitless as a pyr hunt, and I knew it.

      I kicked the blood back into my legs and stared up at the sky. Finches, each with tiny scrolls tied to their thin legs, flitted above, flecks of fast-moving colors in the sunset light. Even now, just before the largest gathering of the year, the messenger birds of Oedija received no rest. A gentle breeze, the last of the warm summer winds, blew against my face. Shouts, laughs, and shrieks from the orphans underneath our feet filled the air. No doubt many of the urchins had taken their fair share of the festival wine. Freely dispensed by the People's Conclave during the five days of the Festival of Radiance in a flagrant facade of generosity, this was the children's last chance to indulge and escape the misery of their daily lives.

      A new voice broke through the other noises to rise over the tumult of the crowd, slowly quieting them. Squinting at the dais, I saw an oracle of the Eidolan faith, the religion of Oedija's ancestors, stood between the grand marble columns. The old man's voice was worn as pilled wool, yet loud enough to be heard all across the public square, thanks to the mystical aid of our present Hilarion.

      "Our story begins long before our demotism and the Conclave," the oracle spoke, voice echoing through the now-quiet amphitheater. "Before the Tyrant Wardens took Oedija for their own, and set those attuned to the Pyrthae to rule over those who were not. Long even before the first Wreath occupied the Laurel Palace. We go back to just before the Lighted Passage, when our ancestors sailed from their blighted homeland in the west to a faraway land in the east — this land, settling the stones on which we now stand."

      The oracle paused, then continued as if reluctant to do so. "The story begins with Famine. Some have called Famine a serpent, a great serpent. But he was no more a snake than a phoenix is a finch. Some have called him a dragon, yet this can still not do him justice. For when Famine opened his mouth wide, he could swallow the whole of Telae."

      Famine. Despite the joviality of the festival below, the specter of the daemon god loomed large over the city these days. A drought promised forthcoming food shortages. Prices were already rising, and would only climb higher as stores ran low. With hunger would come strife. Robbery. Rioting. Perhaps even revolt, if things were as bad as the reports promised.

      As much as I wished to give up my search, I couldn't. Without claiming the much-needed coin from the job, Nomusa, Xaron, and I might soon find ourselves among the starving.

      Xaron stirred and pointed. "There! By the Pillar. Is that him?"

      I followed his direction, peering at the immense column of gray stone that rose high into the sky above. One of the remnants of an older civilization, the Pillars and the others like it scattered across Oedija made for convenient landmarks. I picked out a man standing near its base in bright red robes, a stark contrast from the browns surrounding him. Next to him stood a man half a head taller than everyone else.

      A thin smile found my lips. Zotikos, the man we'd been searching for, and his bodyguard were those two men; I was sure of it.

      Nomusa leaned forward. "Can you see who he's meeting with?"

      I reached into my satchel and pulled out my peering glass. Looking through it, I brought the man in red robes into focus. He was turned away from me, but his close-cropped, curly hair was the same as Zotikos's.

      I lowered the glass and shook my head. "Too far to tell, and too many surround them. We'll have to move closer."

      "Meeting by the Pillar." Xaron tutted. "You'd think criminals would know to be a little less obvious."

      I shrugged. "I won't object to a straightforward venture for once."

      "Don't speak too soon," Nomusa chided. "This job isn't over."

      We made our slow way off the roof to the street below and endured the gibes of the orphans surrounding us. As our feet found the cobblestones, I muttered to Nomusa, "Is it just me, or are we getting too old for this?"

      She drew me in with an arm around the waist. "You just need to practice Ixolo with me. Then you'll be as nimble as any street orphan."

      "Or as naturally graceful as I." Xaron leaped the last several feet to the ground and stumbled as he landed.

      I rolled my eyes. "Graceful as a three-legged mule. Hurry up."

      As we pushed through the crowd, the stench of unwashed bodies filled my nose. From the dais, the oracle finished his story.

      "Tyurn Sky-Sea knew we could not face Famine unarmed. So, giving all of his strength, he granted us his gift. Attuning the First Wardens to the Pyrthae, humanity gained the gift of magic. Wardens drew on the power of that spiritual realm and fought alongside the gods. Wielding the energetic elements like soldiers use swords and spears, they worked together to drive Famine and his horde from the world and, once again, bound him."

      As he concluded, there was a spattering of applause, then silence — the quiet of anticipation. Soon, Despot Myron Wreath, purported ruler of Oedija, would take the stage for his annual Radiance address. All around me, folk murmured their hopes for him. They dreamed of a year of plenty and quiet streets.

      But Myron could do little for them. Even if he still possessed the influence of his forebears, nothing could prevent the hunger soon to come. No amount of trade with the other nations of the Four Realms could change the fact that our granaries were near empty and our fields fallow. Each nation had to watch out for themselves now.

      It wasn't long before I glimpsed our quarry again through the crowd. Zotikos turned around for a moment, a scowl on his face. His guard, a tall, broad man who wore a yet deeper frown, stood nearby scanning the crowd. The smuggler turned back, gesturing at someone before him.

      Xaron whistled. "That's a big man he brought."

      "Not a problem for you, though." I cast him a sidelong glance.

      He grinned. "Not if you let me off my leash."

      "You're lucky we don't muzzle you, too." Nomusa grabbed his arm. "Come on. Let's get this over with."
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        By all measures, Myron Wreath has proven to be a moderate and even-tempered man. Aware of his powers' bounds, he has rarely, if ever, strayed into perilous waters. In his twenty-two year reign, he has done much to preserve the traditions and state of the nation, and despite his efforts having a negligent effect on decreasing belief in the Eidola, he has done well in improving the commercial state of Oedija…

        I find that few, if any, are opposed to his reign for many years to come.

        

        - A Modern Account of the Wreaths; by Acadian Helene, Master Historian; 1170 SLP

      

      

      We pressed forward, the crowd thinning as we neared. The bodyguard's forbidding glare was enough to make people think twice about coming close. Leaning around those in front of me, I caught a glimpse of Zotikos's contact. My mouth went dry.

      The man was an honor, his caste clear from his shaved head and tin spiral earrings. But despite being of the servile class, he wore robes at least as rich as the merchant's. His dark green eyes met Zotikos's with the poise of a patrician, a jovial gleam in them. But though unusual, none of this was surprising. It wasn't our first run-in with Low Consul Feiyan's righthand man.

      "Kako," Xaron breathed. "What's he doing here?"

      I fought back a scowl. "What else? Dealing with smugglers is business as usual for Feiyan."

      Nomusa shook her head. "We should have suspected she was behind this."

      "She could just be an opportunistic buyer," I said sarcastically.

      Nomusa raised an eyebrow. "Very likely, when he comes first thing to meet her righthand man after a long trip from the Bali highlands."

      Xaron waved a hand. "Never mind that. Are we doing this or not?"

      All three of us were nervous, that was plain. I couldn't help a wry grin. Nearly a decade in, and I still got butterflies before confrontations.

      I glanced at the far-off dais. "Despot Myron's taking the stage. If he gives his usual performance, it should be a good distraction."

      Confirming my words, the crowd roared as Despot Myron Wreath mounted the platform and waved regally to his people. At fifty years, he retained a broad frame, handsome features, and sharp eyes. He was a man you'd trust equally to lead an army and rein in a chamber full of bureaucrats — though, in truth, he did neither.

      The Despot of Oedija boomed over the tumult. "My people! Thank you for this marvelous welcome!"

      As a deafening wave of cheers swept over us, Xaron grinned at Nomusa and me and shouted, "Despot Myron, claiming the stage as usual!"

      The cheers quieted, and the Ruling Wreath continued in his strong, rich voice. "We gather here to celebrate, as we do every year, the blessings that the Pyrthae grants us. The rains that fall from the heavens; the sun that warms and energizes; and, of course, our ancestors who take the form of pyr and move through and among us. Each one of us is touched by the radiance of the realm above." He gestured with a wide wave above him. "Let us never forget that."

      A solemn murmur rippled through the crowd.

      "Long, long ago," Myron continued, "our forebears encountered a catastrophe in the western lands. The Hunger War. The calamity was so profound that they deemed their lands too desolate to continue sowing. Thus, they abandoned them forever. A hard decision, indeed, and one that could have had terrible consequences. But they held to faith. With the Eidola lighting the way, they traveled the endless seas, braving starvation and storms for eleven full spans. Children grew languid and weak. Men and women faltered at the oars. But finally, they landed here, on Oedija's shores, and founded this great city. The Lighted Passage, as we now call it, was a great hardship to bear. But without our ancestors's courage, the prosperous Pearl of the Four Realms would never have existed."

      There were some assents of approval, but joining them now was a susurrus of discontent. I didn't have to look far to know why. Though people were clad in their festival best, many of them were unwashed and underfed. Myron had overplayed his hand. Most did not feel the prosperity he claimed.

      But the Despot seemed to understand their shifting mood. "I know we face trials now, many trials indeed. The gods and spirits of the land and sky have plagued us with pestilence and droughts, robbing us of our plentiful harvests. And Valem stirs, discontented, in the south, so that Avvad's fields are covered in ash, the rivers are muddied and polluted. The trade caravans that might alleviate Oedija's hunger encounter obstacles and delays. Yes, I know we have many trials to overcome."

      As Myron paused, those who had protested were hushed with anticipation, waiting for his next words. With hope, I realized. They truly believed the Despot could say something that would change their situation. Desperate, they needed something to believe in and found none better than our nation's puppet ruler.

      Myron's next words, however, were hard. "But turning to false religions is not the answer. Believing in false claims — in delusions — because you wish them to be true will do our future no favors."

      The crowd was quickly becoming agitated now. Jeers and calls were hurled down at the dais. Laurel guards, with green leaves painted on their armor and carved into their helms, began to wade in at the edges of the crowd, spears and shields held at the ready. The less wise among the masses resisted, and spats broke out as guards dragged away the most vehement of the decriers.

      I shared a look with Nomusa and Xaron. In my memory, unrest was unprecedented at Myron's addresses.

      "But we need not dwell on our trials!" Myron boomed over the protests. "Today, we celebrate both the victories of the past and the present. And that is not all! For today, one of our own returns, who will one day wear the Evergreen Wreath in my stead. A day long from now, gods willing."

      The crowd, who would have normally agreed, barely responded. Still, the Despot smiled benevolently up at us like we'd cried out his name.

      "But I will let her speak for herself. My daughter, Asileia Wreath, future Despoina of Oedija!"

      He swept his arm behind him, and his daughter came striding out from the eaves to join him. Asileia was a thin woman, taking after her mother, the daughter of a Qao Fu matriarch. She walked with such a sense of command that you could almost believe her an Oedijan ruler of old. As she strode forth, fine jewelry danced upon her and glittered brilliantly in the festival lights. She'd never had her father's sense of modesty when it came to demonstrating the inherited wealth of the royal family. But even more striking were the golden tatu that shone on her skin. At this distance, I couldn't tell if they were more extensive than when we'd last seen her. They gave her an otherworldly cast, making her seem like a pyr come into the flesh.

      "That ought to be distraction enough," I noted to Xaron and Nomusa. "I'm going in. Wait for the signal."

      Nomusa glanced at me. She knew that I spoke the reminder more for my sake than theirs. "We'll do our part. 'Thae's blessing, Aire."

      I nodded and turned back to our quarries, who stared at the shimmering Asileia Wreath. Not giving myself another moment for doubt, I approached the trio.

      The bodyguard spotted me immediately. I pretended to be peering toward the dais until I was within a dozen strides, then looked around with a smile. A smile wouldn't stop his fist from pounding me into the stones at the smuggler's command. But it might allow me a word or two first — all I needed.

      Kako had followed the bodyguard's gaze. His face lit up as he gestured toward me. "Airene the Finch!" he shouted over Asileia's speech. "Excuse me, Zotikos, but here is an old friend come to visit. If I know her at all, I believe she'll have words for you as well."

      "Kako," I greeted the honor stiffly as he approached. "How's your mistress?"

      "Very well, thank you. Power suits her nicely." He gave me a coy smile.

      I pointedly looked away.

      Zotikos studied me with an open scowl. "An old friend, you say. What words do you have for me, girl?"

      Little rankled me more than a man's casual scorn. My reply was cool and calm. "Many you won't wish to hear, Zotikos of Hull. And many you would not wish your wife to hear, either."

      His lips curled in distaste. "A dirty pleb should speak no words to my wife. Leave us, wench. We have business to discuss."

      His bodyguard turned toward me. My heart, already racing, began to gallop. But I continued to ignore the big man.

      "As do we. If I were you, I'd send Feiyan's man away. You don't want an audience for what I'm about to say."

      Kako watched with open amusement. "Never fear, my dear. I freely leave you to your fear-mongering. But remember the last time you meddled in Feiyan's business. I would think carefully before you interfere again."

      With a subtle bow, the honor turned away and disappeared back into the crowd.

      Relieved as I was to see Kako's back, the full attention of Zotikos and his henchman was no easier to bear. The merchant had reddened in the face as he turned back to me. But before he could speak, a collective gasp turned our heads.

      "Yes!" Asileia was shouting. "The elder Eleven, the Eidola of old, have spoken to me. And as no other mortal has experienced, I have become⁠—"

      Her voice cut off as Despot Myron ripped Hilarion's hand away from her neck and slapped it to his own. "Thank you, Daughter," he said. As his low, powerful voice rolled over us, I could feel his rippling anger. "We are all happy to see you home."

      Asileia stood for a moment, quivering with rage, then stalked off the dais.

      Zotikos and his bodyguard turned back to me. "An ominous night for interruptions," he said coldly. "You spoil my business and threaten my wife. Who are you, Airene the Finch, and what do you wish to say?"

      I didn't flinch. A Finch for nine years, I'd encountered more men like Zotikos than I cared to recount. And at the core of every one of them were the dark secrets they kept hidden from the world. Lies they whispered to themselves to obscure the truths that defined them.

      But I knew how to unravel them.

      "You've been keeping a secret, Zotikos. One that would break your family if it were revealed. Your wife might not care for honors, but I doubt she would excuse you… mishandling her handmaid during her evenings away." Despite the revulsion hollowing me, I pasted a knowing smile on my lips. "But it's up to you whether she hears of it or not."

      The merchant's expression spasmed. His eyes darted from me to his impassive guard, then to the crowd around us.

      "Liar!" he hissed, but the words caught in his throat. "It's all lies! You know nothing!"

      "No doubt you wish to believe that. I, however, would not risk your reputation over a misplaced shipment from the Bali highlands."

      Zotikos's eyes widened, then he gave a wild laugh. "Aha! So that's what this is about! You want a cut, do you? You think to threaten me so I'll just hand over the profits to you, you greedy strumpet? I know people, important people. I'll have you strung up for your slanderous words!"

      I glanced at the bodyguard, who stared daggers into me, then pulled my gaze back to the smuggler. This was the critical moment. I had to hold firm. Swallowing hard, I prepared to lose a few teeth.

      "That will not keep your family from falling apart, Zotikos. That will not keep business partners from looking at you twice and deals falling through. But all that can be prevented. Your secret will be safe with me. All you must do is return what you stole to those with whom you broke contract."

      The river merchant stared at me balefully, his mouth pressed into a hard line. He was considering my offer. Soon, he would relent. He just needed one last twist of the knife.

      "Think carefully, Zotikos. Everything you possess is on the line. Your dignity, your relationships, your fortunes — everything. And it can all be safe if you do the right thing."

      I reached into my robes and seized the object concealed there. The bodyguard, no doubt suspecting a weapon, snaked his hand forward to grab my slender arm in a bruising grip. Pain raced through me, but I didn't struggle. I just had to wait a moment longer.

      Xaron and Nomusa stepped into view behind the smuggler and his brute.

      "I'd listen to her," Xaron said with a nonchalant air. "She won't let it rest until she's had her way."

      "And you won't rest either," Nomusa said coldly. "This is the best way out for you, trust us."

      Zotikos whirled. His bodyguard didn't release me as he eyed the newcomers warily.

      "And who are you two?" the smuggler demanded.

      I gestured toward them. "Zotikos, meet my fellow Finches. The other people who hold your fate in their hands."

      "Finches?" His eyes narrowed. "Airene the Finch… Now I know why you sounded familiar. Filthy spies and thieves, the lot of you!"

      "Can't dispute you there," Xaron said easily. "But it's hard to feel bad about it when we blackmail scum like you."

      I could see we had him. If I had been alone, he might have forced down the fear of someone knowing his secret, assuring himself that his bodyguard could take care of it. But he couldn't stop three people from talking.

      "Fine!" the river merchant snapped. "Fine. I'll give my investors their due. So long as you never speak of this to anyone." He eyed me shrewdly. "Which one of them put you up to this?"

      I smiled thinly. "Best make sure you don't leave out anyone, just in case."

      Zotikos bared his teeth in nearly a snarl, then gestured sharply to his bodyguard. The brute gave me one last bald glare, then released me and followed after his master.

      Xaron grinned openly as he and Nomusa joined me. "That went well. As soon as you called us in with the lodestone, that is."

      I rubbed at my prickling arm as my fingers brushed the concealed lodestone. Bonded through magnesis, one of the energetic elements, to a stone Xaron carried, each would move when the other was touched. It had been useful for faraway communication on many occasions, and served as a signal on this one.

      "In the end," I conceded. "We'll have to follow up tomorrow evening to make sure he remembers what's at stake."

      "I'd expect nothing less of the pig than to try and weasel his way out now." Nomusa stared at the retreating backs of the smuggler and his man, then turned her head aside with a small shake of disgust. "Come. There's a little of the festival left. We should give off this thankless work for a bit, find an untapped barrel, and celebrate."

      I sighed, trying not to think of Zotikos's wife, and whether we did a greater injustice by keeping quiet or telling her. But it didn't matter. I wouldn't inform her of what scum her husband was unless Zotikos failed to deliver. A Finch was only as good as her word.

      I followed after my companions to claim one last piece of Radiance.
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        Oedija — o, Oedija — my home of contradictions

        The Pearl of Civilization, yet fearful even of its jester

        The advocates of freedom propped up on the backs of slaves

        A people who rule themselves by choosing others to rule them

        A religion that died when the gods

        Abandoned us to the Tyrant Wardens…

      

        

      
        - High Poetry of Lowly Things; by Hilarion the Second; 1085 SLP

      

      

      

      Several turns of the sandglass later, Nomusa, Xaron, and I stumbled back up the stairs of the derelict tower we called home. With wine-logged heads and sour stomachs, the climb to the top seemed never-ending.

      As much for distraction as out of curiosity, I asked Nomusa, "Asileia truly said she was — what was it, 'the Hand of Clepsammia'?"

      "So she claims. And supposedly, she has oracles following her around declaring the same thing."

      "Two circles left," Xaron panted. "We're almost to Canopy."

      "It's not that far," I chided him. "What happened to her governing the Peninsula?"

      Nomusa shrugged. "How should I know? Myron made it seem like a good thing she'd returned. But he'd have to spin it that way."

      "She was probably booted for burning her subjects alive," Xaron interjected.

      I cast him a disdainful look. "Don't believe every rumor you hear. It's a long way from the Oedijan prefectures. Events are often inflated."

      "But do you really doubt it? The woman mutilated herself. She cut off her ear markings and disavowed her mother's heritage. And now she's back when she's not supposed to be."

      I shrugged. Being Qao Fu himself, Xaron was particularly offended that Asileia had severed the additional ear lobes of their people. It was typically a point of pride for the Qao Fu, and many — including Xaron — wore earrings through their ear markings. We didn't know why Asileia had removed hers, but it didn't much incline Xaron to like her.

      We finally reached the top of the tower, the eleventh circle. The previous ten floors were filled with poor families or young men and women with nowhere else to go. At least in the loft atop it, we had the circle to ourselves. It was the best our bribes could afford. As Finches — hunters of secrets, misdeeds, or other knowledge that might turn a profit — we didn't have the most reliable income and couldn't risk trying for something more expensive.

      Living on top of the tower was both a blessing and a curse. At the moment, with unsteady legs and a head already pounding from sour festival wine, I wondered what had possessed us to move here.

      Yet as we pushed inside the door, Canopy was a welcome sight. Opposite the door, a great bay window, only a little cracked and grimy despite our negligence, afforded a stunning view of Oedija's cityscape. Along the right side, four small enclosures we'd fashioned into bedrooms, their ceilings open to the rest of the loft, huddled against each other. To the left lay the kitchen, cluttered with unwashed pots, and the pantry. I breathed in the faint stench of mildew and bird droppings, which wafted in from the finch cage on our balcony. The scents may not have been fair, but to me, they were the smell of home.

      Saying their goodnights, Xaron and Nomusa closed themselves into their bedrooms. I wasn't ready for sleep yet. Despite my better judgment, I drew yet another cup of wine from the barrel that our last loftmate, Corin — who worked as a cartwoman rather than a Finch — had claimed for us, then moved to the bay window.

      The festival lights glittered in the inner and outer demes of the city, as both inside and outside the wall the celebration continued. Bonfires, pyr lamps, and torches illuminated the city from below, while the green light of the radiant winds and the three moons, full as they were every Radiance, shone above. The gray Pillars rose ominously from the demes, the magic-forged columns shadowed specters in the darkness. Beyond the city wall, a gargantuan bonfire burned, so large I wondered for a moment if it were a city fire spreading.

      But as I swirled my glass, my thoughts drifted. The sense of disquiet that had filled me of late, a cloud that followed wherever I went, rose in me once more. Amid the hunt earlier, it had dampened so I could almost forget about it. But it had always been there, simmering beneath the surface.

      I feared to think what it meant.

      Standing atop our derelict tower, staring over the glimmering city, I wondered what had come of my nine years of striving. Perhaps it had never been about the truth. Perhaps it was the power of it, of hunting down a story and claiming its essence for your own.

      But the hunt could only thrill for so long. And it was hard to believe any of it mattered when, despite all the skills I had gathered, I still couldn't find my brother's murderer.

      A sudden sound yanked me from my thoughts. It took me a moment to recognize it. Not since I was a child had I heard it, for it only sounded in the direst circumstances. It blared over the rooftops and poured into the reveling forums and silent alleys. It vibrated in my chest and shook all other thoughts away.

      The shell horns of the Laurel Palace called over Oedija, solemn and forlorn.

      Three warnings came by the horns. The first, for fire. The second, for war. And the third, for a death.

      Fire was likely. With wood buildings common along the peripheries of the city, the bonfires of Radiance posed a grave danger if mismanaged. The fire that burned in deme Thys beyond the wall seemed a likely candidate.

      War, beyond rare skirmishes, had not been known in recent history, not since the Concordance of the Four Realms. The Bali ishakas to the east quarreled among themselves. The Qao Fu jaitin to the northeast remained isolated, their power waning. The Avvadin Imperium to the south seemed content with conquering their southern neighbors along the Rift.

      The horns sounded twice, then a third time. I had heard this call only once before. I'd been young then, and in my fear, I clutched to my father's robes and asked him if we were safe. He'd taken me into his arms and rocked me back and forth. Three horns are nothing to fear, Little Songbird, he'd murmured. Three horns are nothing to fear.

      As the echo of the horns died away, the late festival-goers below pantomimed their distress. Some cried into their hands. Others clutched their heads and fell to their knees, heedless of the mud that caked the street. Some just stood staring up, as if asking the gods how this could happen.

      I closed my eyes. The fading vibrations seemed to shake me awake after a troubling dream, filling in the gaps that had formed in me over the past two and a half years. The desire for knowledge ignited in me once more.

      Three calls of the horns announced that Despot Myron Wreath, beloved monarch of Oedija, was dead.

      Three horns made me remember what it was to be a Finch.
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        The Bali ishakas, a people of plateaus

        Who succeed in only tearing each other down

        Living in a land of plenty, yet never wealthy

        They sit under thorny trees, hoping for wisdom

        Like children, their Shakas squabble among themselves,

        Never seeing the tiger prowling at their backs

      

        

      
        - High Poetry of Lowly Things; by Hilarion the Second; 1085 SLP

      

      

      

      In the turns after the shell horns blew, I flitted through the streets, dredging up every contact I knew. Some of the lights from the festival still glowed, but many had been extinguished. People had fled to their homes, waiting to see what would come in the wake of the Despot's death.

      I could not have slept if I'd tried. I didn't know what was behind Myron's death or what it meant. But I knew enough. This represented change, more change than Oedija had seen in a century. And with change came opportunities for those who seized them.

      Most of my contacts were missing, but a few were still around. I squeezed them for information, shelling out copper cullets and nickel magnes for whispers. I clung to every word. Yet for all my efforts, I learned nothing more substantial than the shimmering radiant winds. All agreed that Despot Myron had died within the Laurel Palace — but as to the cause, none could speak. Some claimed it to be a natural death. Others claimed assassination by Avvad, the neighboring empire to the south ever the object of suspicion. Still others believed Myron Wreath's own daughter to be responsible, since his untimely demise corresponded so closely with her return. But when I pushed for evidence or firsthand testimonials, my contacts became predictably coy.

      Rumors of rumors — that was the best I could claim.

      Gray dawn edged into the sky by the time I let off my search. Though I needed rest, I mostly stopped in order to reconvene with Xaron and Nomusa, who I assumed had left to dredge up whispers of their own. I'd bolted from Canopy without waiting for them, fire already coursing through my veins. I hoped that between the three of us, we could find a clear path forward.

      Weary as my body was, my mind still turned. Inside me burned a thrill that I had not felt in a long time. It reminded me why I'd first become a Finch.

      I slowly ascended the eleven circles of our derelict tower to Canopy. Reaching the door, I turned the handle. It was unlocked. Hesitating, I cracked it open and peered inside. A single pyr lamp lit the shadowed room. It was just enough to detect the silhouette sitting in a chair, a goblet held in its hand. Only when I saw the gleam of the figure's golden hair did I let out my breath.

      Entering, I latched the door behind me and crossed the room. "Linos. What are you doing here? And don't tell me you've tapped our festival wine."

      The boy glanced up from the chair with a grin, then took another drink from his goblet. “Blame Nomusa — she let me in and told me to make myself comfortable. And you know this isn't my first taste, Sasa. You're not Pata. You know what I am."

      "A scoundrel? I've known that since you were born." I held out my hand. "Give it here. You'll do whatever you please on the streets, but here, you don't drink."

      My younger brother slowly gave over the goblet, his sneering smile telling me what he thought of my rules. As I took it, I glimpsed his hand in the pyr light. His knuckles were red and scraped. I quickly turned away and set down the goblet. My hand had begun shaking so that I thought it would spill.

      When I had control of myself again, I turned back. Studying his face closer, I saw purple bruises beginning to form along his jaw.

      "You've been fighting again," I said as calmly as I could.

      His smile slipped away. "Someone was ruining our festival fun. I took care of it."

      "And what about when someone takes care of you?"

      Linos snorted and turned toward the bay window. "That won't happen."

      I looked him up and down. His clothes were dirty and torn. It might have been excusable when he was eight-years-old, but at fifteen, he should have been past this mischief. As a man, it carried far direr consequences.

      "Why did you come here, Linos?" I asked softly. “You should go home, clean up, put on a change of clothes. You reek, you know that?"

      "And let Mother harp on me? I'd rather not. Besides, can't I visit my sister?"

      "I don't like seeing you like this. You know that."

      "Why? Because you think you can protect me?" His eyes were bright with drink, I saw now. "You should know better. I don't need anyone's protection."

      I didn't try arguing. Quarreling with Linos had never worked before. "At least eat something. Knowing you, you've had nothing but wine all day."

      "You're getting as sour as Mother. I didn't come here for a free meal, Sasa. I came on business. Or don't you want to know about the smuggler's markets?"

      "I'm done with smugglers for the moment. Something else has my attention."

      Linos raised an eyebrow. "And what's that?"

      I hesitated. Despite his delinquency, I trusted my brother. He was the only member of my family whom I saw regularly. We even worked together on occasion, though I cringed at how he learned his information. But he was neither wise nor reliable. If there was someone behind the Despot's disappearance and they caught wind of my hunt, it could put the entire venture at risk.

      I found myself speaking anyway. "I'm trying to figure out what happened to Myron Wreath last night."

      He stared at me for a moment before a slow grin spread across his face. "You can't be serious."

      I gave him a flat stare. "As serious as ever."

      His smile faltered. "Sasa, that's crazy. Even for you."

      "How? I'm a Finch. Parsing fact from rumor is what I do best."

      "But not something like this. This is way beyond you."

      I felt my temper rising. "You think I should abandon it."

      "Of course!"

      Something in his voice cooled my anger. There was real concern there, as well as something else. I searched my younger brother's face. What could cause him to worry? I didn't know he was capable of it.

      As quickly as it had come, it was gone. Linos rose with a smile, though he didn't meet my eyes. "If you want to waste your time, far be it from me to stop you. Just let me know if you want to hear about the Valemish arks — I hear the contraband inside them is fascinating."

      "Don't get in any more fights," I said to his back.

      He flashed me one last smile over his shoulder, then slipped through the door.

      Locking it behind him, I walked to the bay window and stared out over the pale cityscape. Did Linos know something that I didn't? I wondered if I should have pressed him for it. But pressure rarely worked with Linos; that he preferred living on the streets like a vagabond to living under Mother's rules was evidence of that. If he wanted me to know something, he'd tell me in his own time. More likely, it was his boyish arrogance at play.

      I turned away from the window and entered my bedchamber, hoping for sleep that I doubted would come.
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        The Qao Fu jaitin, ever on the edge of ruin,

        Skulking in caves like beasts hiding from hunters

        Eating algae in place of bread and honey,

        Too timid even to hunt down meat,

        Too wise to enter the world at large…

      

        

      
        - High Poetry of Lowly Things; by Hilarion the Second; 1085 SLP

      

      

      

      I dreamed. Colors shifted within a fog, light refracting as if through glass. From that fog came a face, reptilian and malevolent. I looked up, and instead of the sky above me, the ground reflected back to me as if I stared at a mirror.

      When I awoke, sunlight streamed in through the open ceiling. Groggy, I remembered the night's dream for a moment before all that had happened the night before returned to me.

      Despot Myron was dead.

      I sat bolt upright, heart pounding. From the noises outside my room, Nomusa and Xaron were up and about. Despite the late hour of the morning, evident from the bright sunlight on the ceiling, they were still here. Perhaps they'd been waiting to confer with me before they made a day of it.

      Rising, I entered the main living space. Xaron had his feet kicked up on the back of our well-loved divan, idly playing with wisps of radiance between his fingers, weaving them in and out of each other and cursing as he broke the pattern. When we were alone, he didn't hide his greatest and most dangerous gift: that he was a warden, one of those touched by gods and given access to the energies of the Pyrthae. He was a fool ever to use it in my opinion. If discovered, he'd be hunted down and either killed or put into the Acadium, where he might as well be dead for all the freedom he'd be afforded.

      Xaron looked up and flashed me a grin as I emerged, then narrowed his eyes again at the wisps of light twisting above his fingertips.

      Nomusa was also before the window, moving smoothly from one form to the next in her people's martial art, Ixolo. Dressed in tight underwraps and glistening with sweat, she didn't even glance over at me.

      An unpleasant realization slowly dawned on me.

      When I hadn't shifted or spoken for a full minute, Xaron glanced at me again. "Something wrong?"

      "What are you two doing here?" I tried to keep the edge of annoyance from my voice.

      Nomusa and Xaron exchanged a look.

      "Didn't I tell you?" he said to her smugly, then returned to his light weaving.

      Nomusa just shook her head and continued her movements. She whipped herself into the air with a spin, then landed with splayed limbs like a prowling cat.

      I finally found the words I'd been searching for. "You heard the horns. You know what's going on. But you're not out trying to find out anything. You're up here. Practicing."

      "And you were sleeping," Nomusa observed, barely out of breath despite her exertions.

      The magic disappeared from Xaron's fingertips. "Look, Aire. The Despot's death is a shock and all that. But it isn't something we can do anything about."

      "No?"

      "No," Nomusa affirmed. "It's ridiculous even to consider investigating."

      I looked from one to the other. The initial unpleasant surprise had faded, leaving me perplexed. "This is what we became Finches for. We'll never get another chance like this. How can you not want to know what's going on?"

      "Many reasons." Xaron ticked them off on his hand. "One, it's dangerous. Two, it's pointless. Three, we're hungover."

      "You're hungover," Nomusa corrected.

      "There's just no profit to it," he continued, rising from the divan with a groan. "Besides, I have somewhere to be later, and I want to be fresh as a summer daisy."

      "Again?" I said, exasperated. "And I assume you still won't tell us where you've been going this past season?"

      "Perhaps a lady's house?" Nomusa asked, a smile quirking her lips.

      "Perhaps," Xaron hedged as he strolled up to me and looked imploringly into my eyes. "Leave off this Myron business, Aire. No good can come of poking your nose into it. Besides, we have the Zotikos job to finish up."

      "I'll leave off this job like you'll leave off channeling."

      He chuckled. "Point taken."

      I looked at him, then Nomusa. "I can't do this without you both. So, foolish as it is, I have to ask you to help."

      Xaron hesitated, then dropped his gaze.

      I sighed. I'd expected nothing less, but hoped for more. “I'll be back sometime later."

      With that, I strode to the door, strapped on my sandals, and left.

      I went slowly down the eleven circles of our tower, hoping one or both of my companions would come hurrying after me. But as I emerged from the tower onto the street, no one followed. I shook my head and started walking. Despite their lack of support, my resolve had not wavered. I would see what events had unfolded throughout the night. No matter their apathy.

      I visited each of my contacts again as quickly as I could. Little had come in while I slept, but a few points of interest rose to the top.

      Kyros Brighteyed, the Archmaster of the Acadium, and Tribune Vusumuzi, one of the highest officials of justice, had visited the Laurel Palace soon after the shell horns had blown. Theoretically, they hadn't yet left. It was particularly interesting because both were heavily involved with wardens and penning them in. It was also said that by way of the glowing gaze for which the Archmaster received his epithet, Kyros could see where channeling had recently occurred.

      It could mean a warden had assassinated the Despot. Or one of the Imperium's bound pyrs, known as Silks, could be responsible. Or it could have nothing to do with channeling, and Vusumuzi and Kyros were just there to eliminate the chance that it did. Still, the implications were intriguing.

      Feiyan, the Low Consul with whom I'd had misdealings in the past, had also visited the palace, but to confer with Asileia Wreath. Uneasily, I wondered what the Low Consul and the soon-to-be Despoina had to discuss. With those two women involved, it was best to assume the worst.

      By two turns past noon, I'd gathered all the whispers I could, but still had no path forward. Still, I was committed to this hunt now. Now, I had to make sure Xaron and Nomusa were as well.

      That meant tying up loose ends.

      I found my way through Port to Maesos's shop. People had begun to return to the streets after a night spent in fear, and I walked past men and women peddling skewers of unknown meats from carts and stands, and traders spreading small trinkets from faraway places on rugs. Bali wood carvings from their trees rumored to grow as big around as Pillars and nearly as tall. Qao Fu silver workings with agate from their desert caves. Intricate bead workings and finely woven rugs from Avvad. All the Four Realms were present in Oedija. A Wreath might be dead, but life went on.

      Arriving at the glassblower's door, I knocked and waited impatiently. Moments later, Maesos cautiously cracked open the door. Seeing me, a smile spread across his face, and he fully opened the door. "Airene! Glad to have one pleasant thing happen today. Don't be shy — come in!"

      "I can only stay a moment," I warned him as I stepped inside the dark shop. The only light came from the glass pieces displayed on platforms across the room. It was Maesos's signature: incorporating pyrkin into his glassware in shifting designs that mesmerized his clientele. The old artisan had never had more success, though he did need to call in a Finch every once in a while to take care of problems that cropped up. Like a certain smuggler I'd stalked the day before.

      "You heard the horns, of course," Maesos said as he wiped ashy hands on his dirty apron. As usual, his clothes were a mess and his hair singed. "Terrible thing. Myron Wreath always seemed a decent sort."

      "Yes. I thought the same thing. Which is why his death is all the more surprising. Did you hear the Council declared it a natural death?"

      "A natural death?" Maesos bellowed a laugh. "That old bull? I doubt it! What did they say he died of?"

      "Foul humors of the heart. He's supposed to have dropped dead in the palace's banquet hall."

      "A man of his size wouldn't let anyone stand in the way of his meal. I should know." He slapped his belly with a grin.

      "That's actually what I wanted to talk about, more or less."

      "Myron's gut?"

      I gave him an indulgent smile. "About his unnatural death. This might be the job of a lifetime for me. If I prove it was an assassination and discover who was behind Myron's death…" I shook my head, unable to voice my hopes.

      Maesos gave me a fond smile. "Oh, Airene. You haven't changed since you were a girl pretending to apprentice at my shop while you snuck around and took care of my competitors. That same fire still fills you after, what, ten years already?"

      I grimaced at the memory. When, at my Calling, I had declared myself a Finch, I'd learned just how profitless naming yourself a Verifier of Truth was. Though I continued to believe myself a Finch incarnate, I had bowed to reality and become the clerk to a certain eccentric glassblower. Maesos, a recent widower then, had needed someone to attend to his accounts and the storefront while he devoted more time to his craft. Either he was desperate enough to take on a willful, inexperienced girl, or he saw something in me others did not, for he took me under his wing.

      Though I'd lamented the necessity of helping the odd man and loathed the menial task of counting beads on an abacus, there was one place I truly excelled: undercutting Maesos's competitors. The glass smith finally became curious when his profits had doubled in the second season of my employment. When put to the question, I succumbed to his gentle urging and revealed the truth: that my evenings had been spent on excursions to the other glass shops in the surrounding demes, investigating their offerings for flaws, understanding their competitive advantages — and, where possible, digging up the dirty secrets of their practices.

      Thus Maesos had become the first of my many clients.

      "Ten years," I affirmed. "Ten long years."

      The glass smith smiled. "If anyone deserves a break, it's you. Follow this dream, then. But you don't need me to tell you that."

      "No. But you can still help me. Did that rat Zotikos come by here today?"

      Maesos frowned. "No. Should he have?"

      I sighed. "Let's just say he was warned. I should follow through and ensure he delivers it, but…"

      His eyes lit up with understanding. "Leave it for later, Airene. It's not immediate. I was eager to get my hands on those new strains of pyrkin because I had one to show you — a strain said to dampen a warden's channeling."

      I raised an eyebrow. "And you believed whoever told you that?"

      He smiled sheepishly and shrugged. "Ridiculous, I know. But after that warden Iela tried to kill you three years past…" He shook his head. "It was my fault you got mixed up in all that. I owe you something."

      I tried not to remember the face of the woman he'd named. I'd seen it often enough in my dreams.

      “You don't owe me anything," I said firmly. "But if you're alright waiting…"

      "Yes, yes." He waved me toward the door. "Best get on with it. I know how you are when you catch wind of a mystery."

      It was my turn to smile sheepishly. He knew me all too well.
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      Two turns later, I found myself in a dirty back alley tavern.

      The Ignorant Intellectual was far from my usual choice of drinking holes. Not only was it on the opposite side of the city in deme Bazaar, but its clientele were a rough sort. The place stank of cheap spirits and unclean patrons who hadn't made it to the chamberpots before heaving their guts. A goblet of wine rested before me, but I didn't dare drink from it, not trusting the dirty rag with which the bartender had wiped it. I suspected he'd sold me leftover festival wine. But then again, when I ordered "a chalice of unrequited intoxication," I wasn't looking for drink.

      "You'll wear out your pretty teeth, grinding them like that."

      I startled and looked around at the man standing next to me. "You know I hate when you do that."

      Talan wore his usual half-smile as he slid down next to me. His dark, shoulder-length hair was barely restrained by a greasy leather strap. He wore a once cream-colored tunic underneath a sky-blue vest, and dark trousers tucked into worn boots. But cleanliness wasn't what I expected from the Guilder. One of the agents of Oedija's predominate crime syndicate, he had become a contact and a friend in the three years I'd known and worked with him.

      He stole my goblet of wine and sniffed it, wrinkling his nose. "How does that barkeep ruin festival wine?"

      "I assumed he would. But you know why I'm here."

      "Yes, I suspect I do." He studied me critically. "But don't you think sniffing around the Despot's death is a bit extravagant, even for you?"

      "Don't try to talk me out of it. I just want to know what you've heard."

      His smirk didn't dissipate as he leaned back into the hard booth, hands folding behind his head. "I think you might require something more than talk. How about we take a walk instead?"

      He rose smoothly and offered a hand to me. Perplexed, I took it and let him lead me out of the tavern.

      "Where are we going?" I asked as we headed in the direction opposite from the way I'd come by.

      The Guilder turned back with his usual half-smile. "Do you trust me?"

      "Not in the slightest."

      "Good." He turned and started down the alley.

      Shaking my head, I followed.

      After a series of back alleys, Talan finally stopped at the end of one opening into a forum. From the position of the Pillars looming above us, I knew we'd crossed from Bazaar into the neighboring deme Sandglass. The forum was laid out as a square, with a small moat separating a courtyard from the surrounding buildings, and delicate bridges crossing over. On the island formed by the canal stood a lonely edifice, a bluff, black pyramid barely illuminated by blazing braziers and twice as tall as the surrounding buildings.

      "Interesting activities have been occurring here," Talan said softly. "Activities some might believe less than legal were they in a different line of work than myself."

      "I assume you're referring to the arks? Linos mentioned something about smuggling items through them."

      "Perhaps. More to the point, I refer to what I believe they harbor in the heart of the temples." His eyes bore into the dark stone as if he might see through it.

      "And what's that?"

      He flashed me a mischievous grin. "I can't tell you everything right away, can I? I know you, Airene. You're in this for the intrigue."

      I smiled despite myself. "Come on, Talan. I'm in the middle of the biggest job of my career. I need to know if I'm wasting my time on more Avvadin conspiracies of yours."

      The Guilder's smile slipped. "We'll find out soon enough. For you and I are going to investigate within."

      I stared at him. "You're not serious."

      He raised an eyebrow. “Am I not? Me, the most famous vault-breaker to come out of Erimis, isn't serious about breaking into a simple Valemish temple?"

      "Yes. Because that same famed vault-breaker knows that a certain Finch isn't fond of house-breaks."

      He cast me a wink. "We'll see who prevails."

      I already knew. Since the last exception I'd made two years before, I'd held to my resolution. It'd be simple to resist this wild pyr chase as well.

      I turned away. "Thanks for the brief diversion. But it's time to get back to the real work."

      Talan halted me with a touch to my arm. His fingers burned with an inner fire, as they always did. I shivered, as I always did.

      "Consider it," he implored.

      As I met his eyes, they burned with something else, a fervor I couldn't understand. Even knowing his stories, his hate for the Valemish and Avvad was beyond what I could comprehend.

      "I will," I lied, and I left him there in the dark alley.
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        Avvad, oh mighty Imperium, warrior of the Four Realms

        Volcanic Valem puffing up its backside

        The leash of the Silks held in the hands of the Tefra

        Priests too ugly to remove their masks

        Fear, the yoke of its people, in the guise of belief

        A cattle nation of conquerors the Kahin-Shah leads

      

        

      
        - High Poetry of Lowly Things; by Hilarion the Second; 1085 SLP

      

      

      

      Five long days passed.

      I sat in a cafe by myself, sipping a cup of coffee, spirits low. Presumably, I waited for Xaron and Nomusa. Zipho, the owner of the cafe and a friend of ours, had a lead on a job for us and had asked us to meet at her cafe two turns past noon. After a morning of fruitless sniffing around, I'd arrived early and sat silently to drink my coffee.

      I didn't want to abandon the hunt. I didn't want to consider other jobs. But with our purses rapidly lightening and food prices continuing to climb, I hardly had another choice. To make no mention of Nomusa and Xaron's continued resistance. Nomusa had tried bullying Maesos into letting us finish his job, but the loyal glassblower had stood firm even before her anger. Yet with the way things were going, I would have to track down Zotikos after all, if only for a little coin to continue my inquiries.

      For five days, I'd scrambled for information. I'd tried to enter the Laurel Palace and been rebuffed. I'd tried to enter the Acadium to see Archmaster Kyros and the Tribunal to see Tribune Vusumuzi, but had been turned away at both gates. I'd thrown coins at hints of whispers and received less back.

      The immediacy of the puzzle was rapidly dissipating. Myron had received a small, private funeral, at odds with the man who had always drawn a crowd. Plans for Asileia's Ascension were well underway and would commence the next day. Soon, she would be the Ruling Wreath. Whether or not she was behind her father's murder, I doubted she would be amenable to someone investigating it.

      For all my efforts, I'd learned little. Feiyan had met with Asileia again and again, confirming my suspicions of a relationship between them. But what sort of relationship remained unclear. Valemish temples continued to be well-frequented, but whether the traffic was innocuous or not, I could not tell. Finally, whispers told of activity from within deme Thys. Xaron had said the Manifest had gathered a village there, and from what I heard, he wasn't wrong. Thousands of people were said to have set up in the encampments around the lake in the deme, and all were hoping for an impossible dream: to become attuned to the Pyrthae. But I didn't think a cult, even a growing cult lauding wardens, was likely to be behind killing Oedija's monarch.

      I'd seen Talan yesterday during one of my long treks out for information. The Guilder had been less than empathetic and repeated his offer to accompany me into the heart of Sandglass's Valemish temple, pointing out I had no better leads. I found myself considering it before I returned to my senses. I wondered how desperate I'd be before I accepted, and feared I wasn't far off.

      A quarter-turn after they were due to arrive, Nomusa and Xaron entered the cafe. I'd already finished my coffee.

      "About time," I said drily as they approached my table.

      "We're not that late," Nomusa objected. "And you can wait a little longer while we get drinks." She headed toward the bar that ran through the center of the room, behind which the portly Bali who owned the cafe, Zipho, bustled.

      "Order mine too — you know what I like." Xaron sat down opposite me. "Learn anything interesting while you were out?"

      I shrugged and recounted the day's learnings. "So not much," I summarized morosely.

      He nodded with a sympathetic smile. For a moment, he looked as if he would say more. But he pressed his lips back together and remained silent.

      "Let me guess," I said. "You think the hunt's dead in the water."

      "I didn't say that. But I wouldn't be wrong if I had."

      I shook my head. "I'm not done yet."

      He shrugged and looked away.

      An awkward silence fell. Despite my annoyance, I made a play at reconciliation. "And what did you do this morning?"

      His gaze wandered to the ceiling. He didn't have to answer for me to know.

      "Gone to your mysterious woman again?"

      He finally met my eyes. "I've told you," he said with a touch of irritation, "it's not like that."

      "Then what's it like? You haven't told us any details."

      "I'll tell you. Eventually."

      Nomusa approached the table and, seating herself, set Xaron's drink in front of him, a mug of coffee so sweetened with honey and milk as to be unrecognizable.

      "What'd she say?" I asked.

      "She was annoyingly vague." Nomusa took a sip of her coffee and made a face. "And distracted. I'd ask her for another drink if I thought it would be any better. You would think being the true Heir of our ishaka would count for more."

      Normally, I would have rolled my eyes at Nomusa invoking her claim to royalty. Not that it was untrue. When she was a child, her father, Shaka of the Yorandu, had been killed with the rest of her family. Only her aunt and Nomusa had survived. Fearing for Nomusa's life, she had taken her to Oedija and cared for her until her death. Since then, Zipho, also of the Yorandu ishaka, had taken her under her wing and treated her in a uniquely Bali manner as both her rightful leader and an errant daughter.

      But I was far from a joking mood. I couldn't think of who else Zipho would want us to meet other than a prospective client. With dread, I thought about how much harder it would be to drown out Nomusa and Xaron's objections to my fruitless pursuit when we had a paying job waiting in the wings.

      She shrugged. "All I know is that we're meeting someone soon and were lucky they didn't arrive before us."

      Just then, someone entered the cafe. All three of us looked around expectantly.

      Xaron quickly turned back to the table, eyes wide. "Tribune," he muttered.

      My heart hammered in my chest as I stared at the newcomer. The Bali man was dressed in the maroon robes of the Tribunal and stood scanning the cafe with a calm expression. His skin was dark and rich as newly rained earth. Though his robes hung thick about him, his thin face betrayed his spare frame. White gloves peeked out from beneath wide sleeves, and around his neck hung a bronze medallion composed of two half-circles connected by a thin lattice of silvery threads. The robes were sign enough of who he was, but the medallion legitimized his station as part of the Confessionary Tribunal, Oedija's judiciary branch of the government.

      I leaned forward and spoke in a low voice. "That's not just any Tribune. That's Tribune Vusumuzi. He looked into Myron's death and is in charge of the Shepherds."

      Zipho bustled over to the Tribune and made a big show of pouring him a drink, a performance at which Vusumuzi smiled politely.

      "Did Zipho want us to meet him?" Nomusa whispered, incredulous.

      My mouth had gone dry. This couldn't have come at a better time. After all my scrambling, here was someone with firsthand information on the murder. Why now, of all times, Zipho chose to introduce us was beyond me. But if the gods wanted to bless me with good luck, I wasn't going to object.

      "They're coming," Xaron muttered as the pair approached. It took me a moment to understand the depth of his nervousness. Then it finally clicked. Tribune Vusumuzi, being in charge of the Shepherds, enforcers of the laws restricting wardens, would undoubtedly make a feral like Xaron uncomfortable.

      The Tribune held a steaming cup as he stopped before our table. From behind his back, Zipho gestured impatiently for us to rise. We readily complied.

      "Nomusa-sha," Zipho said, addressing Nomusa in the Bali manner, "please meet Tribune Yorandu Vusumuzi-sa. Honored Tribune, this is Eshalo Yorandu Nomusa-sha, true Heir to our ishaka."

      Vusumuzi bowed and offered his arm. Nomusa gripped it at the forearm from above, while he gripped from below.

      "Vusumuzi-sa," she said formally, "I am always delighted to meet a fellow of our ishaka. Have you been gone from it long? Zipho-ma has not given your family name."

      "Please, call me Vusu, Nomusa-sha," the Tribune said as he withdrew his hand. "And as you may already suspect, I left our home a long time ago. The family I come from is no longer of consequence, as I am its last member." Though his words were firm, he smiled in a kindly manner.

      "His tatu tell a different story," Zipho said conspiratorially. "He has only shown me once, but my eyes do not deceive. From the line of the old kings, he is."

      I knew little of the history of the Bali chiefdoms, and nothing of the kingdom that had once united them. I glanced at the sleeves hiding his tatu. Nomusa's eyes showed she wished to see them as well but did not ask. Perhaps it would be considered rude.

      "It is not entirely out of the realm of possibility," Vusu said with a smile. Then he turned to me. "And may I ask your name?"

      That he addressed me directly threw me off balance for a moment. Typically, Bali spoke only to each other, even when others were present. Perhaps he had been so long in Oedija that he had adopted our manners.

      "Airene," I said after a moment's pause. "Of Port."

      He nodded slowly. "Very nice to meet you." He held out his palm face-up, and I hesitated before greeting him the Bali way. Even through his sleeve and glove, his skin felt feverishly warm. I withdrew quickly, studying him. Was he ill? It would explain his thinness. When I met his gaze, he smiled at me, and something about it seemed sad. It confused me, but I didn't let it show in my expression.

      "And you?" Vusu said, looking past me to Xaron, who stood the farthest back of us all.

      "Xaron of Port."

      Vusu held out his hand, but Xaron looked aside as if distracted. Vusu let his arm drop but gave my friend a considering look. I wished Xaron had simply accepted the greeting. He risked drawing the Tribune's suspicion by not having done so.

      Zipho watched the exchanges with more than a bit of her own puzzlement, but she quickly recovered her sheen of affability and turned to Nomusa. "I thought you all might be interested in talking."

      With a nod, she returned to her counter to attend to the growing line of customers.

      Vusu made no move to sit, so Nomusa, Xaron, and I remained standing. Silence fell as Vusu studied each of us. Despite the awkwardness, his gaze remained calm. I wondered what Zipho's reason for introducing us was. I didn't dare believe what I hoped for.

      I broke the silence. "Tribune Vusumuzi, I'm sure you've been busy these past few days."

      He smiled again. "No more than usual, I'm afraid. Myron's death is just the latest trial."

      It seemed a flippant dismissal of the momentous event. Could Vusu not suspect anything of it? Could it be a natural death after all? My stomach sank.

      Desperate to keep my hopes afloat, I said, "I would think the Despot's death is a greater challenge than most."

      Vusu continued to wear his slight smile. "It is a piece falling on a board full of pieces, Airene of Port. But other designs continue forward."

      "You see this as a game, then. I wonder who the players are."

      The Tribune's eyes crinkled. "No one surprising for you if I'm not mistaken. Yes, I've heard of you three before. Finches, after the old Order of Verifiers."

      I tried to repress a wince. Our work wasn't exactly illegal, but it couldn't be called sanctioned by the law either. And Xaron's abilities had sometimes been key to our success. Perhaps a pattern would be apparent to one who worked closely with wardens like Vusu.

      "Yes," I replied shortly.

      "Do not fear. I have no wish to interfere with your work. In fact, I believe it a worthier path than most. After all, at its heart is the pursuit of truth. And truth should always be unveiled, lest we all suffer the consequences of secrecy."

      The Tribune was not at all what I'd expected. I wondered what Nomusa and Xaron made of him. "I appreciate you saying that. We try to uphold the Verifiers' mission as much as we can."

      "And from what I've heard, you've done well."

      I nodded, unsure of what else to say. I knew where I wanted to turn the conversation, but considering the Tribune's earlier dismissal of my inquiry, I didn't think I'd have much luck.

      Vusu glanced at the sandglass Zipho had mounted on one wall, which told the time as two-and-a-half turns after noon.

      "I fear I must go." He looked to each of us in turn, and I thought his gaze lingered uncomfortably on Xaron. "It was a pleasure meeting you, Airene, Nomusa-sha, Xaron. Do stop by my solar soon. I would like to speak further. Perhaps your talents might be useful in these tumultuous times."

      Stunned, I muttered words of thanks, then each of us bowed. The Tribune nodded his acknowledgment and turned away, setting his mug on the counter untouched. Waving his farewell to Zipho, he turned out of the cafe.

      A moment later, Zipho bustled up next to Nomusa, staring at the closing door. "That man! Half the time he comes in and forgets to eat or drink. No wonder he's withering away!"

      Nomusa drew her close. "Zipho-ma, why did you introduce us to the Tribune? And don't think to play coy with me anymore!"

      The cafe owner huffed. "I do not play coy, Nomusa-sha! A Tribune is a good man to know, is he not? Vusumuzi-sa has come here for some time, on and off. I would not have asked him to meet you, as I did not want to overstep my relationship with him."

      Nomusa bowed her head in thanks.

      "But then he asked about you," Zipho continued.

      "He initiated this?" I interjected, forgetting myself.

      Both Nomusa and Zipho scowled at me.

      "Yes," Zipho replied stiffly, though she looked at Nomusa. "He asked about you two days ago. I was vague, but when he continued to be interested, I invited him here."

      "You should have told us more directly," Nomusa rebuked her. "What if he were after us?"

      Zipho scoffed. "Vusumuzi-sa is a good man."

      "He's a Tribune. Still, I thank you. He could be a good man to know."

      Making our pardons, we left Zipho's. I burned to ask what their impressions were of the Tribune, but I couldn't do it now, not out in the open. Vusu had known of us. Gratifying as that was, it was worrisome. We would not stand up to the scrutiny of the Tribunal.

      But even so, we'd talked to the Tribune, and he wanted to speak further. It was another lead if I pursued it with patience. A man of contradictions such as Vusu was not to be trifled with lightly. But even with the risks, I would approach him. I couldn't stop now.

      I halted abruptly in the street. Xaron and Nomusa turned back.

      "Hunting again?" Nomusa asked in a neutral voice.

      "Now?" Xaron objected. "We have to discuss what just happened."

      "I have to know more if I'm going to speak further with the Tribune." I said it off-hand as if it were a given.

      They stared at me, speechless.

      "He was there," I continued hurriedly. “He saw the scene of Myron's death, and likely his body. If anyone would know if it was murder or not, it's him." I met each of their gazes. "Tomorrow I mean to go to his solar and ask him about it. And I mean to know as much as I can at that time."

      Nomusa laughed scornfully and began walking away. Xaron lingered a moment, looking helplessly at me. "Good luck," he said, then followed after her.

      As I watched them leave, loneliness settled in again. The three of us had usually worked together on inquiries. I doubted I could have remained a Finch for so long without them. But still, I couldn't give this up because they would not join in. I had to believe that once they saw evidence of a conspiracy, they'd cave. They would come around in the end.

      Someone grabbed my arm.

      I startled and spun away, disoriented. Everything came into clear focus as I recognized the honor grinning at me, his hand still extended from touching me. Kako.

      "You," I hissed. Fear, cold and clammy, spread inside me.

      "Me," Kako agreed easily. "Had you expected someone else?"

      "What do you want?"

      "You know what I want. Or should I say, what my mistress wants."

      Whispers went both ways. Feiyan must have heard I'd been inquiring after her. She was the hawk watching for ripples on a pond, ready to dive at the first sign of prey — only she had a hundred eyes watching for her. I had been careless.

      And carelessness could deliver Xaron straight into the Shepherds' hands.

      "We had an agreement," Kako said, his tone pleasant, his eyes anything but. "You were not to investigate anything related to my mistress. In return, we would leave be your… secret."

      Fear chilled me. I knew the secret he referred to. As a result of the incident three years ago when I'd narrowly avoided dying, Feiyan had gathered that either Xaron or Nomusa was a warden. Though she didn't know which of them was, I knew it would do little to protect any of us if Shepherds came knocking at Canopy's door.

      Though I needed to appease him, I could give no more than a perfunctory bow. "I apologize. It was not your mistress I've been looking into. It's the woman she's been seen with."

      The honor shook his head with a knowing smile. "No, no, Airene of Port. Do not attempt to deceive me with such thin lies. You knew precisely what you sniffed after. Yet, like a hungry mongrel, you could not help yourself. I understand this. We all have desires burning inside us, waiting for the opportune moment to sate them."

      His gaze had gained an uncomfortable edge. I looked aside. "I will avoid her. You have my word."

      The honor took a step closer. "And you will avoid whispers of Asileia Wreath as well," he said in a low voice. "Understood?"

      "Yes."

      He leaned back, his smile renewed. "Good. Now may you have a pleasant, uneventful day. Can't have too much normalcy in times like these."

      He gave a mock bow as he spun off into the crowd. I watched the strange honor as he disappeared out of sight.

      I turned and walked quickly toward Canopy. No doubt Feiyan would keep eyes on me still. I would be able to learn nothing more today. But no matter what I'd told Kako, I would not stop. That Feiyan protected Asileia was further confirmation that something was amiss here. I would have to step more carefully and speak more softly and continue on. Despite the risks.

      Though I wondered what this hunt would cost me.
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