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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The idea for The Famine Cycle came to me in a dream.

      I know, I know—it sounds too apocryphal to be true. But I swear by my good writing hands it's precisely how it happened.

      It was the morning after my wife—then girlfriend—and I had moved to Seattle. I awoke in the bed of the Airbnb where we were staying with a notion lodged in my mind, almost a question:

      What if a private investigator existed in a fantasy world?

      At that point in my life, I'd never read anything like that, and it struck me as a novel idea. Even now, I've only run across the concept a few times in other books, and always with a different spin—yet it's a step too far to claim it's entirely original.

      Still, the idea fascinated me and captured my imagination. As we began our life in a new city, I began formulating how Oedija, the city where most of the series takes place, would be set up.

      Unsurprisingly, Oedija's shape isn't dissimilar from Seattle's, and many other aspects of our lives there—scraping by as early twenty-somethings with unfulfilling jobs while trying to follow our passions—also found their way into the story.

      But before I could begin writing anything, I had to know my protagonist. So I was fortunate when, after long months of trying to get in her head, Airene of Port finally spoke to me.

      Another spurious story! you might exclaim. For this one, you would be closer to the mark. Airene's voice came less by inspiration than doggedly uncovering it over time. The first several attempts at writing her perspective were spectacular failures. In fact, writing as Talan—an important side character who headlines the novella The Phantom Heist (also included)—came much easier to start.

      Still, as I kept putting myself in Airene's sandals, she began speaking to me. I often looked out the window during my hour-long bus commute and imagined how she would describe our surroundings, or what observation she would make of a passerby or fellow rider.

      In fragmented whispers, our indomitable Finch came alive.

      The rest of the world and story unfolded from there. Ancient Greece and Rome informed much of the setup of Oedija and the Four Realms as well as the mythology. The magic came from taking the different kinds of energy that exist in our world—kinetic, thermal, chemical, etc.—and giving them a mystical bend. The dragon god Famine has its backbone in the Chinese mythical creature Taotie.

      I could pick out a hundred more inspirations—but who has time for that?

      So I will end with this. This story and its cast of characters came from particular moments and places in my life, and those experiences are instilled in every page. Yet my hope is that it reaches far beyond anything you or I have experienced. That is transports you beyond our world to a fantastical—and sometimes terrifying—new realm.

      May you enjoy the journey of The Famine Cycle trilogy and its ancillary stories, and come to know and love the bonds between our three Finches, their friends, and even their enemies as I have.

      

      ~ J.D.L. Rosell
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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 — ah, 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 it 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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            CHANGING WINDS
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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 was 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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            CHANCE ENCOUNTERS
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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 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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        Though the Wreaths were reinstated as the monarchs of Oedija, true power was reserved for the members of the People's Conclave. Yet one hundred and twenty-one Servants were far too many to act quickly in emergent situations. Thus the Demos Council was formed, eleven Low Consuls each elected through the support of ten fellow Servants. These Low Consuls have, in dire times, wielded supreme power. However, oftentimes the eleventh seat has lain undecided, disagreements remaining between the Servants who would determine it. Thus the Archon, representative of the Wreath in the Conclave, has acted as the deciding vote in tied decisions, and has brought back some measure of power to the Laurel Palace.

        

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

      

      

      Nomusa and Xaron were surprised to see me return shortly after them. But as they sensed my mood, neither commented on it. The afternoon wound on and evening settled in, and soon, our usual routines found us.

      Despite the impending famine, neither of my companions seemed avid to pursue another job. Nomusa eventually went out again, purportedly to stir up some leads, but I knew it was as likely she'd wind up in a tavern on the arm of a handsome man. Xaron, meanwhile, reclined on the divan and practiced his channeling.

      Stuck inside for the day, I pretended to read the book open before me, Tales of the Desolate. A book of Bali tales pressed upon me by Nomusa when the Manifest cult started to rise in Oedija, it recounted legends surrounding the Zakale people, who, following twin warden brothers named Yama and Lophe, nearly conquered the whole of the Bali highlands. When they failed, the rest of the ishakas exacted vengeance on them, expunging every man, woman, and child from existence, even to the name, for the Zakale became known as the Unnamed afterward. What Nomusa found fascinating was just as a serpent god had been at the center of the Zakale cult, so was a wyvern for the Manifest. Though if it was for the Manifest a god or a mere symbol, neither of us knew.

      But my attention wandered from the pages. What to do about Feiyan was beyond me. I couldn't continue to ply my contacts without her knowing. I didn't know who was reporting on me, or where she had eyes posted. Until I had a solution, I couldn't continue to investigate.

      All the more infuriating because now I was surer than ever that there was actually something to investigate.

      The door to Canopy roused me from my brooding thoughts. Corin, the last of our loftmates, entered and wearily bent to unstrap her sandals, no mean feat with her legs caked in mud. As a cartwoman, she ran back and forth along Oedija's streets, transporting those who could afford not to walk. She was one of the few women to take on such a laborious profession, but was built well for it. Outlanders, as the natives of the islands to the far northwest were called, were known for their strength and tall stature. Corin, however, was a force unto herself, both in body and mind. Working day and night, she sought to raise enough money to bring her sister, Kari, over to Oedija. Corin was a woman of few words, but as far as I understood, Kari was persecuted for some reason, and might be safer in Oedija. But in the two years Corin had been living in Canopy, she had not raised enough money to bring her over.

      We greeted each other, but the cartwoman quickly retired to her room. I tried to return to my reading, yet found myself distracted by Xaron's channeling. Channeling ice, I'd learned from him, was no mean feat. It involved manipulating one of the elements, radiance, in an inverse manner. But it was from whom he'd learned it that irked me.

      Nearly three years ago, a feral warden named Iela, who'd had a propensity for channeling ice, had come into our awareness after killing a patrician. When we had pursued her, she'd singled me out, and by a threat to my family, lured me from Canopy. Just before she was going to kill me, she'd boasted of her master experimenting on and killing my older brother, Thero, years before. Talan had saved me, but it was I who had killed her.

      I shivered at the memory of plunging the knife into her neck. My stomach turned.

      "Airene?"

      I met Xaron's gaze, but my eyes flickered to the icicle he had willed into being. "I'm fine," I lied.

      His eyes followed mine, then widened. In a moment, the icicle dissipated into shimmering mist. "'Thae below, Airene. I didn't even think about… well, you know."

      "You shouldn't have to." I tried for a smile.

      From his expression, I knew I'd failed. Xaron studied me as he leaned back into the divan, but he said nothing.

      As much to escape the memories as to fill the silence, I found myself speaking. "Sometimes, I'm jealous of you."

      He laughed. "I'm sure you are."

      "No, really. When I was little, I wanted nothing more than to be a warden."

      "Truly?"

      I nodded. "For years, I pestered my mother and father, begging them to tell me why I wasn't attuned, and how people received the blessing of a god to become so. I wanted to know all about the Pyrthae and how wardens channeled its energy, and how it felt to work magic. Of course, they didn't have answers for me. I asked about it at our local temple, but the oracle knew little, and the few paltry books in its library held more myth than fact."

      He smiled smugly. "They're writing about it secondhand. Of course they wouldn't know." His grin faltered. "It's funny. I was just the opposite of you when I was young. I hated that I was a warden."

      That was hard to imagine. I couldn't picture Xaron not being a warden. It was too integral to who he was. "Really? Why?"

      "My mother. And the extent of my… gift." He paused for a long moment. "My parents fled the Wumofu because of the Matriarchs' restrictions on channeling. My mother wished to utilize an energetic element not sanctioned for use within the jaitin, one based on formulae, and the Matriarchs refused her request to pursue them. But Mother's not one to take no for an answer. There's no hiding something like that among the Qao Fu caves, so we came to Oedija. For a while, she practiced in secret, despite the risk of death hanging over her and Father. She even became famous in some circles for her powerful distillations, though obviously no one knew she channeled to create them."

      "How did that work? I thought wardens utilized energy, not formulae."

      Xaron shrugged. "From what she said, distillations do have energy, just like fire and force. And because of this, she was able to use them as mediums for channeling incredible effects."

      I shook my head. "I'll take your word for it. Still, that doesn't seem so bad a home to grow up in."

      "Everything was different for me. Before I was born, Mother had an accident. An experiment had gone poorly, and she'd burned herself up both arms and across her torso. It changed her, my father says. From then on, she's been in pain. She gave up her concoctions and stopped using her powers. And she didn't want the same thing to happen to me. She decided playing with the elements was bound to burn you sooner or later."

      "So no channeling."

      "No channeling around her," he amended with a slight smile. "She tried not to let me start, but that didn't sit well with a curious child like me, especially not when my attunement was so strong."

      My gaze wandered to his hands. Xaron had ten shifts, seen in the faint, ever-moving patterns along his fingertips. It meant he was as powerful a warden as they came. Such a strong attunement only emerged once a generation, even in a city the size of Oedija, at least according to what Xaron had told me. Not that he had much opportunity to use it.

      "What does it feel like?" I asked, staring at his hands. "When you're channeling?"

      He didn't answer, but shuffled a hand in his tunic and produced two copper cullets and three nickel magnes on the tips of his fingers. His brow creasing, he stared at them like a taskmaster at a tested pupil. After a moment, the coins began to float, lifting a cubit away before settling to hover a few inches above his fingertips.

      It seemed a mere parlor trick, but I knew it was far more. It was access to a world parallel to our own, a plane beyond my understanding. The Pyrthae was said to be composed of the energetic elements, and home to pyr and the gods. I didn't know that I believed in spirits and divine beings, but it was hard to deny the existence of the Pyrthae when Xaron could access its power.

      "It's like undamming a stream," he said softly, eyes watching the coins. "You always feel it there, pushing, almost pleading to be woven and formed."

      "Where does it push?"

      "Everywhere. But it starts here." He used his free hand to indicate his torso.

      "The locus." The point through which wardens drew the Pyrthae's power. The drawings I'd seen in the temple library showed a man with his limbs splayed and a circle drawn around him, with the locus indicated at the middle point. The exact center of a human being.

      Xaron nodded. "You have to dam it consciously at first, but it becomes second-nature."

      “Sounds exhausting. I never knew you had to maintain it. Is that why you're constantly itching to channel?"

      "Not exactly. If you could feel it, you'd know why. It's invigorating, sensing the power rush through you. Intoxicating."

      "No wonder you can't control yourself," I teased.

      He grinned sheepishly. "Exactly."

      "Is there one element that is more invigorating than the others?"

      "Yes and no. Each element has a unique feel. Radiance makes you warm and light-headed. Kinesis is the opposite — you become grounded in the physical and feel like you can do anything. Magnesis is subtler. There is a humming that flows through you, soothing and stirring at the same time." He smiled — from the humming of magnesis in him at that very moment, I imagined. "The effect is greater if you channel more, or if you don't know how to direct the energy. When I was young and first channeled, the energy didn't know where to go, and it filled all of me so I thought I would burst. Now, the flow knows: straight to the fingers and toes."

      I shook my head. Strange that the most delicate parts of the human body could control so much power. "So you let it stream in and then… what?"

      "You form it." He tapped his head with his free hand. "With your focus. What we call your mental energy."

      "And that's it?"

      He flashed me a wry grin. "In a sense. But it takes years of practice to channel reliably. I failed to control even kinesis for years, which usually comes easiest to people. The things I managed were by accident, like when my father woke me and I sent him flying across the room like he were a doll. But it's like music. You can hear how a song is supposed to go long before you can play it. And even people who have no training can feel the music, and know when it's right and wrong."

      I stared at the gaps above his fingers, straining to see what held the coins up. But it was like the weight of the Pyrthae, ever pushing down on the air and us — a force you could feel, but couldn't see. I sat back, disappointed.

      He saw and laughed. "Trying to see what causes magnesis is like trying to see how a singer sings. You can't see the mechanism. And what's more, you lack the faculties to emulate the effect."

      I arched an eyebrow at him. "Someone's sounding scholarly today."

      He blanched, then muttered, "You asked, didn't you?"

      I studied him as he looked aside. It was a strange reaction to an innocent statement. Seeing nothing else for it, I shifted course. "So you just felt the energy pushing on your dam one day?"

      He seemed to recover. "Well," he said, laughing so that the coins wobbled, "there wasn't a dam at first. To be honest, it's like wetting the bed when you're young — your body has to learn to prevent it. You build that self-control, that limit." He patted his navel. "And eventually, with the right training, it's only there when you need it."

      I fished a coin from my purse and threw it, trying to take down one of his hovering coins. But even though it connected, the coin drifted back into place. Xaron had such a look of satisfaction I couldn't help but reach out and swat them away.

      "Hey!" He laughed and rose to retrieve the coins.

      Smiling, my eyes wandered by habit to the finch cage on the balcony. A drizzle had started outside, and the cage was indistinct, but I could just detect a finch pecking from the seed basket. On its leg, a bedraggled message flapped in the wind.

      Xaron followed my gaze. "A finch?"

      I was already rising. "I'll go see what it says."

      Excitement bubbled up in me as I exited into the chill night and took the new arrival in hand. He shivered, and I cooed softly to him as I untied the message, then put him in the cage with the others until it was time to send him back.

      Retreating inside, I squinted to make out the smudged lettering:

      The Wolf is watching.

      The note was unsigned. I stared at the script, trying to pry out more from those four words and understand what they meant, to make no mention of who had sent them. The script looked vaguely familiar, but wasn't immediately recognizable.

      Xaron approached to examine it over my shoulder. "What's it say? I can't make it out."

      "'The Wolf is watching.'"

      "From who?"

      “Don't know."

      He stepped back, brow creased in thought. "Who have you sent queries to lately? Who might need to respond with a cryptic message, sending a bird out on the worst night for it? Who's in danger?"

      His questions sieved my contacts until I recognized the floral script. "Nikias."

      "The new Archon's steward?"

      "The very same."

      "I suppose he might know what's going on. But strange that he feels in danger."

      A smile had found my lips. "Not so strange if you assume one thing."

      Xaron groaned. "Let me guess. That the Despot was murdered."

      "It makes the most sense. This afternoon—" I cut off mid-sentence, having been on the verge of telling about my earlier encounter with Kako. But with the inquiry gaining momentum and Xaron finally showing interest, I didn't want to undermine it now. "This afternoon I learned that Feiyan has been meeting with Asileia a lot recently."

      He raised an eyebrow. "I thought you'd already told us that."

      "I heard it again, which is significant enough," I lied. “And what do you think Vusumuzi wants with us? Why seek us out now, when he must have heard we were Finches from Zipho a long time ago?"

      "What are you getting at?"

      I held up the message. "This isn't an ordinary message. It's short, unsigned, and in a code we don't have the cipher for. And it came in the rain — not a good time for finches to fly, but the best time for a bird to pass unseen. And the words — 'The Wolf is watching.' If this came from Nikias, that means someone is watching from inside the Laurel Palace — our Wolf, whoever that is."

      "Not necessarily from within. They could be watching outside."

      I shook my head. "He wouldn't be worried about interception if they were outside. It'd be simple enough to sneak out a bird."

      Xaron shrugged. "Fair enough. So who is the Wolf?"

      I thought for a moment. "If we narrow it down to people within the Laurel Palace, that makes it easier to guess. Asileia is the most obvious choice, but I wouldn't describe her as a wolf."

      "Maybe that's the point. I wouldn't necessarily be specific about the person I was accusing if I were sneaking out a message."

      "But it wouldn't make for much of a code then, would it? I think it has to cue someone in particular."

      "What about one of her oracles? Or maybe Feiyan, since she's there so often now? She has some wolfishness to her."

      "It could be any of them. Or it could be Jaxas, or First Laurel Lykos, or a hundred other people we don't know about. But I know one thing. If someone doesn't want word getting out from the palace, it tells us there's something more going on." I cocked a smile at Xaron. "You don't cover up an accident."

      Finally, I saw it in his eyes. He believed. And he was curious, too, if Myron was murdered.

      "Fine." Xaron exhaled noisily and looked out the bay window. "So how do we start narrowing down who it could be?"

      I followed his gaze and stared out over Oedija, thinking. With the Festival of Radiance ended, the view had dimmed. Yet between the green radiant winds and the moons, a soft light still blanketed the rooftops.

      Before I could answer, a knock came at the door. Three quick raps — a familiar signal.

      Xaron cocked an eyebrow. "An appropriate time for your brother to visit. In the middle of the night while we discuss conspiracies against the realm."

      I gave him a flat look, then crossed the loft to open the door. Linos sported his usual tousled, blonde hair and soiled clothes. But instead of a confident smirk, he wore a serious expression. Despite the worry that rose in me, I knew I had to keep the conversation light. Linos was flighty. If something were wrong, I couldn't risk scaring him off.

      "Back already?" I observed drily. "Two visits in half a span. I'd almost think you miss me."

      "No such chance." His smile was quick and nervous. "Purely here on business."

      "Business that I'll want no part of, I'm guessing."

      He seemed to sense my true suspicions. "I'm not in trouble. I have information I think you'll want. Are you going to let me in?"

      I stepped aside slowly, watching him as he entered. He had a slight limp to his step and shadows under his eyes, but seemed not much the worse for wear. Closing the door behind him, I drew him into a hug.

      "Do you have to?" he complained as he extricated himself.

      "I'm your Sasa, aren't I?" I grinned at his uncomfortable glance at Xaron. "Don't worry. He knows you're my Little Lion."

      "I don't know why I help you," he muttered. “You want to hear this or not?"

      "Let's have it. What do you have that could possibly intrigue me?"

      Despite my light tone, apprehension filled me. His eyes flickered to the door before settling back on me.

      His voice was lower when he spoke. "You're still looking into what happened with the Despot, right?"

      My attention perked up. "Yes."

      "Have you had any leads?"

      I considered how truthfully to answer that. "Some. But nothing too promising."

      "Then you haven't heard the First Laurel will be visiting the Valemish temple in Sandglass tonight?"

      My heart began to pound. "Where did you hear that?"

      His eyes were bright with excitement, but he shrugged. "I was hanging around the palace and overheard some guards talking about it."

      I considered it. First Laurel Lykos was head of the Laurel Palace guard. If he was out visiting a Valemish temple in the middle of the night, I had to know why.

      "When did you hear this?"

      "A few turns ago? I came here as soon as I could."

      "And he's going tonight?"

      "Not long after dark falls, from what I heard."

      I considered it. "What are you doing at the temple, Lykos?" I muttered. As I said his name, a realization jolted me. "'Thae below. The Wolf."

      Linos stared at me. “Alright there, Sasa?"

      I shook my head. "Never mind. Thanks for the tip. You don't know how much it means to me."

      He barked a laugh, louder than normal. "You've done more than enough favors for me. Call us even."

      "I wouldn't go that far. I'll be following up on that now. I'd offer for you to stay, but I know how you like our wine…"

      "No, that's alright." He glanced behind me toward the bay window. "Actually, there was one other thing."

      Impatience fluttered inside me. "What is it?"

      "I might be going away for a while. A span, maybe." He didn't meet my eyes.

      The thrill of the hunt faltered, and the usual worry edged in. "Why so long? Mother will throw a fit."

      "Nah, she won't. I'm hardly there anymore." He lowered his gaze to the floor. "I just didn't want you to worry if, you know, you tried finding me."

      I opened my mouth, then closed it. Linos didn't like when I worried about him, saying it reminded him too much of our mother. Instead, I contented myself with, "Thank you for telling me."

      He nodded, then abruptly turned toward the door. As he opened it, he hesitated at the threshold. "Take care, Sasa."

      "You too, Little Lion."

      He nodded, then closed the door.

      Before it clicked shut, I'd turned back toward Xaron. I had to believe Linos could take of himself. Besides, I had a job to pursue.

      "You heard all that?" I said as I walked back to where he reclined on the divan.

      He studied me. "I did. But I don't understand your conclusion. How do you know Lykos is the Wolf?"

      "It might have been enough that he's watchful and head of the 'pack' of laurel guards. But I also remembered from my schooling days that Lykos means 'wolf' in the Lighted-tongue."

      Xaron laughed and stood. "Simple as that! The things I never could have known. Figures a stuffy old man like Nikias would use the old Oedijan speech as a cipher."

      "No time to waste; we have to go." I went to the door and began strapping on my sandals.

      His smile faded. "I suppose so. But what about Nomusa?"

      "No time to find which tavern she wound up at. Are you coming or not?"

      Xaron groaned, then went to find his own sandals. "You'll get me killed one day."

      I smiled grimly. Considering what we were about to do, I could only hope it wouldn't be today.
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        Father, chain me to your song

        Beat my heart to your bloody march

        Subjugate my straying will

        Dominate my fleeting heart

        Harden my purpose with your forge

        Burn away my feeble remorse

      

        

      
        I am yours, heart and spirit

        I am yours, body and soul

        Burn me to cinders in your fire

        Scatter me, ashes among the coals

      

        

      
        - Prayer to Valem, origin unknown

      

      

      

      Two turns later, Xaron and I found ourselves entering the Ignorant Intellectual. With the night growing long, it was nearly deserted. A pair of drunks argued loudly in one corner, and a few others were scattered across the room in various stages of stupor. It was the last place I wanted to be, with the first real lead on my investigation quickly slipping through my hands. But even as I fidgeted with the strap of my satchel, I knew it was necessary.

      When breaking into a Valemish temple, it paid to have a professional.

      Talan took his time, half a turn passing before the Guilder emerged through the tavern door. His hair was untidier even than usual, and I wondered if I'd finally caught him sleeping.

      "A later call than I've come to expect from you," he observed with a raised eyebrow. "What's the hurry?"

      "We'll tell you on the way."

      Ushering him out of the tavern, I set our course for Sandglass as I filled him in. He listened in silence until I finished, then observed, "Your brother is remarkably well-informed."

      I glanced at him, but the night hid his expression. "What does that mean?"

      "Nothing more than what I said. It was wise of you to call me. I assume you've never been to a Valemish sanctum before?"

      "Never had reason to. Is that where Lykos will go?"

      "More than likely. Depends on what he's after. But I suppose we'll find that out soon." With an enigmatic smile, he gestured us forward.

      As we reached the temple forum, I peered out. The forum felt ominous with its stillness. All the bustle of daytime was gone, leaving the black igneous temple to loom alone in the night. The braziers mounted around its base only succeeded in casting flickering shadows along its dark sides. Ascending the stairs in secret to reach its single entrance — and exit —  would be an impossible task. I suddenly saw the genius of its architecture. A structure of stone with only one way in or out had to be inconvenient, but it could act as a fortress if need be. My stomach churned.

      Talan touched my arm lightly. "Men approach the temple."

      I saw them almost as soon as he did, three figures crossing the small bridge over the moat. Their armor gleamed with the light of the braziers, but I couldn't see if the green leaves of the Laurel Palace were painted upon them. Yet from the shoulders of the middle man, a short cape whipped back and forth, throwing shadows across the courtyard with each step. I sent Linos a silent thanks. Only First Laurel Lykos, head of the guards of the Laurel Palace, would wear such a cape.

      The three men paused in front of the temple, then climbed the stairs. At the top, Lykos hammered on the door, but waited no more than a moment before he pushed his way in. One guard followed him, while the other closed the door and took post outside.

      Xaron cursed softly. "How are we supposed to sneak past now? We should have gone immediately."

      Talan's smile didn't falter as he nodded at my satchel. "I think our lady Finch has something in mind."

      "I do." Heart pounding, I reached inside the satchel and drew out two masks and medallions.

      Xaron leaned forward, wide-eyed. "Tell me those aren't what I think they are."

      Talan cupped one of the medallions, studying it. "I believe they are." He looked up slyly as he released it. "Tribunal medallions. Or at least, they're supposed to be."

      "They're good enough forgeries to pass a cursory inspection." I held out a mask to Talan. "Up to you if you trust me."

      Xaron looked outraged. "You two are entering without me?"

      I winced. "Sorry, Xaron. But I only have two sets, and Talan needs to show me the way through."

      "Let me go in your place then. As much as I'd hate to spend more time with him than I have to, I'm a house-breaker. This is what I do."

      "No. I have to go. I need to see and hear exactly what they say. You know how I work."

      "You seemed happy enough to let me risk my neck for other jobs," Xaron muttered as he slumped back against the wall.

      Talan was turning the mask over in his hand, a tapestry of orange and yellow and shaped as a finch's face. "You kept these from the previous Carnival of Veils, didn't you?"

      I shrugged. “Possibly."

      "A bit strange for a Tribune to wear these in the season opposite the festival. You believe the guard will let us pass without showing our faces?"

      "He'll have no choice. We outrank him."

      He slipped the medallion over his neck. "This is an even more foolish disguise than the last time I broke into a temple."

      "You've told me about that time, and I'm fairly certain this is better than entering a haunted vault as acolytes to dance away daemons."

      He grinned. "Now that you mention it, you're right. That was far stupider."

      I slipped on my own medallion and felt the weighty iron settle under my chiton. With any luck, just telling the guard we were Tribunes would admit us. After all, as a man of the Laurel Palace, he had no right to bar anyone from entrance to the temple. But it paid to be prepared.

      Xaron put a hand on my arm as I started to strap the mask on. "Aire," he said urgently, "please. This is rash even for you."

      I gently pried his fingers away. "I have to do this, Xaron. I have to find out what Lykos is up to."

      He looked far from convinced, but he backed away, frowning, his eyes tight with worry.

      "Besides," I continued, "you have to keep me safe. You still have your lodestone?"

      He nodded glumly. "You want me to keep watch, don't you? To warn you if the guard comes after you."

      "You stole the words from my lips. Can you do it?"

      "You know I will." He pulled me into a quick embrace. "Be careful."

      "I will."

      Turning away, I adjusted my mask to sit more comfortably. The eye slits were narrow, and I couldn't see as much as I preferred. I'd just have to make do.

      "You ready?" I said to Talan.

      He'd also donned his mask, but I could see his eyes crinkling in a smile behind it. "A Guilder is always ready for trouble."

      Xaron suddenly reached out and gripped Talan's arm. "Keep her safe, rogue," he said in a low, rough voice.

      "I will." Talan met Xaron's gaze until he withdrew his hand.

      "And I'll protect both of us," I said sarcastically. "Now come on before you two start hugging."

      Talan and I stepped out from the alley and walked toward the bridge. Crossing the moat, we entered into the flickering light of the forum's braziers. The guard noticed us immediately, his head following our approach like a hound to the movements of a squirrel. My breath came shallow and my heart was loud in my ears as we approached the temple.

      When we were twenty paces away, he cried, "Halt! Who goes there?"

      Talan and I didn't break pace. By unspoken agreement, we reached the stairs and mounted them on either side.

      "Halt, I say!" the guard commanded again, the edge of his voice growing sharper. "No one without the proper authority⁠—"

      "Does this suffice as 'the proper authority'?" I drew out my Tribune medallion and brought it into the light.

      The guard's expression spasmed. His eyes darted from the medallion to my masked face and back. But though he looked uncertain, he didn't move aside.

      "Pardon me, Tribunes," he said, eyes sliding between us. "But you're not dressed as usual. And why wear Carnival of Veils masks?"

      "Why indeed would men go about in disguise?" Talan said drily. "We did not wish to be recognized, fool."

      The laurel guard's jaw clenched. "Listen. I know you two can go wherever you please. But I've got orders to keep everyone out. If you would just wait half a turn or so, everyone can⁠—"

      I ignored him and moved forward, gripping the door handle behind him. The guard stepped into my way, preventing me from opening it. I met his eyes through the mask's eye slits and didn't look away. I willed him to believe the lie, willed myself to believe it.

      Whatever he saw made him flinch and step aside. Repressing a sigh of relief, I walked forward and pulled open the door. "Tell no one of this," I warned. "Including your First Laurel."

      With one last glare at the guard, Talan and I slipped through the door and pulled it shut behind.

      My eyes took a moment to adjust to the gloomy interior. The sparse, square chamber was lit by flickering torches, and held nothing more than an offering tray in the same black stone as the rest of the temple. Three hallways branched out before us. The dark, igneous rock closed in on all sides, making them look like tunnels into the heart of a volcano. If only it could be as warm. I shivered in the cave-like chill, drawing my arms close around me.

      Talan's warm touch on my arm was a welcome change. "We'd best move quickly."

      I tried recalling what I knew of Valemish temples from my few past visits. "The middle passage should lead to the altar chamber, right?"

      Talan nodded. "If the First Laurel wished to speak to the Kul of this temple, that would be the path he followed."

      I knew little of the Valemish, but enough to know a Kul was the head priest of a temple, like an oracle for Eidolan sanctuaries. “Then that's the way we'll go," I decided.

      We set off down the hallway. The corridor soon turned into a stairwell with barely enough room for two astride. At the end of the stairs, which went far enough down to take us below the level of the street, more passages and rooms branched off from the main hall. Keeping straight, the ceiling and walls began slowly widening, and ahead I could see the edges of lit braziers illuminating what looked to be a large, open room. The altar chamber neared. My heart, already beating hard, began to race.

      When we were a short distance from the entrance, I stopped Talan with a touch. Voices echoed faintly from the chamber ahead.

      "Is there a better way to sneak in?" I whispered to him.

      He shook his head. "One entrance, open to the rest of the altar chamber. If they're in there, they'll see us enter. But if they're in the sanctum beyond it, we'll still be safe."

      I weighed the risks in my head, then nodded. What was one more risk at this point?

      We started moving forward again, slower now. Every creak of my sandals made me cringe. We stopped five paces from the entrance to listen again. The voices echoed across the chamber, which I could tell was large and cavernous. The words were still indistinct and soft. They had to be in the sanctum.

      Talan was already moving past me, and I followed him through the wide archway. For a moment, all I could do was stare.

      The altar chamber's ceiling rose high above, its heights lost in the darkness. Stained glass windows lined the walls sixty cubits up, backlit with torches and illustrating people and stories in vivid color. The stone pews encircling the center altar were austere, while the figures etched into the floor were carefully wrought. The plateau on which the altar rose was carved with figures reaching up, their bodies mangled, their faces contorted with pain. A ring of black coals around its base told of fires lit there many times before.

      But all this was ornamentation next to the depiction of their god. Slowly, I recognized the patterns on the floor drawing a man's face half-morphed into a lizard, scowling up at those who dared to tread on him. Valem, ever watching from the Underearth he ruled, always demanded obedience from his followers.

      I had moments to take it in before Talan pulled me toward the center of the chamber to crouch behind the altar's plateau. The voices echoed louder here, and I could just make out their words. I shared a nervous look with Talan and leaned around the stone to listen.

      "Don't lie to me," a man's voice commanded, sharp and hoarse.

      "Of course I won't," a second man said smoothly. "Everything I have claimed is the truth, or may Valem burn me where I stand."

      I guessed the first man was Lykos, and the second the Kul. The priest's voice was deeper and full of velvet tones; I could imagine him preaching before a congregation. The First Laurel had the tone and directness of a soldier.

      After a moment of silence, Lykos's harsh voice came again. "Let me ask a different way. I am not a Tribune. I am not responsible for punishing traitors conspiring with foreign enemies. I am here for one thing: the protection of the Wreaths."

      "A concern we all share, most wholeheartedly, I assure you."

      "Play your games and speak your false words, priest. But continue this farce, and you will find undermining the Despot's rule to be costly."

      "The Despot's rule? But surely you mean the Despoina — is her Ascension not on the morrow?"

      Lykos didn't immediately answer. "Of course," the First Laurel spoke again, voice tight with anger. "But it won't be in her name that the Tribunal comes here tomorrow morn."

      Sandals shuffled on stone; metal rubbed and rattled. Lykos and his guard were leaving, and after revealing so little. Yet all the same, I took Talan's arm to pull him away.

      Talan resisted, nodding toward the voices, expression disguised behind his finch mask. Blood hammered in my ears, but curiosity won out. I held my breath and listened again.

      "Now wait, my good First Laurel. There's no need for this."

      The footsteps ceased. "Tell me what you know," Lykos said, voice echoing louder. He had entered into the altar chamber. Fear prickled down my spine, but I remained next to Talan, pressing closer to the pained stone faces.

      "Tell me," the First Laurel's voice snapped like a riding crop. "All of it."

      "It is nothing more than revenue, good First Laurel, to support those who need it most," the Kul said, his voice pitched higher. "Why would we kill the venerable Myron? It can only destabilize the currency and commerce. Bad for business, wouldn't you say?"

      Footsteps sounded again, and I flinched until I realized they were headed away from us. Talan's hand found my arm, hot with Pyrthaen energy, steadying and reassuring.

      Lykos spoke so softly I could barely hear. "And what are you bringing into our city, priest? What is in those arks?"

      "My good First Laurel, I am not at liberty to say. That is most sacred business⁠—"

      "I have seen the masks. Do not put me off with talk of sanctity. If you think I could believe you innocent, you are a fool."

      Something twitched against my leg. Biting back a startled yell, I thrust my hand against it. As it settled over a smooth, round object, I remembered. The lodestone. Xaron was sending the signal.

      "The guard is coming," I hissed to Talan.

      "If he just entered, then we still have time. Listen."

      "Very well," the Kul was saying, his voice simmering with anger. "Masks and robes are interred within, holy objects to us."

      "The masks of the Tefra are far from holy things."

      My breath caught. The Tefra, priestly wardens who fanatically served both their god and their nation, were responsible for the Avvadin Imperium's widespread military success. Silks, the pyrs they enslaved, were relentless in battle and impossible to kill.

      I didn't like to think what it meant if Tefra had come to Oedija.

      "And what about the robes?" Lykos continued.

      "Garments for priests to wear," the Kul replied bitingly.

      "Do not toy with me, priest. I tire of this farce. Show me one of these arks."

      "Admit you into the sanctum's heart?" Outrage limned the priest's words. "Already you have defiled this temple. I cannot allow⁠—"

      "You do not dictate what you allow!" Lykos's voice cracked like a whip, silencing the Kul. "Show me to this ark, or I will find another priest without a wish to be wrapped in chains."

      "Valem will burn you," the priest promised darkly. "This way."

      Their footsteps faded as they entered deeper into the sanctum. I pulled at Talan's sleeve, but he was already rising. We walked on quick, quiet feet back the way we'd come and into the flickering light of the corridor. No sooner had we reached the entrance, however, than did we see a figure striding down the stairs.

      Talan and I pulled back and locked eyes across the doorway. My mind grasped for what to do. The only way to flee was further into the temple, but I doubted we'd find refuge in the sanctum. Eventually, Lykos and his guards would find us. Not knowing what else to do, I pulled up my chiton and found the hilt of my dagger, then pulled it free.

      Talan watched me. When I met his eyes, he shook his head, then motioned for me to back away. His eyes were flat and cold behind his mask.

      I knew then what he intended. I didn't move, but shook my head sharply.

      He pressed his lips tightly together, but curtly nodded, then motioned me back once more.

      This time, I complied with relief. There was no avoiding conflict now, but at least the guard wouldn't die. I hoped.

      The laurel guard stepped through the doorway moments later, sword bared. He almost walked past Talan, then startled and whirled toward him, raising his sword. "Back!" he barked. "And step into the light!"

      Talan motioned with his hand. The sword in the guard's hand suddenly acquired a life of its own, spinning then slamming into the man's helmet with a dull ring.

      The guard stumbled back. "Tyurn's balls!" he growled, staring at the sword, now floating in the air where he'd gripped it. "How⁠—?"

      "It will all be a dream soon," Talan reassured him, then flicked his wrist. The sword struck forward, the flat of it again connecting with the surprised guard's helmet with a loud ring. This time, the man fell to his knees and swayed, disoriented.

      "Damn you," the laurel guard said thickly.

      Talan stepped forward and, taking the sword in his hands, swung it at his head a third time. Finally, the soldier folded over and didn't rise.

      I let out the breath I'd been holding and stepped forward, wincing as I stared down at the prone guard. His face was slack, and a trickle of blood ran down his cheek. "He'll live?"

      "Hard to know with three blows to the skull." Talan set the sword down next to the guard's hand, positioned as if it had fallen from his grasp. "I'm more concerned that he'll remember a warden put him down."

      "Maybe he'll think it was a dream." I flashed Talan a weak smile. "Come on. We'd best get out of here."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER NINE


          

          
            EYES IN THE DARK
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        Six demes lay inside the city

        Four lay outside

        Six sheltered by thick walls

        Four left out to dry

      

        

      
        Six, the inner city demes:

        Iris, center of the eye

        Sandglass, counters of the coins

        Bazaar, bustling marketplace

        Gate, entrance to the rest

        Hull, site of old ship moored

        Port, sea-trade near and far

      

        

      
        Four, the outer city demes:

        Brinecoast, salt stacks 'long the shore

        Thys, lake large and vast

        Riverport, trade up the Walano

        Drifts, mix of mud and mines

      

        

      
        All the demes are Oedija,

        All the demes make up one.

        And with the Conclave and the Wreaths,

        The demes number eleven.

      

        

      
        - Children's song; origin unknown

      

      

      

      Gathering Xaron on our way out of the temple, we headed toward one of Talan's nearby hideouts. The walk was quiet, all of us watching for signs of pursuit or city guard patrols. If they held us for questioning, Lykos would as good as have us.

      To stay out of sight, Talan led us through alleys and back-ways and over rooftops so even I had difficulty keeping track of our path. It was tense, laborious work, and by the time Talan stopped, I was panting, pain needling my sides.

      I eyed the small, wooden door we'd stopped in front of, which was set into the corner of a moss-covered tenement building. "This is the place?"

      He smirked. "Not up to your standards?"

      "As much as I expected from you," Xaron muttered.

      Talan opened the door, and after Xaron and I exchanged a skeptical look, we followed him inside. It was, if possible, even drearier within. The room was so small I could almost touch opposite walls. Rubble and dirt had accumulated in the corners, and a suspicious black mold grew on the planks. A musty scent hung heavy in the air. All that occupied it was a narrow cot and a lidded pot that assumedly contained pyrkin. Closing the door behind us, Talan confirmed my suspicions when he opened the pot, and a soft green light like sunlit moss filled the room.

      I wanted to sink onto the cot and rest, but I wasn't about to risk it. "We're safe here? Except from lice, that is."

      Talan didn't share my qualms, but sat down on the cot, perfectly at home in his grubby clothes. "Perhaps, if we went unobserved. Either way, we should stay here for the night. We'll find out by the morning whether or not we escaped attention."

      "Stay here until morning?" Xaron exclaimed. "You have to be kidding."

      Talan donned a mocking smile. "For you I am."

      I blushed, but if there were hidden intent in Talan's statement, I chose to ignore it. "Don't you have a secret tunnel we can escape through?" I suggested sarcastically. "I thought the Underguild had a network all across Oedija. "

      "They do. But my hiding holes aren't connected. That would ruin the whole point of having places to tuck away."

      "You could have at least kept them up."

      He raised an eyebrow. "I have over a dozen such hideouts. And I can't hire an honor to clean them. Far more important that my shirts aren't in one place than that they're clean."

      "Ah, yes. One of the lessons from your famous heist." I cringed as I leaned against the wall. "A shame you didn't also learn not to gamble, or to mess about in Valemish business."

      A smile curved his lips. "I'm a slow learner."

      "I don't want to stay here longer than I have to," Xaron interjected. "What did you two learn in there anyway?"

      "Lykos is suspicious of the Valemish," Talan said, his eyes closed.

      "Or wants to make it seem so," I pointed out.

      "It wasn't a show. If it were, they would not have come in the dead of night."

      "Unless someone were trying to make his investigation look legitimate to cover his own tracks."

      Xaron stared at me with a creased brow. "Can you two start at the beginning? What actually happened in there?"

      I sighed, then briefly recounted what we'd witnessed. By the time I finished, Xaron's eyes were wide. "I suppose it means Myron was murdered, doesn't it?"

      I hid a smile. "Probably. Though it could be unrelated, the timing is too suspicious. And what other reason would the head of the laurel guard have to investigate the Valemish? He isn't in charge of the safety of the demotism, only of the Wreaths and the Laurel Palace."

      "Perhaps because war with Avvad endangers us all." Talan's eyes were slitted open, gleaming in the green light.

      Xaron looked thoughtful. "So the masks, the robes… Does it mean Avvad is invading? That Tefra are coming to Oedija?"

      "Perhaps they're already here," Talan said darkly.

      I shook my head. "If they are, they've been keeping a low profile. No one has spoken of Tefra masks or priests with burned faces. But that's beside the point. Lykos is charged with the safety of the Wreaths. It's far more likely his investigation of the Valemish has to do directly with justice for Myron's murder."

      "If he was murdered," Talan said with a smile.

      "Why would Lykos suspect the Valemish?" Xaron wondered aloud.

      Talan rose on an elbow. "The Valemish are an arm of Avvad, no matter how much they might plead otherwise. If the Molten God's priests are at work, it is at the behest of the Kahin-Shah."

      "But the Kahin-Shah has seemed content with conquering the Riven Lands up till now," Xaron pointed out.

      Talan shook his head. "Burak Aasjuqal is never content. It is a matter of when, not if, he turns to conquer the Four Realms."

      "But the Kahin-Shah has not done so because trade and peace are profitable," I said. "That hasn't changed. So if Avvad is behind this, why now? I think we should look at who else might have profited greater."

      Talan and Xaron looked at me expectantly. I smiled. They knew me well enough to sense a forthcoming proposal.

      "Myron Wreath was well-loved, but he had little actual power. His death has caused unease in the city, but it hasn't destabilized the government and gained any advantage for Avvad commercially. If anything, it disadvantages Avvad in the short-run. There is, however, one person who greatly benefits from Myron's death."

      "Does she happen to be holding her Ascension tomorrow?" Xaron piped in.

      "Asileia Wreath does benefit, and is certainly mad enough," Talan said. "But that, too, serves the Kahin-Shah's purposes. If Oedija is unstable, then it makes it all the easier to conquer."

      We sat in silence for several long moments. Hunger gripping the city was bad enough. Now it seemed Oedija was dry kindling, ready to set aflame at the first spark.

      Xaron spoke into the lull. "There could be a third party that benefits."

      Talan and I both looked to him. "Who?" I asked, brow furrowed.

      He looked almost sheepish. "The Manifest."

      "The serpent cult in Thys? They may be gaining followers lately, but I doubt that qualifies them for insurrection."

      Xaron shook his head. "I don't know about that. Their compound has been growing more of late, and their Seekers, as they call them, become more zealous by the day. Their leaders, the Visage of the Wyvern and the Dishonored, speak of revolution, of empowering the common man and woman, of overthrowing those who would keep them down. They have a base of operations in the Wyvern's Claw, the amphitheater off the lake. And they have dangerous ideas about wardens, even by my standards." He shrugged. "You know I think magic shouldn't be outlawed and punished. But they… they think it should be unbridled."

      Talan watched him through narrowed eyes. "You seem to know an awful lot about the Manifest."

      Xaron shrugged and smiled, but the smile seemed strained. "You hear things."

      I stared at him, wondering, but let the odd moment pass. "If it's the Manifest, this investigation of Lykos's is moot."

      "As it would be if Asileia is to blame," Xaron countered.

      I shook my head. "Not if it's deliberate deception. Think about it. If Asileia were responsible, she would need to pin it on someone else. Who better than Avvad?"

      Talan leaned up against the wall. "So you're proposing that Asileia killed her father and is covering it up by setting Lykos on a false trail."

      "Or they're in collaboration together, along with Feiyan. More likely than not, Feiyan is behind the deception. It's always been her forte."

      Talan shrugged. "It's possible. But I think this the lesser of the two mysteries now. Perhaps these Tefra masks mean something else. Perhaps they seek to force the wardens of Oedija to join their ranks."

      "Force them?" Xaron narrowed his eyes. "How could they do that?"

      Talan met Xaron's gaze. "Considering we prefer not to speak, I haven't told you of my life in Erimis and the things I've seen." He glanced at me. "You remember the Damask Esir?"

      "Of course. Elite soldiers controlled by pyr to serve the Kahin-Shah."

      "The one Damask Esir I knew was also a warden."

      Fear slowly rose in me at the thought. It meant Xaron was susceptible to being controlled by Avvad. Even Talan was vulnerable.

      Xaron sighed. "Just what I needed — another thing to stop me from sleeping at night."

      "You don't have any trouble sleeping — I've heard your snoring." I pushed away from the wall. "Speaking of sleeping, I suppose we'd best all grab a few turns' rest before the sun rises."

      Xaron rose and stretched with a great yawn. "Good. I was just about to fall asleep where I stood."

      Talan rose from the cot as we made our way to the door. Opening it, I stepped out into the night and scanned the area. Shadowy figures lingered in an alley opposite of us, but I doubted they were laurel guards or city watch as they slinked away.

      I could tell Talan was uneasy as he stepped up next to me and watched the alley where the figures had disappeared. "Are you sure you shouldn't stay?" he asked in a low voice.

      "I'm sure."

      He shook his head. "Have it your way. But remember there are more dangers than Lykos in the city, especially now."

      "We will." I took his hand and pressed it. "Thank you. You're always there when I need you."

      Talan flashed me a small smile. Releasing my hand, his eyes flickered to Xaron, and he nodded at him.

      I turned to Xaron, who didn't bother hiding his smirk.

      "You sure you want to leave?" he muttered to me as we walked away.

      I rolled my eyes and didn't bother to respond.
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        * * *

      

      A drizzling rain fell on our way back, both a blessing and a curse for travel. Rain hid us from the city guard and drove them to take shelter. But rain was also miserable when we had a two-turn walk through the dark city streets.

      We made it back to Crossing with little incident. It was only as we turned onto our street that a shadow materialized from an alley. I grabbed Xaron's arm and hissed, "Ahead!"

      Xaron flinched and raised his hands, preparing to channel.

      But when the face came into the light of the pyr lamps mounted on the corner, I relaxed. "You could have just walked with us, you know."

      Talan stepped from the darkness. "I need to speak with you. Alone."

      "Here we go," Xaron muttered under his breath.

      Ignoring him, I studied the Guilder. His brow was drawn, and he wore no hint of his usual smile. "I'll meet you inside, Xaron."

      "I'm sure you will." Xaron cast one last droll look back before disappearing inside the tower.

      Talan motioned me toward the eaves of the tower door. I huddled next to him. "What is it?"

      He leaned close, his voice soft. "You were watched on your way home."

      Fear trickled down my spine. "Where? I didn't see eyes in the rafters."

      "They were there all the same. I plucked those that I happened across, but I'm sure there were more."

      I felt dizzy. "How do you know they watched me?"

      "They tailed you across the whole of Iris. I did not intercede needlessly, I assure you."

      "Thank you. You shouldn't have followed me, though. You have better things to do than protecting me."

      A smile tugged at the corner of his lips. "But you need so much protection."

      I flushed. "You can't always keep me safe. One night won't make a difference in the long run."

      "This night could have." He paused. "Besides. I couldn't sleep in that room. It's horrible and smells like a cave."

      I laughed softly. "Yes. It does."

      Talan reached forward and took my wrist in his hand, his fingers brushing warm against my skin. "Is there someone who might have reason to watch you, Airene? Someone alerted to your hunt?"

      I sighed and pulled my wrist away. The truth wouldn't stay buried forever. And it would be a relief to tell someone. "Feiyan," I admitted. “She sent Kako to threaten me yesterday."

      Talan's eyes went as hard as flint. "Threatened you how?"

      "Remember how she suspects Nomusa or Xaron of being a warden? Kako said she'd set the Shepherds on them if…" I sighed. "If I didn't stop investigating Myron's death."

      "So that's why you believe Asileia to be behind it." Talan gathered a considering look. "It's a dangerous game you play."

      "No more than you gamble everyday by being a Guilder."

      "True," he acknowledged easily. "But I'm a warden and much more capable of protecting myself than you. And it is my own life I gamble with, not others."

      I wanted to argue, but he was right. Guilt churned in my gut. "What else can I do, Talan? I have to follow this hunt to its end."

      "Why? Why not leave it and keep yourself safe?"

      "And let Feiyan win? And let Myron's murder be covered up by lies?" I shook my head. "You know I can't do that."

      Talan wore a half-smile again. "And you're sure those are the reasons you're doing this?"

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "You know my story, Airene. I have held nothing back from you. You know I have seen my share of desperate people." He paused, eyes flickering back and forth between mine. "No hunt is worth your life."

      I turned my head aside, unable to meet his gaze. It hurt to know what he thought of me — some poor, desperate woman clinging to an invented purpose because she had no other. It didn't help that I wondered if he was right.

      As much out of need as to escape my thoughts, I found myself speaking. "Can I ask you a favor?"

      "Of course."

      "When Linos gave me the tip earlier about Lykos, he also told me he'd go missing for a while. He told me not to come looking for him, but with everything going on, I can't help but worry." I met his gaze. "I won't be breaking my promise, though, if you're the one who looks after him."

      He nodded. "He's young, but he doesn't completely lack sense. I will find and watch over him all the same." He gave me an odd look. "But he isn't the one I was concerned about."

      I sighed. "I'll think about what you said. That's as much as I can promise."

      Talan took my hand, and I pressed his in return. Without a word, he released his grasp and turned away. I watched him disappear down an alley and lingered a moment longer before shaking my head and making my way inside.

      As soon as I entered Canopy, Xaron and Nomusa turned toward me from near the bay window, nearly silhouettes in the dim light of the loft. I raised an eyebrow as I approached them. "Trying to spy on me?"

      "Why'd you have to stand next to the tower?" Xaron complained.

      Nomusa wasn't smiling. She had shadows under her eyes, accentuated by the low light. I wondered if she'd slept that night.

      "Xaron had just started to fill me in on what you two were up to with Talan," she said, her words picked carefully. "Care to elaborate?"

      Tired, hungry, and paranoid as I was, it took all my self-control not to snap at her. Instead, I took a breath and explained what had happened. Guilty as I felt, I held back my last conversation with Talan. I wasn't ready to risk the job yet by telling them about Feiyan's threats.

      "You could have been killed," was all Nomusa said when I finished.

      "But we weren't. And now we have further leads."

      "Not much. What did you learn? That the First Laurel is investigating the Despot's murder? Hardly surprising. And can you really know what the Valemish are up to from this one conversation?"

      I shook my head. Why Nomusa had such resistance to the inquiry, I couldn't explain. When we'd first become Finches, we'd dreamed of an opportunity like this. It seemed that those days were gone.

      I stretched and yawned. "Time for bed. See you both tomorrow."

      I rose and headed for my room. Before I could enter, Nomusa approached and folded me into an embrace. Surprised, I relented. Touch was common for her, but considering her stance toward the job, I hadn't expected any hugs forthcoming.

      "I know I haven't been cooperative," she said softly in my ear. "And I can't say I agree with your inquiry. But… I've lost family twice, Aire. I don't want to lose you, too."

      All of my pent-up annoyance with her suddenly dissipated. I held her tighter. "We've always taken risks, Nomu. Yes, these are greater than before. But I'd be denying the very thing I'm meant for if I didn't look into this."

      Nomusa didn't answer for a long moment. "I know. But can you at least not take such foolish risks?"

      I gently extricated myself from her. "We'll see."

      She turned her gaze aside. We both heard the lie in the words.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER TEN


          

          
            ASCENSION
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        Asileia Wreath, unlike her father, has never seemed aware that the Despoina would have any limits to her authority. In this, she is like Zalfene Wreath, who, generations before, built the Half Wall and nearly began a war with Avvad. Reports of her activities as governor of the Oedijan peninsula are preliminary, but Asileia appears to use autocratic methods to enact laws with little consultation from her subjects, nor even agreement among the landed patricians…

        Should she fail to learn wisdom, I fear for our nation when Asileia wears the Evergreen Wreath.

        

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

      

      

      A bird awaited me when I woke.

      Rising before Nomusa and Xaron — though after Corin — I went to the balcony, as was my habit. There waited an unfamiliar finch, impatiently hopping back and forth. Heart pounding, I took up the messenger bird and unwound the scroll from its leg. It bore no distinguishable seal, but I suspected who it was from as soon as I began reading.

      
        
        My Honeycomb,

        I have left you forlorn for far too long. We must be reunited, and at once, or I fear I shall expire from want. I miss the sweet nectar of your kiss; life here is far too bitter and growing more so every day.

        Meet me at the place where, if I were so blessed to be the Wreath, I might first lay eyes upon you, and at the time this evening that she might least observe it.

        Forever longing for your flower,

        Your Aimless Bumblebee

      

      

      I smiled at the floral, love-sick language. It was at odds with the stiff, formal man I knew Nikias to be, but Jaxas Wreath's steward was a surprising man. When it came to his own master, he was loyal to the bone. For all other matters in the Laurel Palace, however, his tongue was alarmingly loose.

      On the whole, the message seemed thin on information and thick with alarm. If Nikias felt threatened, it didn't bode well for his continuing to provide information. Still, if he wanted to meet, that would have to be enough.

      Xaron appeared in the balcony doorway and scowled at the dreary sky. "Any news?" he asked.

      "Nikias sent another finch. He wants to meet."

      His expression brightened. "Truly? When?"

      "Tonight, if I'm reading the message correctly. In Forum Demos during Asileia's Ascension. Here, read it yourself."

      Accepting the message, Xaron glanced it over and made a face. "Has he never written a love letter before? Laid it on a bit thick to be believable."

      "And made it too obvious — I was quick to decipher it, and I'm sure others would be as well. Still, I don't see what choice we have but to meet him."

      He handed me back the message. "How about not meeting him?"

      I raised an eyebrow at him, then looked him up and down, noticing for the first time he was fully dressed. "Where are you headed?"

      He gave me an uncertain smile. "Visiting my parents. Their health isn't well."

      I snorted, knowing the lie for what it was. Though it did hurt that he didn't tell me where he went these mornings. "Very well. Keep your secrets."

      "I'll see you tonight. Meet at Zipho's first? Four turns past noon?"

      "Fine. See you then."

      Once he'd left and the finch was sent, I returned inside. A thought occurred to me, one that made me sweat. If we met Nikias tonight, he'd expect to be paid. The steward wasn't a cheap informant. Most of my eyes and ears around the city took copper and nickel for payment. Nikias accepted nothing less than silver, and a hefty amount at that.

      I chewed my lip as my eyes slid to the loose stone in the kitchen wall where we kept our shared Finch money, which comprised half of what we earned. I knew as well as Xaron and Nomusa how much was left there: thirty-three silver scions, fifty-nine nickel magnes, and a smattering of copper cullets. The steward likely wouldn't take less than fifteen scions. Considering the times, it was foolish to spend half of our money on one whisper.

      Yet I knew what I would do. No matter how underhanded it seemed, this would be best for all of us. Discovering the Despot's murderer would bring more wealth than any of us would be able to spend.

      The ring of rationalization was loud in my ears.

      I slipped the false stone from the wall and set it softly on the floor. Glancing over my shoulder to make sure Nomusa's door was still closed, I took out the silver, a full fifteen pieces, and silently stashed them in my private purse, quieting them with slips of cloth between each coin. Replacing the stone, I swept away the dust from the floor below the cache.

      As I rose, I heard the creak of an opening door. My heart caught in my throat. I sidestepped closer to the pantry and began pulling down food.

      I glanced back as Nomusa emerged from her room. "Morning," I said with false cheeriness.

      "Morning," she replied, walking toward me. "I'm starving."

      "You always wake starving." My teasing sounded overdone to my own ears, my voice unnaturally high-pitched. I hoped Nomusa wouldn't notice.

      She smiled blearily at me. "Ixolo burns fuel." She looked me up and down. "Leaving already?"

      "I want to know what Oedija whispers before the Ascension tonight. Though Xaron beat both of us out, if you can believe it."

      She pulled out bread from the pantry and began cutting it. "To his usual mysterious spot, is it?"

      "So it seems."

      I needed to leave. It somehow seemed the silver would give me away the longer I stayed. "We're meeting at Zipho's four turns after noon for the Ascension. I'll see you there?"

      "Sure." Nomusa nodded at my hand. "But aren't you going to eat that mango first?"

      I looked down at my hand. I hadn't even noticed what I'd grabbed. Letting out a nervous laugh, I replaced it on the shelf. "I'm not as hungry as I thought. See you later."

      Nomusa watched me strangely as I headed toward the door. "Till then."

      I put on a strained smile and turned away. Only as I exited did I remember I hadn't mentioned Nikias. But with my stomach turning, I didn't turn back, but fled down the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      As promised, Nomusa, Xaron, and I met at Zipho's that afternoon. With guilt still coursing strong through me, and the mystery of Xaron's morning between us, it made for awkward conversation over coffee.

      We made small talk as we pushed on to Forum Demos. Nomusa told us of her night, which consisted of a handsome man in a tavern who claimed to be a laurel guard. I smiled in response while my mind wandered. I had only just realized I'd have to pay Nikias in front of them, and I didn't have the first clue as to how I'd pull it off.

      "Are we meeting Nikias first?" Xaron asked suddenly.

      Startled from my thoughts, I guiltily looked at Nomusa. She wore a frown. "No one told me we were meeting Nikias," she said slowly.

      Xaron glanced at me. "You didn't mention it this morning?"

      "It slipped my mind," I lied.

      An awkward silence fell between us.

      "You may as well tell me about it now," Nomusa said flatly. "What did the message say?"

      Xaron recounted the missive and my conclusions about what it meant. "We don't know exactly where he intends to meet, but I'm sure we'll sort it out."

      "Do you have the message? I want to see the exact wording."

      Silently, I handed it to her. Apprehension built inside me as she read. Sooner or later, her mind would turn to payment. I didn't know what I'd say if she asked about it.

      "Meet me at the place where, if I were so blessed to be the Wreath, I might first lay eyes upon you, and at the time this evening that she might least observe it," she read aloud. "He has a fondness for convoluted riddles, doesn't he? At least its meaning is obvious."

      "Is it?" I asked, curious. "Where exactly is it?"

      "The Pillar. It rises right before the dais. Impossible to miss."

      Xaron groaned. "Not the Pillar again. A bad cipher and a poor meeting place... I'm beginning to question this whole venture."

      "As am I," Nomusa said wryly.

      I looked away, having nothing to say in response.

      When we were still a mile away from Forum Demos, the crowds thickened. Sweat and the stench of humanity permeated the air. I kept one hand on my purse and a wary watch. No one celebrated ceremonies as much as cutpurses, and I wasn't about to line some urchin's pockets.

      We passed the gated Acadium, its campus of towers the last landmark before the forum, and a welcome sight after our long, uncomfortable march. Seeing it made me wish again that I could have one conversation with Archmaster Kyros and hear what he knew of the Despot's death. At least I would soon speak to Tribune Vusumuzi. I'd learn what I needed, so long as I could find the patience to tease it out.

      As we drew close to Forum Demos, a palpable excitement grew in the air, electrifying the shouts and hurrying our steps. To my surprise, I found that I'd caught it as well. Though a leaden weight still lingered in my stomach, my spirits lifted bit by bit. The sun began to set, and the glow of lights from Forum Demos appeared ahead. Pyr lamps, braziers, oil lanterns, even candles were suspended above the streets, a path of stars to light our way.

      Then we reached Forum Demos itself, the sprawling half-mile of amphitheater packed full of people for the second time in a span. We made our way directly toward the Pillar. My anxiety increased with every step. Would I be able to slip the silver to Nikias? I didn't dare think of the ethics of it lest I lose my nerve.

      As we reached the Pillar, I scanned the crowd for the steward, but he was just one in a sea of humanity. Xaron, a few inches taller than I was, rose on his toes, but fared no better. Nomusa was half-hearted in her search, her scowl deepening with every new person who shoved against her.

      Finally, I saw him. I'd only met him a few times before, but I recognized the squinting eyes set in the scrunched face looking back and forth. Finely trimmed gray whiskers lined his jaw, and even in the midst of the crowd, he stood erect and proud in his patrician finery.

      I pressed toward him without alerting Xaron and Nomusa. A desperate idea had occurred to me. I just had to hope the steward would comply.

      Nikias turned and noticed me, then stood and waited. He didn't acknowledge me, for which I was thankful. No doubt both of us wished to escape as much notice as possible.

      Nearing him, I withdrew the purse of silver from inside my chiton's pocket and clutched it tightly in my hand. As soon as I stood before him, I thrust it toward him.

      The steward reflexively stepped back. "What is that?" he demanded, shouting to be heard.

      "Take it!" I hissed, pressing it into his hand. "I'm paying in advance!" A glance over my shoulder showed Xaron and Nomusa heading our way.

      Nikias's ample eyebrows drew down, but he accepted the purse and secreted it beneath his many-layered robes.

      Just then, my companions joined us. "Nikias!" Xaron greeted him. "Good to see you! You should have told us you were such a stunning poet!"

      The steward scowled. "As much as I would love to bandy words, I must return to my master's side soon."

      My mouth felt dry as I leaned close, my companions leaning with me. "Tell us what you know of the Despot," I said as loud as I dared.

      Nikias nodded sharply. "The official story is he died of foul humors of the heart due to the rich foods of the festival. But the honors tell another story."

      "Go on."

      Nikias spoke so low I could barely hear. "The Despot was murdered in his own rooms. Pushed from his balcony by the look of it."

      "Pushed from his balcony?" I frowned. "How do you know? Was his body found below?"

      Nikias's whiskers bristled as he leaned away. "No body has been found that I've heard of. But the Despot was gone without a trace! Not a spot of blood on the carpets, nor bed sheets, nor walls. The only thing out of sorts was that his balcony door was ajar, and a spattering of mud lay on the stone."

      I glanced at the others. Xaron wore a skeptical look, while Nomusa seemed thoughtful. Turning back to Nikias, I asked, "How can we be sure he didn't disappear somehow? Perhaps he was kidnapped."

      Nikias looked to the sky as if seeking consolation from the gods. "No one saw him leave, no one, out of the entire Laurel Palace. There's only one door to Myron's old chambers. He entered that night and never left."

      "But someone else must have entered as well," Xaron objected. "Or are you saying the old boar threw himself to the rocks?"

      Nikias ignored him. "There is more. An honor overheard the guards afterward. One said he heard arguing from inside, then a roar like a blazing forge. He and his fellow tried to enter but found it bolted from within. It was only after the First Laurel had arrived that they broke it open and found nothing inside."

      The First Laurel had been the first to arrive. That cast a new light on Lykos. I'd assumed him innocent. Either there had been no other evidence on the scene, or he had disposed of it before others arrived. The roar could be explained by a tricky bit of chemistry or an enchanted object. Pyrthaen-lit braziers, for example, had a tendency to blaze up on occasion.

      Or, of course, it could be from the magic of a rogue warden.

      "Safe to say there were two people in that room," Xaron reasoned. "Unless the Despot was as crazy as his daughter."

      "And if they had a way in," Nomusa interjected, "they would have had a way to secret out the Despot."

      "It's impossible!" Nikias protested. "There are no secret passages to that room, I can assure you of that. And the balcony is as inaccessible. Not only is it watched by a dozen guards from a dozen different angles, and lit as brightly as the moons, but it is set over a sheer, slick cliff. Not even the most dexterous of gymnasts could manage it."

      "Perhaps they didn't enter," I said, a thought coming to me. "Perhaps they hid in the room until the Despot returned."

      "And then went where?" Nikias pressed. "Did they leap after their dark deed was finished?" He sniffed. "I hardly think even the most dedicated assassin would commit to that."

      I shared a look with Xaron, and he shrugged. Nomusa seemed to have spoken her piece and remained silent as well.

      "Is there anything more?" I asked Nikias. "What about Asileia Wreath? And Lykos — what has he been up to?"

      "One at a time," he said irritably, eyes darting this way and that. "The palace has felt like the air before a storm, to borrow my master's words. People move with caution and speak softly, especially around our soon-to-be Despoina. As for her, I've seen with my own eyes that she has truly been touched by malevolent pyr."

      It was hardly surprising to hear. Yet I couldn't let others draw conclusions for me. Too often in the past had others' assumptions led me astray. "What signs has she shown?"

      "What hasn't she? She surrounds herself with those backwater oracles, who prattle in her ear that she's the 'Hand of Clepsammia' and other such rubbish. She speaks to herself in front of others. She sees things that are not there, while other times she's blind to people standing directly before her. But most of all…" Nikias hesitated.

      "Don't stay silent now," I coaxed him.

      His jaw flexed. "I cannot say more. It would betray my master's confidences, and that I would not do for silver or gold."

      I leaned back, disappointed. He had given much already, but this seemed to be the crucial bit. What had Jaxas, Nikias's master, told him that was so important? It might be the key to knowing if Asileia was guilty or innocent.

      "Then at least speak of the First Laurel," I pressed. "What has he done since the Despot's death?"

      "How can I tell? He's hardly been in the palace. But others have said he's looking into the Despot's death, and Lykos has never given me reason to believe otherwise. I would not suspect him in your little game."

      I nodded. It didn't exonerate him, but it was good to know Nikias's opinion.

      Nikias glanced back toward the dais. "I must return. I cannot promise to speak again. The way things are looking under the Despoina, information may cost my life next time."

      "Then you'd best avoid paying," I said with a forced smile. "Thank you as always, Nikias. May the Eidola watch over you."

      "I had better pray someone will," the informant muttered as he turned and stalked through the unwashed crowd, shoulders raised like an alley mongrel.

      "How much of that was lying at his master's behest?" Xaron murmured in my ear as we watched the steward disappear into the crowd.

      I shrugged, glad that neither of my companions had inquired into the seeming lack of payment to Nikias. "You'll drive yourself madder than Asileia worrying about the truth. All we have to worry about is what fits."

      "What does fit?" He ran a hand through his hair. "I still feel as if we've not discovered anything conclusive."

      "We can discuss this later," Nomusa broke in. "Let's go to our usual perch."

      We pushed back up through the crowd to the buildings lining the back of the forum, then clambered up the crates to the roof above, ignoring once more the jeering of the orphans. No sooner had we sat than an unnaturally amplified voice cut through the crowd.

      "Hark!" Hilarion's high-pitched voice called. "Make way for our beloved Wreath!"

      The procession streamed through the crowd like a great snake. Rank upon rank of trumpeters, dancers, and polished city watchmen marched through Forum Demos toward the dais.

      After the common paraders came the foremost of Oedijan officials: the Servants of the People's Conclave. Signifying their connection to the people, they walked on foot, though their flawless, flowing robes sewn with an abundance of cloth and pinned with gems and silver spoiled the effect.

      Behind the Servants walked the Low Consuls, the supreme leaders who ruled through the Conclave. As I spotted Feiyan walking among them, her chin held up proudly, I sent up a small prayer that she would trip over the hem of her robes. To my dismay, no gods or pyr paid me heed, and the snake of a woman passed by unimpeded.

      Next came the Tribunes, swathed in burgundy robes, with the Shepherds walking among them. In aqua cowls and manacles hanging from their wrists and ankles, the warden enforcers of the Confessional Tribunal kept their gazes forward and held themselves in an unnaturally stiff manner. My stomach twisted upon seeing them, as it always did. There was something strange about Shepherds that I'd never quite been able to put my finger on.

      The Acadians followed the Tribunes and Shepherds, Archmaster Kyros Brighteyed at their head. His telltale eyes could be seen glimmering even from this distance. After the Acadians rode the five Stratechons, elected leaders of the city watch and the militia taxoi when needed.

      Finally, the royal palanquin passed by. Eight honors contorted their bodies to bear our new Despoina down the steps to the dais. Before her rode Hilarion, the middle-aged, warden jester looking distinctly uncomfortable atop his humorously small mule. His sackcloth clothing no doubt made his situation all the worse. A mocking crown of golden wheat was twined about his mostly bald pate. With the piteous sight he made, I could almost understand people becoming dismissive of wardens' powers, as Hilarion was meant to do.

      Coming behind them rode Lykos, making for a stark contrast. He peered about with his wolfish eyes from atop a fine chestnut, polished bronze armor shining.

      As the last of the parade followed, the Despoina was carried up to the brilliantly illuminated dais, and the canopy of her palanquin was pulled back. The gathered crowd collectively gasped — how godly she appeared! Her skin had been rubbed with golden pyrkin, and with her chiton cut to leave both breasts exposed, there was plenty of skin to glow. Had she been anyone but our Despoina-to-be, she would have been derided as a whore. But Asileia's nakedness cast an aura of power. She appeared brighter than the three moons and more wondrous than the radiant winds. I suspected she basked in all her contrived glory.

      "I don't think Myron glowed like the sun during his Ascension," I said to Xaron and Nomusa.

      "Myron wasn't mad," Nomusa surmised.

      Hilarion's high tenor broke through the babbling of the audience once again. "Hail!" he called. "Hail, one and all! The Low Consuls of our nation!"

      The ten Low Consuls of the Conclave processed to the front of the dais to stand beside the Despoina-to-be, looking like frail, mortal creatures next to a radiant goddess. One by one, Hilarion pressed his fingers to their throats, and each said their piece to muted effects from the crowd. True rulers of Oedija or not, the common people were not here for their speeches.

      After they'd finished, High Tribune Photina stepped forward. Held aloft in her hands was the Evergreen Wreath. The crown was said to have been worn by the first Despot six hundred years before, and was still as vibrant a green as the day it was woven. The crowd rose in a sudden roar of cheers — and jeers, unless my ears were mistaken. My interest piqued, I fished out my peering glass and adjusted it to watch the proceedings.

      Hilarion pressed his fingers to Asileia's golden throat as she stepped forward. "People of Oedija," her commanding alto boomed. "The demos of our demotism. I welcome you, and welcome your worship."

      There was pocketed applause, but more loudly rose the murmurs.

      "That wasn't what they expected, I'll warrant," Xaron muttered. "The mad hag."

      "We gather here not just for ceremony," Asileia continued. "We gather not just because tradition demands it. We gather to witness the passing of this nation's leadership, and to witness a change more profound than the switching of the seasons. We gather to witness my donning of the Wreath."

      This was something the people could get behind, and they started clapping. But true to her manner, Leia barreled through with barely a pause.

      "Some claim I am to be a mere figurehead, as my father was, and his father was, and his mother before that. Little more than a statue on a throne." Her voice rose in anger. "Some claim that I will be meek as a lamb, shepherded by a band of old fools."

      Murmurs gave a bubbling undercurrent to the speech. Something was stirring, though I couldn't tell precisely what.

      "They are wrong!" The Despoina's voice crashed like cymbals in my ears. "And they will be shown to be wrong! This is my promise to you: change is coming. And it is coming tonight."

      The bubbling became a swelling river, protests and assents sounding in equal measures. I shared a worried look with Nomusa and Xaron. None of us moved. If something were to happen, we had to be present for it.

      "We are weak," Asileia sneered. "We bow under famine and hunger. Our army is little more than children playing with toys. We cower before another nation as if we were already their slaves. But we will cower no longer. I bow before no one. No one!"

      People began crying out now, the noise reaching a zenith. I couldn't tell if protest or approval was winning out. Even still, the Despoina's voice crashed over them, like thunder over stormy seas.

      "I am the Eidola's chosen, the Hand of Clepsammia! The oracles have spoken of my coming! And I will lead our nation to the glory it was fated to seize!"

      And with that, a hush stole over the crowd. For some, it was heresy. For others, it was hopelessly grandiose. I knew it now to be mere madness.

      Then, through the peering glass, I saw Asileia suddenly jerk back from Hilarion, her mouth parted in a scream. It echoed through the forum, then abruptly cut to a normal pitch. Heart pounding, I pieced the scene together from glimpses.

      The Despoina, her robes engulfed in hungry flames, stumbling across the dais.

      The Low Consuls scattering and scrambling to flee the platform.

      Hilarion, still standing where the Despoina had left him, staring in horror at his hand.

      "Kill him! Kill him!" Her scream echoed thinly up the forum. Focusing my glass on Asileia, I saw she pointed at someone. As I followed the line of her finger, I glimpsed Hilarion as a sword whipped a red line across his neck. The jester crumpled to the ground. But the attacker wasn't finished yet. The sword bit into the back of Hilarion's neck, spraying blood across the stage, and a third time as the sword pierced through his back.

      I watched through my glass, trying to steady my shaking hands, as I identified the assailant. Lykos, gleaming armor spattered with blood, withdrew his blade and scanned the swell of faces as if searching for more victims. All the while, Shepherds swarmed the stage.

      Asileia Wreath still screamed as honors rushed up to her and swung rags to dampen the flames licking across her golden skin. The noise of the crowd drowned out her words. I saw someone kneel by the dead body of Hilarion — Kyros Brighteyed, his gaze as hard as Lykos's had been.

      "Great ancestors protect us all," Xaron muttered as he gripped my arm. "Did that just happen?"

      I was too preoccupied to answer. As shock slipped away, suspicion replaced it. I panned my peering glass across the stage, studying the scene.

      "Airene, we have to leave," Nomusa said, taking my other arm. "It isn't safe here."

      I sighed and lowered the glass, then followed them off the rooftop to the chaotic streets below.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTERLUDE I
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      Jaxas stood just beyond the doorway, head turned aside. From the corner of his eye, he could see the room lay in disarray. Mirror glass glittered across the carpeted floor. Curtains had been ripped down and torn apart. Pillow feathers were strewn about the bed.

      She stood in the midst of the chaos, the goddess calm again after the storm. The Despoina had returned to her right mind.

      "Leia?" Jaxas inquired cautiously. He didn't look at her. "Are you sure you wouldn't like me to call back the surgeon?"

      A turn before, her skin had been reddened and boiled by the lancing flames of the late Hilarion. But Kallias the Sculptor had done his job well. As she stood naked in the middle of the room, he could see the Acadian surgeon had returned her flesh to its ashy bronze.

      If only he could restore all she had lost.

      "Leia?" he called softly once more.

      "It is not the first time I've burned, Archon Jaxas." She distanced him with the new title she'd granted him. "You have not forgotten my mother's gift to me, have you?"

      He had tried to forget many times, but Leia had never let him. She despised him for how he saw the best in her. Or how he imagined it.

      "That disgusting skin hanging from my ears," she continued, merciless, though she seemed to be speaking to herself. "And she thought I would keep it — hah!"

      Jaxas tried again to lead the conversation away. "You look well, but if it hurts too much to put on your robes, I can call the honors back⁠—"

      "You do not need to coddle me, Jaxas. Just because my father is dead does not mean I cannot take care of myself." She laughed mirthlessly.

      "Then perhaps you will dismiss me."

      "Come closer — I cannot hear you from over there."

      He could feel her mocking smile, but it was his Despoina's explicit command. As little as he wanted to, he turned to the room and faced her. He had seen his cousin naked before, and not only as children, for their bathing times sometimes coincided. But never had she displayed herself like this before him. He took two obliging steps forward and halted.

      Her lips curled. "Closer."

      He took another step.

      She laughed aloud at him again. "You always were skittish." Now she approached him, coming close enough to touch. She held herself tall and erect, as if her nudity were armor, as if the shame it spread through Jaxas were something to be proud of.

      Leaning closer, she spoke in his ear, breath tickling his neck. "I know he's dead. Even though there was no body, I know it. Would you like to know how?"

      He said nothing, dreading her words.

      "Because, dear cousin, I killed him."

      Jaxas stepped back, his heart racing. "You don't mean that," he said as calmly as he could manage. "You can't. I sat with you that night in your father's solar."

      "Not with all of me." She smiled at his shock, his fear, his loathing. "I am the Eidola's chosen. The Hand of Clepsammia moves her spirit as readily as a pyr between the Pyrthae and the world of flesh. I killed him, if not with my worldly hands, than with my immortal ones."

      "Leia, don't say such things. You're not in your right mind."

      She laughed, and before its harsh sound, he couldn't bear to stay a moment longer. He turned from her chambers and fled.

      Down the hall from her doors, he pressed himself against the cold stone. Her laughter had cut off as abruptly as it had come. No doubt she had lapsed back into one of her stupors — her visions, as she called them.

      Jaxas closed his eyes and tried to still his spinning head. He didn't believe it. He couldn't. Not of her. But he'd heard it from her own lips. She believed she had killed him. Was delighted she had. Even if she hadn't done it, wasn't that bad enough?

      He continued to flee, his footsteps falling faster and faster. His eyes burned, but he wiped away the few tears that came until his eyes were dry. This was the sign he'd been waiting so long for, he told himself. It was an impossible task before him, but he could not flinch from it any longer. She had shown too much of herself now. He could no longer tell himself that somewhere in her, beyond the cruel desires and feelings, there was some good part of her that would rise above the rest.

      He came to an abrupt halt before a tall window that looked out over the bay. The night had hidden much of the sea from view, but in the crests of the waves, pyrkin came alive in green washes. He had always treasured living in the seaside palace. The orphaned cousin taken in at eight when his parents died of plague, he'd always known he was lucky to even be alive, much less be surrounded by plenty. Myron had cared for him as a father for a son, steady even when his wife succumbed to the same disease. And Asileia, having lost her mother, bonded close to Jaxas in her grief.

      The peaceful sounds drifting up the cliffside could not calm him now. Asileia was not the girl he'd grown up with. To continue loving her, she who had once been a sister to him, would be living a lie.

      Yet doubt haunted him. Even knowing what she was, even knowing what she believed herself capable of, he didn't know that he would be able to do what needed to be done. For the good of all. Eidola above, for Asileia's own sake.

      Jaxas stared out over the quiet ocean, seeing little and understanding less.
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        Master Eltris says there are many things to be seen in birds. She says they are attuned to the Pyrthae in ways that humans are not. All of us contain the energetic elements within us — radiance, kinesis, magnesis, and the like — but many animals possess these to a greater degree than we, and birds most of all. Master Eltris claims that birds are able to fly high among the cold winds because of a natural attunement to radiance and kinesis. And they navigate by a magnesis, reading the magnetic fields that encompass Telae the way we would read a map.

        In whisper finches, the Master Augur says, the most important of the energetic elements is present. It is this element that we humans possess that allows us to think in our heightened capacity, and to force our will on the world. Quintessence, she calls it, though she cannot tell me any more of it than that. If I ask, she quickly grows cross.

        But I do not wish to study birds. I believe her to be a daft, wool-eared woman. Even if I did like her, I fear I have ruined my chances to become a master by being placed under her tutelage. Archmaster Kyros does not appear to care for her either. I am sure she would not be Master Augur had she not already long held the position. It's said she's as old as most of the buildings in the Acadium, even if she doesn't look it. I believe it when she talks sometimes, of things people shouldn't know of. The look she gets in her eye frightens me.

        

        - Diary of an Acadian pupil, name and date unknown

      

      

      It was well after dark when we reached our derelict tower and wearily climbed to the top. Once there, we gathered the last of the scraps in our household and made a meager meal, complete with goblets filled with the dregs of festival wine.

      "Alright," Xaron said, collapsing into the old armchair and ripping off a bite of dried sausage. "What happened back there?"

      I barely tasted the food I ate. "It's more proof that Asileia killed her father."

      "How?" Nomusa demanded. "The Despoina was attacked by a warden. How else could those flames begin so suddenly?"

      "Unless it was a performance. You couldn't see Hilarion's expression before Lykos cut him down. He stared at his hand like it had betrayed him."

      "Perhaps it was an accident," Nomusa suggested.

      Xaron shrugged. "Such things can happen even with an experienced warden. But one thing I do know is that Hilarion wasn't trying to kill her. His fingers were pressed to her throat. It would have been simple to do, if stupid, considering the forum was full of witnesses."

      "Unless someone was trying to make a point," I murmured. "The Manifest… didn't you say they're for liberating wardens?"

      Xaron's brow creased. "Yes. But didn't we just establish that Hilarion wasn't trying to kill her?"

      "I still agree with that. But would it be possible that someone was framing him?"

      "Shepherds were around the dais," Nomusa noted.

      Xaron shook his head. "No Shepherds were close enough or at the right angle. It had to have been someone within a dozen feet, and even then they'd have to be a powerful warden." He paused, his eyes going wide. "Oh, Tyurn's tits…"

      "What is it?"

      Xaron looked between us, then sighed. "You know how I've been leaving most mornings for the past several months?"

      "Hard to miss," I said drily.

      "Well, I suppose I now have to tell you what I've been up to… and it wasn't visiting my parents, or seeing a special woman. I've been — well, receiving lessons from an Acadian."

      Silence filled Canopy.

      Nomusa recovered before I did. "You're even stupider than I thought."

      He smiled sheepishly. "I'm sure that's not altogether surprising."

      I was far from amused. "How could you, Xaron? If you're caught, you could be confined there for the rest of your life — if the Shepherds don't decide to kill you instead."

      "I know the risks. I know it's a foolish thing to do. But it's all a long story. What's important is that in my time in the Acadium, I've learned a lot about another warden who was on stage with Asileia, one powerful enough to channel radiance at a great distance before it burst into flame. And one who might have the motivation to frame Hilarion."

      It took all my self-control to rein in my impatience. "You've just told us you've been a fool for the past season. Now you're holding out on us. Who else could have done it?"

      Nomusa's eyes widened. "Kyros Brighteyed. That's who you mean, isn't it?"

      Xaron nodded. "I've heard things spoken about him, but I didn't know what to make of them. That he comes and goes at strange turns of the night. That he has become increasingly vocal about the need for Acadians to step up their role within Oedija. Even that he's been training Acadians to fight."

      Fear struck through me, quick and cold. "To fight? What does he want, to become one of the Tyrant Wardens of old?"

      "Or maybe he's the leader of the Manifest," Nomusa said darkly.

      Xaron shrugged helplessly. "I can't say for sure. But Eltris can probably tell us more."

      Nomusa and I shared a look. "Who is Eltris?" she inquired.

      "She's, well, my mentor, I suppose."

      "Mentor for channeling?" I guessed.

      He nodded. "My mother never taught me anything beyond dampening my gift. I'm shur, a ten-shift warden, yet Eltris has shown me just how little I know." He lowered his gaze. "It may seem wrong to you. 'Thae above, it felt wrong to me at first. But learning about channeling can be for good as well as evil."

      I didn't look at him, not wanting him to see the fear in my eyes. "Let's assume that Kyros did set up Hilarion. What would he gain from it? This can only incite anger against wardens."

      "But if he's part of the Manifest, that may serve him well," Nomusa said thoughtfully. "People clearly support the cult's ideas. If he inflames relations between wardens and the demotism, it could propel their movement further."

      "I have an idea." Xaron stood and stretched. "How about we go visit Eltris tomorrow morning. She can tell us more about Kyros, and I can stop feeling guilty about lying to you."

      I hesitated. On the one hand, I didn't have a better explanation for what had happened at the Ascension. But I found it hard to accept that the Archmaster was leading an insurrection of wardens. It didn't explain what was happening with Asileia and Feiyan, nor with the Valemish. And I still found the Manifest the least of the threats that faced us. Cults were fragile, and surely all the more so with wardens involved.

      "It seems risky to gossip about Kyros in his own domain," I hedged. "How can you be sure we won't be watched?"

      "Eltris has mouthed off about him this long. I'm sure we'll be fine."

      I looked at Nomusa, who shrugged. "May as well," she said. "We might find out something."

      I sighed. If it could bring me closer to the Archmaster, one of the few who had seen the scene of Myron's disappearance, then I had to at least try. "We'll go then. But afterward, we stop by the Tribunal to speak to Vusu. It's past time we heard what he said."

      Xaron looked uneasy. "You two can go. I'll pass. That Tribune makes my skin crawl."

      I nodded with understanding. The branch of the demotism that backed the Shepherds wouldn't be a comfortable place for Xaron to enter.

      "We have a long day tomorrow," Nomusa said, rising. "And you two didn't rest much last night. Let's try to sleep the night through for once?"

      My heart was light as I went to my bed. Despite everything that had happened, I found a smile tugging at my lips. Perhaps they didn't know it, but both of them were finally on board with my hunt.

      Things were starting to look up.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I woke to the taste of blood.

      I turned onto my side and spat in my washing dish. Working my swollen tongue around my mouth, I suspected I'd bitten it during the night. I groaned and sat up.

      The dream slowly came back to me.

      An endless, red ocean had surrounded me. The viscous liquid clung to me as I broke the surface, but I'd enjoyed the feeling of being coated in it. It felt like having a second skin under which I could not be harmed.

      Next to me, a man rose from the sea. I turned to him, smiling. But before I could see his face, I'd awoken.

      I rubbed the dream-crust from my eyes, the logic of the images unraveling. I recognized it now as a scene stolen from the book Nomusa had lent me, Tales of the Desolate. Yama and Lophe and their Unnamed ishaka had conquered their neighbors and Nomusa's ancestors, the Yorandu. For some unexplained ritual, they had begun slaughtering their prisoners. The Twins had hung up the bodies as they slit their throats, draining them of blood into a large pit. Then they were said to have bathed in it. All in the name of their Serpent God.

      I shook my head and rose from bed. Eidola above, I had to return that book of myths to Nomusa, or it seemed I'd go crazy.

      Xaron and Nomusa rose soon after. As he usually did, Xaron made straight for the pantry and groaned. "No food."

      "No time for that," I said impatiently. "We can get something on the way."

      "Our money won't last long on stall food," Nomusa pointed out. "Especially since we're not taking paying jobs."

      "We still need food!" Xaron objected. "Can't we get some on the way?"

      "Fine. I'll draw a silver from the fund." Nomusa headed toward the loose stone in the wall.

      My stomach lurched. "I'll get it!" I lunged from across the room, reaching the stone before her and pulling it out.

      I could feel Nomusa staring at my back. "I didn't know you were so eager to buy groceries."

      I kept the bag containing our stash as much out of sight as possible. "Someone has to keep a leash on Xaron."

      He laughed. "It's true. I'd eat us out of this tower if I could."

      Nomusa didn't say anything. The coin withdrawn, I tied up the bag again and replaced the stone, then stood and turned. "Ready?" I asked lightly.

      Nomusa gave me a studying look, then nodded. As Xaron and I followed her out the door, I repressed a sigh of relief. For now, my lie remained undetected.

      I doubted the reprieve would last long.
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        * * *

      

      It was only a turn before noon by the time we arrived at the Acadium. As we approached the gates, Nomusa and I slowed, uncertain before the scrutiny of the guards. Xaron, however, urged us forward to the small gatehouse, where little more than his name had the gates swinging open. Masking my surprise, I followed him up the stone pathway to the buildings on the hill above.

      My curiosity soared as I stared at the campus around me. The Acadium had been carved out slowly over the past century, the Conclave allotting bits and pieces as the years wore on and its population of wardens and scholars grew. As a result of this incremental development, the buildings demonstrated a clashing variety of architectures. The central forum at the top of the hill was a prime example, with what might have been a patrician's manor facing an adobe house barely fit to be a bakery. From our vantage point, I could see the campus continued in every direction in a similarly mismatched fashion, all the way to the far end, where a black tower rose high into the clear sky, only eclipsed in height by the gray Pillar before it. It had to be at least twice the height of our own derelict tower. I wondered if it, like the Conclave's dome and the Pillars, were relics from the Lighted years of Oedija, when wardens were revered rather than penned up like caged bears.

      "The Archmaster's tower," Xaron said when he caught Nomusa and I staring. "You can see how someone would think themselves above others from up there."

      Xaron led us past the forum and down the other side of the hill. We followed the paved road that wound through the campus for a while, glimpsing the numerous inhabitants of the Acadium. Acadians wore robes of gray, brown, and black, and distinguished themselves by colorful stoles indicating their discipline of study. Pupils were afforded no stoles, but hurried about in even more meager clothes to their tasks. Honors, too, walked the road, as well as a few common folk — laborers and merchants, by the look of them.

      When we had gone halfway to Kyros's tower, Xaron turned off the main road into an alley with an uneven dirt path. Walking a little ways in, the buildings began to look increasingly desolate. Windows were boarded up. Debris lay scattered before doors. In the corners, wood rotted and stone had worn away. Peeking above the forgotten buildings was a squat stone tower, like a bent, old man among his starving grandchildren. It was before its gray, weathered door that Xaron stopped.

      "Is this where she lives?" I asked in a low voice.

      He nodded, then let out a long breath. "Brace yourselves."

      As Nomusa and I exchanged a look, Xaron knocked twice. Several long moments passed. I glanced at Xaron, but he made no move to touch it again.

      "Is she coming?" Nomusa asked drily.

      No sooner had she spoken than the door cracked open. A pair of startling yellow eyes peered out from behind wisps of curly gray hair.

      "Not today," the woman within said. "And not with them." She started closing the door.

      "But—" Xaron objected.

      "Not. Today." The door rapped shut.

      Xaron stared at it in disbelief for a moment, then looked around sheepishly. "She gets like this. But usually, if I try again⁠—"

      "Not. Today," Eltris repeated through the door.

      "Friendly, isn't she?" Nomusa noted in a low voice.

      "You may want to keep that to yourself," Xaron spoke aloud. "She has eerily keen hearing."

      I stared at the door, wondering at the amber eyes behind it. "You've told us her name, but we know next to nothing of this Eltris."

      Xaron shrugged. "Eltris is Eltris. She's the Master Augur in title, but no one pays much attention to her order." He glanced at the door again, and his eyes suddenly lit up, a wicked grin spreading across his face. "You see," he said loudly, "augury isn't a legitimate Pyrthaen discipline like the others here at the Acadium. It's not rigorous or really all that useful⁠—"

      The door opened again to reveal an old woman, bent and scowling like a forest crone. A frumpy, brown robe fell past her feet, battered pins barely holding it together. Master Augur Eltris glared at each of us, her frown deepening with each passing moment.

      "If you must antagonize me," she said, disgust dripping from her words, "you'd best do it in here."

      As Xaron followed her into the tower, he didn't bother to suppress a grin. I looked at Nomusa.

      "We're already here," Nomusa said without enthusiasm. "May as well hear what the crone has to say."

      "Xaron said she has good hearing," I reminded her before entering through the decrepit doorway.

      It was dark within. The tower's arrow slits were boarded up, and the walls were lazily smeared with yellow pyrkin. A mess of books, papers, broken pens, and other implements sought to trip us with every step. Nomusa's mouth tightened as she looked over the mess. She had never been able to tolerate clutter.

      Eltris stood at the base of a staircase that wound around the edge of the room. Her eyes caught the light, making them gleam like a cat's.

      "Why are they here?" she demanded of Xaron.

      "We need to talk to you, master. About Kyros."

      I wondered if I even knew Xaron. There hadn't been a shred of sarcasm in his voice when he'd said "master."

      The frumpy woman snorted. "I'm not a gossip. Their curiosity is not my concern."

      "It should be," Xaron pressed. "If Kyros has been⁠—"

      "Can they channel?" She glanced at Nomusa, then stared at me for a long moment. Her eyes seemed to flash, but when I blinked, only the pyrkin light gleamed in them.

      "No," she continued. "As I suspected. Scoria, the both of them."

      "Scoria?" I asked.

      Eltris snorted. "Those who can't channel are scoria."

      I wondered if I should feel insulted. Before I could decide, the augur turned away to ascend the stairs. "If you are finished with this," she called over her shoulder, "we will attend to your training."

      Xaron looked pleadingly at Nomusa and me before climbing the stairs himself. I was curious enough that I clambered up after him, though Nomusa looked more annoyed than before as she followed.

      The second circle of the tower emerged in a wash of flickering light. The air hung hot and heavy, no doubt from the braziers lining the edge of the room and illuminating it in lieu of the boarded up windows. Their flames blazed too brightly to be natural. I stared at them, curious why I'd never seen such Pyrthaen creations before. The rest of the room was empty except for a large rug, faded and pilled, that ran the length and width of the tower.

      Whistling suddenly filled the air. I looked up and saw a couple of dozen finches in the eaves. To my amazement, I thought I detected the blue breast of a whisper finch among the mix, but I couldn't be sure. How an Acadian could afford one was beyond me. From all I'd heard, one could purchase a modest estate with the price such a rare bird would fetch.

      Eltris had hobbled over to the far end of the carpet and stood facing us. Noticing me watching her birds, she nodded up at them. "My assistants."

      I kept a straight face. "Their singing is lovely."

      She snorted and turned her gaze to Xaron. "If you wanted to show off in front of these girls, you chose the wrong way. I'll put you on your back if I see one lapse of concentration."

      "Yes, master." He took up a position opposite of the augur, closed his eyes, and rolled his shoulders, visibly relaxing his body.

      I watched, bemused, as they proceeded to move slowly and deliberately, breathing deeply through their noses. All was silent except for the calling of the birds overhead. Nomusa had shed her look of annoyance and was watching with growing interest. "Not unlike Ixolo," she whispered to me.

      "No talking," Eltris said without opening her eyes.

      Nomusa frowned again, but she said nothing more.

      After they performed the breathing exercises and movements for a quarter turn, the true training began. Eltris's first demand was that Xaron channel a radiant ray that she couldn't break. Setting his hands forward and screwing up his eyes, he attempted to do just that, projecting a beam of light toward Eltris. Before it reached the opposite side of the tower, however, the beam fractured and fell apart. I winced. Eltris hadn't even been looking when she dismantled his channeling, instead cooing softly to a bird that had alighted on her finger.

      Xaron gritted his teeth and tried again. Twice more he shot the radiant ray at his teacher, and twice more she broke it apart. After his ray shattered a sixth time, Xaron threw up his hands. "Show me how to do it already!"

      "You know how," Eltris snapped. "Knowledge is not enough. You must apply what you know."

      "I don't know what to apply," he muttered sulkily.

      I exchanged a glance with Nomusa. Xaron was as talented of a warden as I knew, yet Eltris countered his channeling with seemingly little effort. I wondered with no small amount of trepidation how powerful she must be.

      Eltris sighed. "You think of channeling as ten separate streams, one for each of your shifts."

      "I don't," he protested. "Not exactly. I have to weave the ten streams into one⁠—"

      "No. It is one channel, from when you draw it in through your locus to when you channel it through your fingers. One, all the way through." She nodded. "Keep the stream as one, and no one will be able to break it apart."

      "Alright," Xaron said dubiously.

      Once again, he raised his hands, and after a moment, channeled radiance. This time, the ray nearly reached Eltris before it spun apart.

      "Better," she said grudgingly. "Try again."

      By the time they had finished, the ray had touched Eltris twice. A smile tugged at the augur's lips for a moment, but it was gone as she moved to the next task. "Now we will switch, and you will break my channeling."

      "I thought you said no one would be able to break my stream if I thought of it as one," Xaron objected.

      The augur's expression soured. "That is for radiance. Now we are channeling kinesis."

      "Ah, right." He glanced over at us. "Kinesis takes a form that is easily dispersed for those who know how. It lacks the natural integrity of radiance."

      "You have the knowledge," Eltris said, a hint of approval in her tone. "Now apply it."

      Without hesitation, the augur thrust out her hands. Around them, the air rippled, and pure force barreled across the room toward Xaron.

      He didn't dodge out of the way, but tried his best to shred the wave. Though whatever he did seemed to lessen the impact, the wave still sent him sprawling, the old carpet doing little to cushion his fall. I stifled my laughter once again, and Nomusa struggled to do the same.

      Xaron shot us dirty looks, but wordlessly returned to his feet and readied his stance. Eltris gave him no time to prepare before shooting the next wave over.

      Again and again, Xaron was knocked down by his teacher. When Eltris was satisfied that Xaron wouldn't master kinetic shredding that day, she moved onto magnesis. "This should be simple enough for you. Raise the lodestone."

      Xaron, beaten and bruised, started to smile. But from the smile creeping onto his master's lips, I had a feeling he'd have just as little success here as before. Xaron extended one hand and furrowed his brow at the small, black stone six paces before him. But instead of it rising into the air, it stayed where it was.

      He dropped his hand. "You're stopping it!"

      Eltris smirked openly and held up her hands. "You cannot disperse or shred magnesis. What, then, could I have done?"

      "You—" Sweat beaded on his forehead, and he wiped it away distractedly. "You created a pull in the opposite direction. A like or greater field to counteract my own."

      "Very good. Now, how do you undo my efforts?"

      "Creating a pull greater than your own…"

      I kept in a snort. That option didn't seem likely.

      His eyes fell on the stone. "Or… I move your anchor."

      The carpet suddenly rippled as something shot under it toward Xaron. He leaped out of the way just as it sailed out from underneath to clatter against the wall. A sheet of metal, I saw it was when it finally settled.

      Eltris was frowning. "You could have pulled it more gently and spared my wall."

      "Sorry." Xaron ran a hand through his hair, pulling it from its tail to fall about his face, as he grinned shamefacedly.

      Eltris glanced over at Nomusa and me for a moment, then looked away. "Perhaps that is enough for today."

      Xaron's expression fell. "Master, if I could…?"

      "Quickly," the augur snapped.

      "Perhaps we could make one more attempt at sparks," he rushed to say. "Since I seem to have the best feel for magnesis."

      "Yes, you do seem inclined that way…" She nodded sharply. "We will make three attempts. Do you remember the positions from before?"

      He nodded as eagerly as a child offered a honey-stick, then held up his hands less than a foot apart. His brow drew down, and his eyes focused on the air between them.

      "Good," Eltris said after a few moments. "Your magnetic field is stable. Now expand it."

      His jaw clenched, Xaron slowly drew his hands apart. After a moment though, he threw his hands up and hissed in frustration. I guessed that he'd let the magnetic field lapse, though my “scoria" eyes could see nothing of his magic.

      Eltris's frown deepened. "Again."

      This time, she held to the task so long that even I started to grow restless. When Xaron finally managed to sustain the magnetic field with his arms spread nearly as wide as they could go, I thought we were in the clear. But Eltris took him one step further.

      "Place one end of it on this iron ore," she commanded, tossing him a grey-veined chunk of rock.

      Xaron, a field assumedly still sustained between his hands, kneeled and placed one hand on the ore. After a few moments, he lifted it away and stood, grinning. I couldn't see it, but from the way he only held up one hand toward the ore, I guessed he now sustained the field between his hand and the rock.

      Eltris allowed him a brief smile. "Good. Now kneel down again. You will need to make the field as strong as possible if you're to form a path."

      "Right," Xaron said as he obeyed. Sweat dripped down his brow as he stared at the air between his hand and the piece of ore. I wondered if he could see the magnetic forces that lay between. A pang of envy went through me. I never much enjoyed the reminder of all I missed out on experiencing because I wasn't a warden.

      "The air must be transformed into plasma for lightning to follow the path." Eltris walked to the cluttered perimeter of the room and withdrew from a pile of debris another piece of ore. Holding it in one hand, she placed her other hand on it and drew it back as suddenly as if she were drawing a bowstring. I jumped as sparks crackled between them, my heart thumping in surprise.

      Eltris glanced over with a mean glint to her eyes. "Is this the show you came for?" she taunted Nomusa and me.

      I didn't respond, but shared a rebellious look with Nomusa. Though, I was honest, the augur was not far wrong.

      The frumpy tutor turned back to her mentee. "You saw how I did it?"

      Xaron nodded, then reached out to pick up the ore.

      "Don't hold it," Eltris snapped, and Xaron dropped the stone and jumped back. "If you don't know how to redistribute the energy, you'll shock yourself. Leave it on the ground for now."

      He nodded, then kneeled to form his field again. We waited while he stared at the ore, his hand hovering above it. Another quarter-turn passed. As fascinating as channeling was, this practice session was becoming tedious. I started to pace, my mind falling away from the sights before me to mull over my inquiry into the Despot's killer. When would we speak of Kyros Brighteyed? I didn't want this trip to end up a waste of time.

      Though I wasn't watching directly, I still noticed when Xaron produced a spark. A bright flash filled the room, and Xaron yelped and leaped back, staring at his hand. The Master Augur threw back her head and laughed.

      "We'll make a warden of you yet!" she declared.

      Xaron's grin was as wide as I'd ever seen it.

      The smile died on Eltris's lips, though, as her eyes swept over Nomusa and me. "Why did you ask after Kyros?"

      Caught off-guard, I searched for a response. Xaron's tongue was looser.

      "We're hunting for the Despot's killer," he said, "and have a suspicion that⁠—"

      "Xaron!" Nomusa and I hissed together.

      He looked between us. "We can trust her," he objected. "She knows far more damning things about me than this."

      I bit back words that would have to be saved for later. For now, I had to try to salvage the mess Xaron had made. "It's true that we're curious about Myron Wreath's death," I said evenly. "And we know the Archmaster saw his rooms the night he was killed."

      Eltris's eyes were sharp as a hawk's as she stared at me. "That might be true. But why ask me about rumors concerning Kyros?"

      Xaron opened his mouth, but at my glare, he closed it again. Nomusa answered instead. "Better to know the man before we approach him."

      The augur walked across the old, fraying carpet to stop a dozen paces away from us. "Tribune Vusumuzi also visited the Despot's chambers, it is said. Why not pay him a visit?"

      I narrowed my eyes. It had to be a deflection from talking about Kyros, yet it was eerie how close it came to foretelling our plans. "Perhaps we intend to," I supplied.

      Eltris looked at Xaron, studying him. I hid a wince, hoping he would stay strong beneath her gaze.

      He cleared his throat. "So, master. Could you tell them what you've told me about Kyros?"

      A mirthless smile spread across her lips as her gaze turned back to us. "I suppose I could. That's why you two came, after all. To hear the Archmaster has begun training wardens to use their gifts."

      My pulse quickened. "Xaron did hint at it," I said, trying not to betray my excitement. "So it's true? He's teaching Acadians to fight?"

      "Yes. Just as I'm teaching Xaron to."

      I pursed my lips at that. This was all so that Xaron could fight? But it was a mystery for another time. "How long has he been doing so? And how many?"

      "How should I know? I'm an old crone who stays in her tower all day. But I've heard the rumors since a full season ago."

      "Why now?" Nomusa demanded. "He's been Archmaster for years. Has he been training Acadians from the beginning, or did something else bring it on?"

      "Why did a drought strike this harvest when the past decade has been bountiful? Why is the Demos Council in a tighter deadlock than it ever has been before? Why did Asileia Wreath catch fire in the middle of her Ascension?" Eltris wore a grim smile. "The city is full of unanswerable riddles."

      Uneasiness spread through me as I contemplated the augur. Despite what she claimed, she seemed to know far more than a recluse in a tower should. I wondered how much we could trust any of what she said.

      "Can you tell us nothing more of Archmaster Kyros, master?" Xaron pleaded.

      Eltris turned her head aside. "That will be all for our lessons today. It may be some time before I am ready for our next one. You may check in three days if I am ready."

      Xaron's expression crumpled, but he gave a small bow. "Yes, master. I will come back then."

      As Xaron led us out of Eltris's tower, I cast one last look back at the augur, but her gaze was turned aside. Yet I had the uncomfortable feeling of her eyes on our backs as we descended the tower stairs into the gloom below.
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        HIGH TRIBUNE: Why have you come before us today, Verifier Jaxale?

        VERIFIER: My reason is plain, High Tribune, yet it requires foundation to explain.

        HIGH TRIBUNE: Go on then. We do not have all day.

        VERIFIER: The Confessionary Tribunal was established as the sister branch of the Order of Verifiers, was it not? To accept the cases brought before it by both Finches and common citizens alike, and distribute justice as its Tribunes found wise?

        HIGH TRIBUNE: Yes, in large part, that is our aim. But ours is the parent order, not the sister. We are not equals.

        VERIFIER: Your words make many things clear. For often have I brought whispers that form a clear picture of corruption and yet been ignored. That you believe it your right to do so is, as I understand the Charters, a deviation from your mission.

        HIGH TRIBUNE: Fortunately, that is for the Conclave to decide, not you. That is all, Verifier. Do not return unless you have something for me to consider. I do not appreciate my time being wasted.

      

        

      
        - Verifier Jaxale before High Tribune Krynollon; 1067 SLP

      

      

      

      After we navigated the mess of Eltris's tower and made it back into daylight, Nomusa exhaled. "What an insufferable hag."

      "She can probably still hear you," Xaron pointed out. Despite his ultimate success during the training session, he seemed almost morose now.

      I leaned closer and whispered, "We'll have to talk more about her later. For now, it's past time that we paid Vusu a visit."

      Xaron shook his head. "I'll pass."

      "Maybe you can ask around and see what people are saying about the Ascension."

      He acquiesced with a nod.

      "I'd ask you to buy food on your way back," Nomusa said. "But knowing you, it'd be all candied meat, and gone by the time you returned home."

      "Can't fault you there." He smiled, recovering a bit of his old humor. "I'll gather whispers then. When will you be back at Canopy?"

      "This evening, most likely," I said. "I might do some poking around myself after our meeting."

      Nomusa shrugged. "The same for me. I need to check in on work that will actually make us money."

      I gave her a small smile, choosing not to take it as a gibe.

      "Then we'll have story time around the hearth." Xaron nodded toward the gate. "Now let's get out of here. No matter how many times I visit, this place still gives me the creeps."
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        * * *

      

      We parted ways outside of the Acadium. For a time, I listened to the bustling stall owners calling out their goods and services as I thought over the augur's words.

      "Does she know more than she's letting on?" I wondered aloud. "Or does she think she knows more than she does?"

      "Your guess is as good as mine. What worries me more is her influence over Xaron."

      I chewed my lip. "He would have told her anything she'd asked about if we hadn't stopped him."

      "And he calls her 'master.'" Nomusa shook her head. "I don't see what we can do. But it makes me uneasy."

      "One thing at a time, I suppose. We can figure it out after we meet with Vusu."

      Not long after, we arrived at the Tribunal. Located in deme Iris halfway between the Conclave and the Laurel Palace, the Confessionary Tribunal was housed in a building with a white dome. Mirroring the symbol of their order, the dome was separated into two halves by a hand-width crack. Not nearly as large or grand as the Conclave, it still had an impressive number of wings extending out from the main body. Formerly an Eidolan temple, deific statues of patina-painted bronze and moss-covered marble remained scattered across the courtyard.

      Queasy with anticipation, I approached one of the guards at the gate, a young man with dark, handsome eyes, with Nomusa following close behind. "We're here to see Tribune Vusumuzi," I told him.

      He looked me over, then his eyes flickered to Nomusa. "Airene of Zipho's?" he addressed me.

      I would have smiled at the moniker had I not been stunned to be greeted by name. "That's me."

      "Right this way. Your friend may enter as well."

      I repressed a cringe, knowing how Nomusa would take the unintended slight. A glance her way showed she already wore a cold expression. Not an auspicious beginning to a difficult conversation.

      Opening the gates, the guard led us between the rows of laurel trees and ferns to doors of plated gold, an extravagance that even the Laurel Palace didn't boast. Inside, the building shimmered with gold and white pyr lamps and pyrkin spread in designs on the walls. Above us, the Eidola had been painstakingly painted and preserved. Tyurn Sky-Sea stood in the center of the fresco, his tell-tale shimmering cloak waving behind him, leaving the rest of his muscled figure bare. The other two of the Foremost — his wife, Yena Third-Eye, and their son, Caradon Night-Veil — curled along the sides of the dome around him, while the Resolute Seven were crowded around the edges. I picked out Clepsammia, her sandglass held in the palm of her hand and a bemused smile on her lips. Behind the rest of the Eidolan gods loomed the Jealous One, Odaon the Sun, burning with his hatred for the living.

      The young guard led us across the room to a female clerk sitting behind a desk. "Pelagia will help you," the guard said, and with a small bow, he departed.

      The clerk looked a bit older than Nomusa and me, and wore spectacles perched on her tip of her nose. As she studied us, the skin above her nose pinched in well-defined creases. "What do you need?" she asked bluntly.

      "Hello," I said pleasantly. "We're here to see Tribune Vusumuzi."

      Pelagia's expression didn't shift. "He told me to expect you."

      I glanced at Nomusa. It was as if Vusu had expected us that very afternoon.

      The clerk's eyes slid to Nomusa. "I don't know who you are."

      "She and I work together," I said hastily as Nomusa's expression blackened. "The Tribune will be delighted to see her as well."

      Pelagia sniffed. "We'll see about that, won't we?" she said, rising. "Follow me."

      The clerk led us down the halls in silence, clutching a stack of papers to her chest. When we'd passed nearly a dozen doors, she stopped and gestured to an entrance much like the others. "He'll be in there. Knock before you enter."

      I nodded. "Thank you."

      The clerk gave us a strange look, then briskly walked back down the hall. When she was out of earshot, I turned to Nomusa. "What was that about?"

      "Vusu must agree with the change in regime in my ishaka," Nomusa said, her tone flat.

      I shook my head. "You're jumping to conclusions. Maybe he's just lived too long in Oedija. He is rather old. Or maybe he's just ornery."

      A faint smile graced Nomusa's lips, but it quickly disappeared. "I shouldn't have come."

      "No, this is best. Between the two of us, we'll get the answers we need."

      She inclined her head, which was all I could hope for at this point. Bracing myself, I knocked.

      "Come in," Vusu called from within.

      I took a breath and opened the door. The solar was as underwhelming as the door, cramped and small for one with such authority as the Tribune. It had no windows, but was lit by a number of pyr lamps mounted on the walls. Likely it had been a priest's quarters back when it was an Eidolan temple. Opposite the entrance, a birdcage housed a white and black finch, a gently glowing blue patch nestled underneath its beak. I stared at it. What were the odds that I would see two whisper finches in one day?

      "Fascinating, is she not?" Vusu rose from a small desk in the far corner. He smiled as he walked over and reached a finger through the bars to stroke the bird's feathers. "Disela is her name."

      "Disela," I echoed, stepping closer to the cage. "What does it mean?"

      The Tribune hesitated, then said softly, "Remembrance."

      "Remembrance," the whisper finch repeated loudly. I stared in wonder. The bird hadn't stumbled over its pronunciation, but spoken it as clearly as any native Oedijan.

      An uncomfortable silence fell over the room. Nomusa, standing near the doorway, still hadn't said a word. I looked about Vusu's solar as I thought of how to begin the conversation. The walls were bare save for one arras, a depiction of a dragon with its mouth gaping open. I recognized it at once: Famine, the daemon god, trapped inside his mask, as some of the myths claimed he had met his end.

      I nodded at the banner. "A rather ominous hanging to stare at all day."

      Vusu smiled faintly as he glanced at it. "I find it a good reminder. That there are threats lurking just beyond our awareness, waiting to consume our good works, should we let them."

      Again, the strange answer put me at a loss for words. Nomusa was no help. Vusu at least looked at her now, but he still offered her no words.

      Finally, he moved and drew two chairs out opposite to the one at his desk. "Please, sit," he said, gesturing toward them.

      Once we were seated, he sat as well, maintaining an upright posture. "Nomusa-sha," he finally acknowledged her. That he used her royal honorific seemed a good sign. "I hope you're keeping well."

      "Well enough." Her reply was far from warm.

      He nodded politely, not seeming to notice. "But I suppose we are all busy these days. You saw what occurred at the Ascension?"

      "Yes," I said. "A horrifying thing for Hilarion to attack the Despoina."

      Vusu eyed me carefully. "You need not uphold pretenses around me, Airene. Unless you truly believe it was Hilarion who attacked Asileia."

      My pulse quickened. Sensing an opportunity, I took a gamble. "No, I don't suppose we do. Nomusa and I believe someone framed him."

      The Tribune smiled. "As shrewd as I'd hoped. I'm glad you stopped by my solar today."

      "And why is that?" Nomusa asked flatly.

      Vusu met her gaze. "Because, Nomusa-sha, things are stirring within this city that need to be uncovered. Things I had believed impossible until recent years." He paused to rub the bridge of his nose. "Forgive me. It has been a taxing span."

      "No apology needed." I leaned forward. "What exactly are you referring to?"

      "One particular issue. A recent matter that is on many of our minds."

      I forced myself to remain still, waiting, hoping.

      He looked at me, his dark eyes seeming great chasm for a moment. "The death of the Despot was no accident," he said quietly. "And I mean to find out who is responsible."

      My breath caught, though I tried not to let it show. "I suspected as much," I said as calmly as I could manage. "As it so happens, we've already been looking into it, to the extent of our reach. Though all we've had to go by were rumors and conjecture."

      "Then we ought to rectify that." The Tribune smiled slightly. "Reach will no longer be a concern for you. Tribunes find very few barriers in their investigations. With my sanction, you will not struggle to gain an audience with anyone. But first, you will need a symbol for your new office."

      My mind raced over the words, hearing but not comprehending.

      Vusu reached behind him and opened a drawer. From it, he withdrew a dull, metal chain with a medallion swinging from the end of it. A symbol of two half-circles stared back at me, but unlike the Tribunal's symbol, they faced away from each other. Atop them, a chevron pointed toward the heavens so that the symbol resembled a bird.

      "Is that…?" I started to ask, stunned.

      "The symbol of the Order of Verifiers," Vusu confirmed. His eyes flickered to Nomusa, but he held the medallion out to me. "I cannot bestow a Tribune's medallion upon you, but this ought to work just as well. And it suits you, does it not?"

      I took it slowly, cradling the heavy iron in my hand. The back of the medallion was uneven and rough. I ran my fingers along it. "Will people recognize it? It's been so long."

      "I've sent missives to those whom it should concern, instructing that you should be able to go anywhere I would and speak to whomever I may. This includes the Conclave, the Laurel Palace, the Acadium, and anywhere else you might see fit."

      I ran my fingers along the symbol, unable to believe what Vusu was telling me. A lingering question cast it all in doubt. "But… why would you trust me with this? Trust us," I amended quickly, hoping Nomusa hadn't noticed my misspeak. "This is only the second time we've met."

      "Yes," he said, smiling gently. "But I know you better than that. The reputation you and your companions have managed to gather is quite the achievement for ones so young. I spoke to some of these former clients of yours, including Zipho, of course."

      We'd only performed minor tasks for Zipho — cafes were in a less predatory line of work than some businesses — but it didn't surprise me to hear Zipho recommending us, if only for Nomusa's sake. Yet Vusu's trust still seemed premature.

      I gently placed the medallion in my lap. "I am grateful, Vusu. But it's still somewhat hard for me to believe. This… it's exactly what we've been waiting for."

      "I know. And, unless I'm mistaken, you are exactly what I've been waiting for."

      "You," the whisper finch suddenly said from behind, "are exactly what I've been waiting for."

      I startled and looked around at the bird, then glanced at Nomusa. She did not look as pleased, but stared stoically back at me. Inwardly, I sighed. It likely meant objections were forthcoming.

      Looking back to Vusu, I asked, "Does Disela always do that?"

      "Often enough that I spill my drink at least once a day. The honors are becoming terribly cross with me." He gestured to the medallion. "I hope this brings you aid enough. If you find any door still barred, come to me, and we will sort it out. Or come by for any other reason — you are always welcome."

      It was a generous offer. I nodded politely, unsure of what else to say.

      He began to rise, then hesitated and settled back down. "There is one more thing. You have no doubt heard of the Despoina's latest actions? Among the embassies?"

      A flush gathered at my neck. Here he was entrusting us with a Verifier medallion, and we were already behind on events. I cursed Xaron silently for holding us up in the Acadium that morning. "I don't believe so," I said neutrally.

      "It has only just occurred. Asileia Wreath has seen it fit to insult, threaten, and expel half the dignitaries among the embassies. The Qao Fu, the Bali, even Avvad have been subjected to her capricious moods."

      "An eventful first day as Despoina," I noted.

      "Indeed. Yet her demands of the Avvadin envoy are worse still. She says if the Kahin-Shah does not pay tribute, Oedija must respond with force."

      Threats against Avvad. The sheer idiocy of such an act defied my comprehension. I clutched the Verifier medallion and stared at the floor, wondering how long our fragile city could withstand Asileia's whims.

      "If I may make a suggestion for your first line of investigation," Vusu interrupted my thoughts. "Our new Archon, Jaxas Wreath, may be of assistance to you. I have spoken with him on several occasions, but I have the sense he has more to tell regarding his cousin's recent behavior."

      Yet another point of intrigue. I nodded, and as he rose, I rose with him. Nomusa followed more slowly.

      "I cannot thank you enough," I murmured. "I'll let you know as soon as I find out more."

      "Do," he said with a smile, then bowed his head to his work as we left his solar.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Despite our earlier plans, Nomusa and I both returned to Canopy.

      "He gave us a Verifier medallion." I'd said it half a dozen times, ran my hands over it constantly on the walk through Oedija, but it still didn't feel real. The medallion I wore on my neck was the same as the Finches of old had worn. I'd nearly attained what I'd always wished for, but never dreamed possible. To be a Verifier not just in mimicry, but in actuality.

      And it had all but fallen in my lap.

      "He gave you the medallion," Nomusa observed flatly.

      I couldn't let her wounded pride fester. "I know he slighted you. I know it's strange the way he gave it to us. But just think for a moment. Think about what this can give us access to. You heard what he said. The Acadium, without Xaron needing permission from that strange augur."

      "And I was so eager to return."

      I ignored her sarcasm. "The Conclave, maybe even while it's in session."

      "How intriguing, listening to a bunch of old fools prattle on about politics."

      I knew she didn't want to hear it, but I couldn't contain myself. "Even the Laurel Palace. 'Thae above, we're supposed to go speak with the Archon himself."

      Nomusa leaned in close. "Listen to me," she hissed. "You're not using your head. Look at this, truly look at it, and tell me you don't find the whole situation suspicious."

      "Yes, it's unusual," I said with annoyance. "But it's simple to explain. The Tribune is looking into the Despot's death and has heard good things about our reputation. Why wouldn't he want our assistance?"

      "For exactly the reason you stated in his solar. He doesn't know us."

      "But he knows people who do. We don't always know the people we work with. Remember the first time we worked with Talan? We didn't know the first thing about him, but that turned out well in the end."

      Nomusa shook her head. "You're still missing the flaws in your reasoning."

      "And you're speaking from a bruised ego rather than logic," I snapped. "What other possible reason could Vusu have for giving us access? And how could it benefit him other than exactly as it seems?"

      She fell quiet, though not in submission. She often withdrew when she was losing an argument. I snorted in disgust. We continued our long walk home in silence.

      For a while, I brooded on Nomusa's stubbornness and the truth of her points. But slowly, unable to make sense of the windfall myself, I decided to accept it and think rather of the opportunities Vusu had just afforded us. We'd go to Jaxas first, if only to honor Vusu's suggestion. Then I had more than half a mind to look further into Kyros. Confirming our suspicions regarding his role during the Ascension would go a long way toward unraveling the conspiracy.

      My plans had begun to circle by the time we reached Canopy. Letting Nomusa ascend before me, I debated how soon I could reasonably use the medallion. Would his messages be received today? Or would tomorrow be the earliest I could test it? My impatience was winning the argument, but I forced myself to keep climbing. First, we had to check in with Xaron.

      As we ascended the last circle of the tower and came before our door, Nomusa stopped abruptly. "Faresh," she muttered.

      Her tone instantly drew me from my thoughts. "What?" I asked, trying to look around her.

      She leaned out of the way, and I stared. The lock to our door had been broken and now hung among splintered wood.

      "It would be wiser not to enter," she murmured.

      "And never return home?" I swallowed. "Whoever did this did it explicitly. It's a warning, not a trap." I had a bad feeling I knew who the warning was from, too.

      After a moment's hesitation, Nomusa nodded and cautiously pressed the door open. We stepped inside.

      My stomach twisted into knots as I took in the destruction. The legs of the tables ripped off. Shelves torn from the pantry. The divan shredded and fractured in half. Dishes lay shattered on the floor, clay shards joining the glass from the broken bay window. The wind whistled into Canopy, cold and incessant.

      Xaron, alone among the wreckage, spun at our entrance, hands raised. I flinched, half-expecting flames to erupt from his hands, but he quickly lowered them again.

      "Sorry," he said with a nervous laugh. He gestured to the wreckage about him. "I'm a bit jumpy."

      Nomusa stepped carefully over the broken bits across the boards. "What happened?"

      "It was already like this when I returned. Whoever it was had it in for us, though, didn't they?" He gestured to the kitchen.

      I instantly saw what he meant. "Our savings."

      He nodded. "Gone. I checked."

      "Our personal stashes as well?" Nomusa demanded.

      Xaron shrugged. "I only checked mine, but it was also taken."

      Nomusa stalked over to her room and disappeared within.

      I stared over it all, rooted to my spot by the door. Part of me had known something like this would happen. Yet I hadn't warned either of them. I hadn't let them decide for themselves if what I did was worth the risk. And Corin — she'd return to a ruined house, and all the savings she'd accumulated would be gone. What would she do, with everything she'd earned to bring her sister to Oedija dissipated?

      "Airene?" Xaron asked, approaching from across the loft. Nomusa had emerged from her room, her deepened scowl confirming that her savings were gone as well.

      I took a steadying breath, for the little good it did me. It was past time to end the lies.

      "I have something to tell you both..."
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