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      He watched the great serpent coil tighter around the ailing man.

      Azhi had long grown used to waiting. Perhaps he'd been a boy when he died, but two centuries had turned his mind ancient beyond any elder. Patience was the measure of his existence, more constant than the flow of time, more persistent than a cancer.

      But the time for waiting was coming to an end.

      The serpent twitched for a moment, then turned toward him. Azhi kept miles between them, but as the beast's eye turned on him, fear carved into his core. The leviathan was black as a moonless midnight, black as an endless chasm. Black as a hunger that could never be sated.

      He shivered and turned away. The Corrupted couldn't reach him, not while he was still bound. But his bonds were fraying. Taozu had never been contained for so long by a man — nor could he have been, if not by his own choice. When the moment came for him to break free, Azhi had no doubt it would also be of his choosing.

      Changing his form into force, Azhi flew back over the city. Oedija was mirrored above and below him, the towers of the Laurel Palace stretching toward each other. Only the Pillars touched, and these melded together, crossing the boundaries of the higher, lower, and material planes.

      As Taozu reemerged, these cities would shift, changing to suit the great serpent. But only if he remained uncontested.

      Azhi had learned many lessons in the Wumofu during his childhood long, long ago. When the serpent coils, his father had said, back away. It has claimed that sand for itself.

      So Azhi would move far away, and leave Oedija's defenses to the last god to claim it. But only so he could bring back that which could seal Taozu once more.

      Azhi flew up into the city hanging above, keeping within Oedija's walls. He swept through the streets, searching amid the shadowed forms for the spark that he had started. For the man who had grown to trust him through his constant guidance and companionship.

      He found him curled up in the churned mud of an alley, head bowed, hiding his tears and shame. His headwrap had unwound slightly, letting loose thin, brown hair in tufts. His body was spare, but lithe. A man still in possession of his strength, even if he did not know it. A man far from his end.

      Ascending again and leaving the man behind, Azhi broke through the illusion of the city and arced through the cloudy emptiness above it. When he descended, he found himself in a tower. Birds flew below him in the rafters, and a woman, bent with age but still moving with vigor, fed one from her hand.

      As he entered, her keen, golden eyes found him. The smile she'd shared with the finch transformed into a scowl.

      "You need her again?" she scoffed. She spoke, but it was the reverberations of her thoughts that sounded clear in his mind.

      Yes.

      "Fine. But mind you take care of her."

      Azhi drifted down to where the bird waited. She watched him approach, her blue crest seeming to glow brighter as he neared.

      Then, as gently as the woman held her own bird, Azhi coaxed the whisper finch to admit him.

      The world lurched, then righted itself. Abruptly, Azhi found himself clutching wood with clawed feet. He twitched a wing, then the other, cocked his head, and blinked.

      "You'd think you'd be used to it," the woman called from below.

      Azhi flapped his wings experimentally, then threw himself off and glided down. He flew once around the woman, then settled on a window sill. The window was boarded up but had a gap just large enough for a small bird to pass through.

      "He's breaking free," Azhi said, his voice coming out as a boy's. Always, it was startling to hear it unchanged from the twelve years he had been when he died.

      "We always knew he would."

      "I shall have to leave soon. Now you must be the watcher."

      "So I have always been. Where do you go?"

      Azhi turned his bird's head out the window and glimpsed gray sky outside. "To where hope rests."

      The woman snorted and released the finch. "Hope. Does it still exist? But never mind. Dead or not, we'll still try." She waved a hand. "Go. But bring my bird back whole."

      Azhi just cocked his avian head, then turned and leaped from the window.

      As he flew over the city, the wind lifted his light body, sending it far aloft. Chill as it was with the coming monsoons, the whisper finch wasn't bothered. This was what it had been made for.

      As he neared the wall, he turned and dove, heading for the familiar alley. Breaking his dive short as he drew close, he flapped his wings and settled on the roof above the man. He'd stopped sobbing now and rested his head against the wall behind him.

      His eyes turned up, then widened as he saw the whisper finch's glowing crest. "You again," he whispered.

      "Hello, Eazal. My friend."

      The man didn't smile, but only bowed his head again. "Why don't you leave me alone? I want to be alone."

      Azhi considered him for a long moment. Perhaps he was wrong. Perhaps he was too broken for this task. But he had to make use of what tools he had.

      "But did you think Valem Branded you for nothing?" he suggested softly. "Did you think he held no purpose for you?"

      Eazal threw his head back and laughed, the sound sharp and devoid of mirth. "Oh, I know Valem's purpose for me, or at least those who claim him. I failed in that as well."

      "You have not served it yet," Azhi soothed. "But first, we must keep you alive. Come; follow me. I will lead you from the city. Then I will show you what you were meant to do."

      The man turned his head back to Azhi, eyes narrowed, mouth drawn. "Why should I care?" he asked, the words choked. "I've failed them. Over and over, I've failed them. How could I ever do enough?"

      Azhi knew to whom he referred. "You could save them, and this city, and the whole of the Four Realms. But you must trust me. I saved you once, on the cliff. Do you remember?"

      "Yes. And I've lived to regret it."

      "But you lived, and you have time to right those regrets. Come, Eazal. Your purpose doesn't end here. You're destined for something greater."

      Though his connection to the Pyrthae was tenuous, Azhi felt a glimmer of a sensation at his words, as if someone had smiled in approval. He ignored it, and ignored, too, the shiver that ran through his bird's body.

      Eazal slowly rose to his feet and looked at him. "I don't believe you. I don't think I'm meant for anything. But... I don't know what else to do."

      Azhi flew forward and alighted on his shoulder. "Then come," he whispered in the man's ear. "I will show you the path."
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        From the Lower Realm of the world beyond ours, a Seed rose. It was a small thing, no larger than a pebble, and none noticed its passing as it lifted higher and higher, until it reached the Higher Realm where our gods, the Eidola, reign.

        Tyurn Sky-Sea, Ruler of All Realms, Lord of All, was strong in arm and limb. He was master of the stormy sea and the violent sky and could be harmed by neither. But his quintessence was fallible, the fabric of his mind loosely woven, and his actions had ever been erratic.

        The Seed, upon arriving in the Higher Realm, sensed this weakness in the Foremost of Gods and sought to exploit it. Creeping in as Tyurn Sky-Sea slept, it fed him dreams of glory and plenty and filled him with pride, slowly whittling his mind to its own purpose.

        

        - The Seeds of Famine, a translation from the Lighted-tongue; by Oracle Kalene of deme Hull; 881 SLP

      

      

      I drifted between dreams.

      From one scene to another, I was swept along, each image as devoid of meaning as the next. I watched, unable to do anything, unwilling to even if I could.

      A man, broad in stature, with thick gray hair just beginning to bald, sat hunched in a cell, knees drawn up to his chest. Fallen from grace, he seemed, a different person than the one he was supposed to be.

      A gust of wind whipped the man into sand, and another took his place. This man was clad in a tattered robe that looked to have once been white. He swayed as he walked into a shadowed room, then sunk to his knees on a worn reed mat. His eyes, dark as the heart of a monsoon storm, told of pain. Yet though the shaft of a quarrel was lodged in his side, it didn't seem the source of his torment.

      Another turn — now a gray woman, eyes preternaturally wide, smile twisted and bitter, gazed down on me as she floated above the ruins of a city.

      Another turn — now the face of a boy, still as snow on a distant mountain peak, stared up from a bed. Phantoms moved in a haze around him, but he didn't notice. He had eyes for nothing but what he saw above. I felt I must lay next to him, and as I did, I lifted my gaze to see what he saw.

      The great maw, an endless abyss lined with long, sharp teeth, descended. It didn't come quickly, yet I couldn't move to escape. I grasped the boy's hand as slowly, inexorably, the jaws closed over us⁠—

      I sat up, gasping. Darkness blinded me. For a moment, still caught halfway in the dream, I thought myself in the terrible beast's mouth. Then I felt a bed beneath me, and the thick covers that had fallen away as I sat up. My skin, sticky with sweat, grew rough with chills as the cool air washed over me.

      Night. I was in a bed, unclothed, and it was night. No beast had hold of me. I was safe.

      Wasn't I?

      "Airene?" An accented voice, drowsy with sleep, spoke from the darkness next to me.

      I flinched, as much from recognition as surprise. "Corin?"

      In the darkness, barely lifted by the faint light from the windows across the room, I heard her movements rather than saw them: the rustling of clothes, the creaking of a chair. "Yes," she said. "I am here."

      "Here?"

      "The Laurel Palace."

      I clutched the blankets closer. Memories from what seemed a long time ago assaulted me, one after another. Despite the covers, the chill seeped in deeper. My teeth began to chatter.

      "Are you well?" Another creak of the chair as she rose.

      "Yes," I said quickly. "I'm fine. Just caught a chill, nothing more."

      Corin made a sound that might have been agreement or doubt, then the chair creaked as she sat. I stared at her outlined figure until I was sure she was settled, then eased myself back down.

      "What happened?" I asked quietly.

      Another protest from the chair as she shifted. But Corin gave no answer.

      My heart thumped harder at her silence. "Did you… see me? See what I did?"

      "Yes."

      I thought it must have been a dream. What I imagined that I remembered was impossible. Or if not impossible, then so unlikely and rare that it could only be called that.

      "Are you sure? Perhaps a candle spilled. Perhaps it was something that Eazal did⁠—"

      "No. It was you, Airene. I saw."

      I shrank away from her words. The cold struck deep through me once again. It can't be, I told myself again. It can't be true.

      I couldn't have channeled.

      But I didn't challenge Corin. Though the events afterward were hazy, I recalled all too clearly the moment it had happened. It had felt like a completion, a sating of a desire I'd never known I had. A warming of cold parts of me I hadn't known were frozen. I remembered the opening to it, the drawing of it, and the expulsion, all occurring so naturally that it had seemed impossible for it to be the first time.

      But I recalled, too, the fire burning and scorching as it swept over me. Yet as I ran my hands over myself, I didn't feel raw flesh or angry boils but smooth, unbroken skin. I sat back again. If I'd imagined that part, how much of the rest did I misremember?

      "The Archon visited you," Corin spoke again. "While you slept."

      I couldn't think about Jaxas at the moment. Not with everything else I had on my mind. "What about Xaron and Nomusa? And Talan?"

      "Yes. They have come often, though the Guilder only once."

      I took a steadying breath. If my memories didn't lie, and if I were found out, everything I had worked for, everything I strived to do, would be compromised. My very life could be forfeit.

      So why did I feel giddy with anticipation?

      I'm a warden.

      I held the words in my mind. It was too strange a thought to believe. For Xaron and Talan, it was natural to call them wardens — it was who they were. But me? It couldn't possibly apply to me.

      I'm a warden.

      I'd channeled fire and force. Radiance and kinesis. I'd nearly burned a building down. Unless it was the most vivid dream I'd yet had, it was true. And Corin claimed to have seen it as well. Burns or no, it was true.

      I was a warden.

      A sudden vertigo swept over me. I felt as if I couldn't take a proper breath. But with Corin present, I fought back for control. With each breath, I slowed my pulse. Yet other memories from before I'd channeled intruded, quickening it again.

      Corin had betrayed me. She'd lied to lure me into a house in Sandglass. She'd served me up to the whims of the Valemish. True, she'd confessed at the last moment, and warned me of what waited within. But it didn't change that I'd been forced to enter and face down my would-be assassin. Even with her warning, even with Eazal's obvious reluctance for his task, I'd have died if my attunement hadn't manifested at that moment.

      Caustic words burned on my tongue, but I held them back. She'd done it for her sister. Even if she'd been a daemon-struck fool to put her sister's life in the hands of the Valemish, I understood why Corin had acted as she had. But understanding didn't fix what had broken. Trust couldn't mend in a day. If it ever could.

      I broke the long silence. "Where are they now, Xaron and Nomusa?"

      "Xaron is Hilarion." Corin shrugged, barely visible in the darkness. "He follows the Archon and the Despoina."

      "I'm sure he's pleased about that." I smiled at the thought of Xaron in the jester's sackcloth clothes. It didn't seem every Hilarion wore them, but I hoped Xaron would be forced to put them on. His sensibilities of fashion would be driven mad. But more importantly, Xaron being Hilarion meant he was safe from the Shepherds. Though I wasn't sure how many Shepherds remained within Tribunal control now.

      "And Nomusa?"

      "We… do not speak."

      A wry grin found my lips. At least that much hadn't changed. "She's visited though?"

      "Everyday."

      Everyday. Only then did I realize I'd overlooked a critical fact. "This isn't the same night as Despoina Asileia's trial, is it?"

      "No. It's the third night."

      I lay still. Three days. I'd lost three days. Who knew what changes had come over Oedija. How much Vusu had recovered his strength.

      How much Famine had gained in power.

      I sat up again. "I need clothes."

      "Why?" Corin sounded alarmed. "It is night. Time for rest."

      "There's no time to lie around. Where are my clothes, Corin?"

      "Airene." Corin had stood, but hadn't moved toward me. "You've lain as if dead for three days. You've had little more than broth. You need rest."

      Ignoring her, I swung my legs out from under the covers. A fire had lit inside me. Weakness wasn't going to put me off, nor any shame of nakedness. "If you won't bring me clothes, I'll get them myself."

      I stood, or tried to. The ground lurched, sending me tumbling, and I fell hard on my hands and knees. As I tried to rise, something wrenched in my gut. I found myself heaving, little more than a dribble coming up.

      Corin was helping me up a moment later, and I didn't resist as she settled me back into the bed. "You need to rest," she said again, reprimand in her voice.

      I was suddenly too weary to respond. My seizing gut had woken a terrible ache that made me want to curl up into myself. "Is there more broth?" I asked, stopping just short of mewling. "I'm starving."

      "I'll see if there is some in the kitchens. But only if you stay here."

      I nodded against the pillow. "Yes. I will."

      Corin paused a moment longer, not seeming to trust my word. But she left the room all the same. The door creaked as she pulled it closed, then there was a small clatter as she turned a key. I pressed my lips together, considering. Whether she'd locked it to ensure that I stayed or to protect me from those without, I couldn't say.

      The thoughts that had wracked me now seemed too vast to consider. Sleep crept up at the edges of my mind. I didn't resist. Before Corin had returned, I fell free from the world once more.
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      I woke a second time to sunlight creeping in through the windows. Groaning and stretching, I gazed blearily around the room. Corin didn't stir from the chair where she sat, head lolling against the wall. She couldn't be comfortable, yet I saw no signs that she'd sought to make the situation more bearable. On a table beside the bed sat a bowl of broth, fat congealed over the surface.

      Hunger suddenly assaulted me so that my hands shook as I seized the bowl and began to quickly spoon the cool broth down.

      My noisy eating woke Corin. She said nothing as she cracked open an eye and saw me bent over the bowl. A faint smile crossed her face. "You're awake."

      "Mhm." I didn't pause eating but carved out the fat by the spoonful. It filmed my throat as it went down, but starved as I was, I didn't mind.

      She rose and stretched with a yawn. "Your visitors will likely come soon. You wish to dress?"

      I nodded and set the bowl aside as I finished. "And maybe have some more food," I said hopefully. "Something solid. I think I can hold it down now."

      Corin complied, moving lethargically across the room to bring me a chiton and underwraps from the dressing closet. As I took the clothes, she turned to the door and unlocked it.

      "Corin," I said to her back. "Thanks."

      She turned around and gave me a weak smile. I returned it as best as I could. Perhaps things between us couldn't return to being the same. But I hoped they would. Corin had always been the steady rock in Canopy. I felt slightly unmoored without being able to rely on her.

      Corin left, and I stood to dress. My body still felt tired and trembling, but when I eased onto my legs, they held. I marveled at the weakness that made standing an accomplishment.

      Corin hadn't returned by the time I finished dressing, nor anyone else arrived. My mind began to wander. I checked my skin for burns and confirmed what I'd suspected: not a blemish marked my body. I shook my head in disbelief and resolved to ask Corin if I'd had any wounds when she'd taken me from the house. I could ponder the mystery once I knew more.

      I lowered myself back onto the bed and examined my fingertips. The skin seemed as it had before. No matter how I searched, I didn't see any sign of movement on the prints there.

      I lowered my hands and tried to keep the panic at bay. Perhaps one's shifts didn't appear immediately. Perhaps it took channeling at least twice before they showed. But now, I couldn't help but wonder if Corin and I hadn't both imagined it. Maybe I wasn't attuned.

      Maybe I wasn't a warden.

      No. I wouldn't accept that. I would prove what I knew myself to be. Because, though I'd rarely allowed myself to admit it, I'd always wished to understand what Xaron and Talan felt when they channeled. I wanted the power of the Pyrthae at my fingertips, achingly so.

      Unwilling to give in, I closed my eyes and tried to channel. I dredged up the vague memories of that first occasion four days before, and even dimmer remembrances from how Xaron and wardens in my books had described the experience. The locus, located at the center of the body around the navel, was where the link was supposed to form. But no matter how I concentrated on the spot, no matter how I clenched my gut or gritted my teeth, I couldn't open any such connection.

      Relaxing my muscles, I sagged forward. When I'd channeled the first time, the energy had pushed out without any effort on my part. Why were things different now?

      I left off the attempts and lay back down on my bed. My head hurt, and the queasiness had returned with a vengeance. I sighed and let myself go limp. Sleep edged against my awareness.

      Three soft knocks came at the door.

      I bolted back upright and stared toward the entryway. My heart thundered in my chest, and fear made chicken-flesh of my skin. I hadn't realized how badly recent events had shaken me. In that moment of mute terror, I'd expected that knock to signal Shepherds calling at the door.

      The knock came again. "Airene?" a muffled voice spoke through. "Corin said you were awake. We thought we'd come check on you."

      Xaron. I exhaled in relief as I recognized his voice. "Come in," I called, hating the way my words warbled.

      A key turned in the lock, and the door swung slowly open. Xaron entered first, tiptoeing as if fearing to intrude. He looked much the same as before, with sharp, handsome features and narrow, brown eyes that darted about nervously. But there was one significant change. Gone were the colorful coats and trousers he'd always worn, replaced now by a long, drab tunic of coarse sackcloth, belted together by a short length of rope. His sandals, too, were lashed to his feet with rope that must chafe, and his dark, silken hair was bound back by a piece of twine thread with dried corn husk, a crown fit for a jester. He donned a grin at my smile, though no doubt he knew what made me laugh.

      "It's good to see you up," he said as he approached.

      Before I could answer, another familiar figure entered behind him. Jaxas Wreath was as thin as before, his face hollowed, and his dark eyes nearly lost in shadows. The Archon's spare frame shrunk into the opulent robes and heavy stoles that hung about his neck. Of the two of us, he looked the likelier candidate to have barely eaten in the last three days. Yet I knew that hidden within him was a strength of mind as I'd never seen before.

      "First Verifier Airene." A ghost of a smile lightened the formal words. "Are you feeling better?"

      I bowed my head, the most respectful acknowledgment I could manage. "I can stand for a minute or two and am hungry enough for a feast." I cocked a smile. "I'd say I'm on the mend."

      The Archon returned a wan smile of his own as he entered further into the room. He kept his distance, as if fearing I might pass ill humors to him. "The hunger is to be expected. You've been unconscious for several days."

      I met Jaxas's sharp gaze and wondered uncomfortably how much he knew about my bout of illness. I remembered all too well how he'd turned Talan aside for being a warden. Xaron had been forced to become the new Hilarion in order to stay around. If I were in the same situation, I doubted he could devise a similar arrangement. I certainly couldn't be kept as First Verifier.

      Xaron, who had kneeled by my bedside, took my hands in his. "I would have been here," he said gravely. "But a certain taskmaster has kept me very busy."

      "I've asked you to tumble once," Jaxas said with an amused twist to his lips. "But I'm afraid I must ask another favor. If you could give us the room for a moment, I would have a private word with Airene."

      Xaron's expression spasmed, but he nodded sharply and rose. "Of course. I'll be right outside."

      With a perfunctory bow to the Archon, he turned out of the door and closed it behind.

      Jaxas moved no closer. "It must be quite the malady to have rendered you unconscious for nearly three full days. Do you remember what happened?"

      I studied his face, which had creased with seeming concern. Did he honestly believe me sick? Or was he giving me a convenient excuse? Or was it the terrible third possibility: that he knew the truth, and handed me the rope to hang myself? Why I felt Jaxas might wish to trap me, I couldn't say. I had plotted with him to take down Vusu. But even so, I'd only known the man for a handful of days. Anything might have happened in the days I'd lain unconscious.

      But as long as he didn't speak of my channeling, I had no intentions of mentioning it.

      "Not much," I said. "Everything is a bit blurry. But Corin has been able to help fill things in."

      One thin eyebrow raised high. "Indeed. And yet she was so forgetful when I asked her of it."

      I repressed the need to swallow. This wasn't what I wanted to be doing right now. My stomach felt as if it ate itself with my hunger. Had he come to interrogate me now because he knew I was vulnerable? No matter how I wished to see the best of Jaxas, ruthlessness was bred into him. He had acted as my benefactor, but even still, he was a Wreath through and through.

      "It was a confusing time for us all," I said carefully. "And she didn't have the complete picture."

      Jaxas inclined his head. "Of course. Perhaps you can fill in the gaps for me as well."

      I considered refusing. After all, even though he boarded me in the Laurel Palace, I didn't have to report to him anymore. It was to the Conclave that Nomusa and I now owed our allegiance, so long as they reinstated the Order of Verifiers. But Jaxas had given us Finches a chance when few others would. Even if it had been Vusu's machinations that first brought us to his employ, I owed Jaxas much.

      So I spoke what I could: a lie laced with truth. I said that Corin had brought me to help Maesos, who had been robbed and injured. I said that Maesos wasn't there when I arrived, and instead, someone who meant to kill me lay waiting. Of Corin's betrayal, I mentioned nothing, nor of what happened after the encounter with Eazal.

      Jaxas barely blinked through the telling. "I see," he said as I finished. "And what of the fire?"

      My mouth went dry. "Fire?"

      "It must have been a deep slumber you fell into. For you had burns up and down your body not three days ago."

      It had become hard to breathe. I wondered if I should admit the truth now. But as the words formed on my lips, an idea came to mind. I jumped at it, no matter how unbelievable it seemed.

      "Yes, I've been puzzled by that since Corin told me," I said, wrinkling my brow. "The only thing I can think of was my trip into the Pyrthae. With so few people having gone there, it makes sense we wouldn't know what happens when they do visit. Maybe it healed me."

      "Ah." His even tone betrayed no sign of what he thought of my theory.

      "But if something strange had to happen to me," I hurried on, "I'm glad it was healing. I have a feeling that a lot of work lies ahead."

      "Yes. I think the Council will keep you busy."

      Something in his tone struck me as curious. Before I could speculate, Jaxas suddenly slumped into a chair. I watched in surprise as the Archon put his head in his hands and rubbed at his eyes.

      "This is too exhausting," he said, his words muffled by his hands. "I'm sorry, Airene. I didn't come here to pitch barbed questions. These past three days… I almost envy you being able to sleep them away."

      Guilt flickered in me. "Regardless of what happened, you should take care of yourself. You look even thinner than before."

      He looked up with a smile twisted on his lips. "An accurate observation, if lacking your usual tactfulness. But your concerns should not lie with me. I fear we've only slowed Vusu and his Seekers. And if you can believe it, the Manifest is the least of my worries." He held my gaze. "Avvad marches north."

      Only then did I remember the horns. They'd called as if in a dream, two long blows from the shell horns mounted atop the Laurel Palace. One signaled a fire spreading in the city; three the death of the reigning Wreath.

      Two were called for war.

      "Avvad marches north," I repeated. Many variations of those words had been uttered before, but always as an eventuality. Not something that would ever happen in our lifetimes. It was like a boulder positioned above that we'd said would never fall, but now barreled down upon us.

      "Birds arrived the day of the trial, telling of the gathering of their troops from the southern provinces and the marshaling of their resources. The object of their conquest is all too clear from our spies' reports. They are still several spans from even setting march toward us, but I convinced Low Consul Daelya that we should sound the horns as soon as possible, to prepare the people for what is to come."

      Several spans to gather and prepare, then several more to march. I had little experience with armies, but I knew it took time and resources to move that many soldiers. "They'll be here by the first of the monsoons," I guessed.

      Jaxas smiled wryly. "And I hope their troops feel the brunt of what the rains have to offer. So long as drought doesn't steal them away."

      We sat quietly, contemplating all that this meant. One thing hung between us unsaid. Even if the Manifest did not threaten us from the north, Oedija couldn't withstand the might of the Avvadin Imperium.

      "Why?" I muttered, almost to myself. "Why now?"

      "You know as well as I do." He sank back against his elbows. "We are vulnerable. Our trade is weak and unprofitable. And Leia has insulted the Kahin-Shah on numerous occasions. But truthfully, it is mostly because Burak Aasjuqal is a conqueror. Ever since he took the imperial reins twelve years ago, he has cast a greedy eye north, seeking to claim the Pearl of the Four Realms."

      But my thoughts had turned in another direction. "But the Kahin-Shah isn't our primary concern. He can't be. Don't tell me you've forgotten."

      Jaxas stared at his hands for a long moment. "I haven't forgotten," he murmured. "Nor will I. But what can I do, Airene? What can any of us do against such a force? Against… a god, or whatever he is?"

      His despair only served to strengthen my resolve. "Whatever is in our power. Famine must be stopped. No cost will be too great, no price higher than the one he'll extract."

      "No cost too great." The Archon shook his head. "You say that now. But will you still believe it when the time comes for the sacrifice?"

      Before I could respond, Jaxas rose. "I'm afraid I have many things to be about. But I'm sure I'll see you up and walking soon."

      With his imminent departure, a nagging thought became urgent. "Jaxas, my family — do you know if anything has happened to them? Vusu threatened them before the trial. I think he might retaliate."

      "You need not fear that. I sent them to one of the provincial Wreath estates as soon after the trial as I could. Your mother didn't go easily, but wine, good food, and care for your father convinced her in the end."

      I couldn't help a bemused smile. "That sounds like my mother. Thank you. It's far more generous than I deserve."

      Jaxas didn't return the smile. "I cannot pretend I did it only for your peace of mind. To have you compromised by threats against your family would be… untenable."

      My smile slipped. I should have expected nothing less of a Wreath. "I understand. Whatever the reason, I'm glad they're safe."

      The Archon nodded and turned away. "Come see me when you're up. Though once you talk with Nomusa, I'm sure you'll have even less occasion to than before."

      I wondered at that. "I know we won't report to you anymore, Jaxas. But I hope we'll continue to work together."

      "With so few eyes on the true enemy, we'd be fools not to."

      Unsmiling, he turned and swept from the room.

      A moment later, Xaron slipped back in. He wore a happy grin that, paired with his clothes, should have made me laugh. But my thoughts were so heavy that not even the sight of him as Hilarion could lift them.

      "Oh, cheer up," he said as he sat on the bed next to me. "He's gone now. No need for the long face."

      I tried for levity. "That's not what has me down. I was just thinking how sorry I am that you're a fool now."

      His grin redoubled. "Fitting, isn't it? You'd never believe the freedom it affords me! I can channel nearly whenever I want, so long as I'm not making people nervous."

      Knowing well how often he'd yearned for that liberation, I smiled. "Like a dream come true."

      "But you," he continued, his brow furrowing. "What happened to you, Airene? Corin just kept saying that you should tell us yourself. Her story to Jaxas doesn't add up. What were you doing in Sandglass searching for Maesos?"

      I hesitated. I wanted to tell Xaron the truth, but I wasn't sure he'd see Corin's betrayal the same way I had. Part of me wondered if it would be better to lie.

      But no. We couldn't start keeping secrets from each other again. We'd already seen how well that played out when this whole hunt began.

      So I told him. Of Corin's betrayal, and Eazal's attempted assassination, and my channeling — or my dream of it. Holding up my hands, I showed him how no shifts moved.

      "Can I have imagined the whole thing?" I asked tentatively. "Am I that desperate to be a warden?"

      Despite all I'd told him, he looked pleased. "I never knew you wished for it so badly. But no, I don't think you imagined it. Corin saw the flames coming from you, didn't she? And after what she did, I doubt she'd lie again. Besides, I saw your burns when she brought you back, and now look! They're healed, and it's only been three days." He shook his head. "I have no idea how you did that. Though you're not the first — that Acadian, Kallias the Sculptor, is said to heal as well. As for your shifts, back when I was living in the wardens' commune, a woman who went by Hel came by her attunement late in life, the same as you. It took her a long while to be able to channel on command, or even for her shifts to show up."

      It was almost too much to hope for. Yet hope I did. "You believe me?" I asked tentatively.

      "Of course! Did you think I wouldn't?"

      I pulled him into an embrace. "Thank you," I murmured. "You don't know how much that means to me."

      His lips curled into a smile as he pulled back. "Oh, I think I do."

      A knock came at the door. I immediately stiffened and pulled away. You're safe, I chastised myself. No one is coming for you. But my heart continued to pound all the same.

      Xaron cast a worried glance at me, yet he only called, "Who is it?"

      "I brought food," Corin responded from without.

      Xaron's expression blackened as the key turned in the lock. I put a hand on his arm. "Don't say anything," I warned him.

      He gave me a mutinous look but remained quiet as Corin entered, a huge platter of food balanced in one hand. I stared in astonishment at the array of dishes. Fresh bread, both flat and in loaves; skewered and spiced goat, fish, and mutton; golden grapes, mangoes, and nectarines; and in the center, a generous bowl of soup.

      "Who are we feeding, a taxos?" I said over the grumbling of my stomach.

      Corin started to smile, but a glance at Xaron wiped it away. She set the platter on the waiting table near the wardrobe. "I can bring dishes to you," she offered quietly.

      "No, I'll come over there." I pulled Xaron with me. His arm was tense beneath my grip, but I settled him in a chair next to me and gestured for Corin to do the same. "Eat with me. There's no way I can finish all of this."

      She hesitated, then shook her head. Her eyes darted toward Xaron again. "No, thank you. But I'll return later."

      "Not too soon," Xaron called snidely as she slipped out the door.

      "Stop that," I chastised him half-heartedly as I dove into the meal.

      Xaron spoke around a mouthful of bread. "Stop what?"

      "Treating her like that."

      He stared at me, his mouth falling open to reveal half-chewed food. "She could have gotten you killed, Airene. She lied to you and intentionally led you into a trap. How can you expect me to be civil?" He shook his head. "She can't stay in the room with you."

      "What will you do? Throw her out?" I gave him a wry smile. "You're forgetting something, Xaron. She saved me after her betrayal. And she only betrayed me because the Valemish hold her sister captive."

      "The Valemish still hold her sister captive. You can't trust her, Airene."

      "But I do, Xaron. Even if it's broken somewhat, I still trust her. She was torn between two loyalties and slipped up. I don't think she'll do it again."

      Until I'd spoken, I hadn't fully realized how I felt. But the words rang true.

      He threw up his hands. "There's no reason to believe that! Besides, why take the risk? You can be friends from afar. Just don't let her stay near you."

      "I know you're just trying to protect me. But I have to give her another chance. If others don't deserve second chances, why do I?"

      His expression softened, and he squeezed my hand, though the gesture was spoiled by the grease filming his hand. I laughed and pulled my hand away to wipe it on a cloth.

      "You did your best, Airene," he said seriously. "No one could have done anything more, considering what we're up against. Linos will be fine — you'll see."

      I pretended to be absorbed in my meal so I wouldn't have to meet his eyes.

      Xaron rose, looking longingly at the rest of our feast. "Much as I hate to, I should return to my duties."

      I raised an eyebrow, hoping it hid my disappointment. "What? Taking a tumble for the Despoina?"

      "Ha-ha. Actually…" It was his turn to hesitate. "It's not my Hilarion responsibilities exactly."

      "You have my attention, if that's what you were after."

      He ran a hand through his hair, untucking a tuft from his corn-husk crown. "No secrets," he mumbled. "I'm not even sure why I'm so awkward saying it. May as well get it over with. You remember that group of Acadians? The one Kyros had been training?"

      My eyes narrowed. "Yes."

      "Well. I've joined them."

      I hesitated, sorting through the rush of feelings. "Do you think that's a good idea? You're sailing uncertain tides as it is."

      "It's our only option, Airene. With Vusu having taken most of the Shepherds and commanding who knows how many other wardens, the only place to find reliable wardens is at the Acadium."

      I shrugged, not finding an adequate response. Training to use his channeling to fight certainly wasn't what Hilarion was supposed to do, and I didn't like the idea of him violating the rules of his position. But he was right. In times like these, we couldn't let what was expected stop us from doing what was necessary.

      "I wish I could join you." The words were out of my mouth before I considered them.

      He raised an eyebrow. "You?"

      I glanced sharply at him. "Why not? If I'm a warden—" I cut off abruptly, realizing how loud I'd been speaking. "If I'm a warden," I continued softer, "then I should use my gift to fight Vusu directly, not hide behind the rest of you."

      Xaron looked stricken. "But Airene, you're early in your attunement. Your shifts aren't even appearing. This isn't something that can be rushed. You have no idea how dangerous it is. If you try to channel before you can control it⁠—"

      "I'll just have to manage." I waved wearily to the door. "I don't want to keep you from what you need to do."

      He suddenly seemed reluctant to leave. "Airene, promise you won't bite off more than you can chew."

      "Will you train me then?"

      His swallow was visible. "I suppose," he muttered. "Though you should go to Eltris for that."

      "Eltris?" I laughed low and bitter. "I doubt she would give me the time of day. Even if my shifts do show up, there's no way I'll be a ten-shift. What's the word for that again?"

      "Shur."

      "You were a special case. From her manner, I don't think she often teaches."

      He donned a small smile. "You're probably right about that."

      I rose and pulled him up as well. "Thanks for visiting. But we both have things to do."

      "The only thing you should be doing is resting," he said seriously. "Airene, I know the world is ending. But you should take it easy."

      I rolled my eyes. "A compelling argument. Can you be in your quarters later this evening? I want to see what luxuries Hilarion is afforded."

      "I'm probably the best-rewarded jester in the whole of the Four Realms." He pulled me into a tight embrace and spoke in my ear. "Please. Give yourself the time you need to recover."

      "I will."

      We both knew it was a lie.

      As soon as Xaron left, I hastily finished my meal, putting away two more skewers, a loaf of bread, and two mangoes. Then, groaning from my distended belly, I pulled on my sandals, which someone had stored in the closet. I didn't have a mirror, though from the way everyone reacted to me, I doubted I wanted to see how I looked. My one concession to decorum was to run a hand through my tangled hair, hoping the greasiness wouldn't be too noticeable.

      Though exhaustion assaulted me all the more with a full belly, I resolutely walked to the door. But before I could leave, I suddenly noticed something. A familiar weight was missing from around my neck. I touched my chest, even though I knew I wouldn't find it there.

      My Verifier medallion was missing.

      I thought furiously. Had my channeling somehow affected it? But the medallion hung on a chain — it would have taken a powerful fire to burn it off. The likelier option was someone had removed it. But who had done it, and where had they taken it? Without it, I wasn't sure that I could wander the Laurel Palace, or go anywhere else for that matter.

      But I couldn't stay in my room. There was too much to do. Though my stomach protested, my legs wobbled, and my head felt stuffed full of wool, I yanked open the door. Everyone else seemed to have a key to my quarters, yet no one had thought to leave me one, so I left it unlocked. I didn't own anything of value anyway.

      I looked to either side down the halls, striving to remain upright. At every moment, exhaustion assailed my weary body. Three days of sleep had never been so tiring. It took me far too long to recognize the hall as the same that I'd stayed in before, my current room two doors down from my former.

      I started walking, then stumbled to a halt. Where was I heading? I knew I had duties. As one of the First Verifiers of a recently established order, the Conclave would no doubt expect things of me. But until I spoke with Nomusa, what my duties were wasn't clear.

      But I knew I had an even more critical task. The greatest of our enemies was still largely undetected, and I knew far too little about him. I had to understand what Famine was to know how to fight him. And to fight Vusu as well.

      Eltris was the obvious choice for such information. I doubted she would tell me any more than she wished, but it was a start. I nodded to myself and set off down the hallway again. To Eltris's tower then.

      "First Verifier Airene?"

      I spun, hand going to the small of my back where my knife used to be. The unbalanced turn almost sent me sprawling. As I righted myself, I saw a female honor watching me with evident sympathy.

      I was disoriented by more than surprise. My first reaction had been to reach for my missing knife. When had violence leaped to the forefront of my instincts? But I shook away my alarm and tried on a smile. "Yes?"

      The honor smiled uncertainly back. "I am sorry I surprised you, First Verifier."

      "Not at all." My smile was swiftly transforming into a grimace. "Were you seeking something?"

      She bowed quickly. She was younger than me, I saw then, and had pretty green eyes. "Yes, First Verifier Airene. First Verifier Nomusa has been sending me to see if you were awake."

      "Has she?" I knew how busy she must be, but I couldn't help a stab of annoyance that she wasn't coming to check in on me herself.

      The honor nodded. "Yes, mistress First Verifier, every two turns. If I found you up, I was to give you a message."

      I crossed my arms. "I'd better hear it then."

      "You are to meet her in the gardens. So long as you are able." From the honor's expression, she felt doubtful of that.

      "I'll manage," I said drily. "She's there now?"

      "Yes. Would you like me to accompany you?"

      "No need. I'm sure you have other responsibilities to be about."

      She bowed again and parted with another wary smile. I turned in the opposite direction and, like a soldier after a long march, began to make my way to the gardens.
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        It began with a hunger.

        Tyurn Sky-Sea stared over his dominion. He loved his worlds — the Higher and Lower Realms of the Pyrthae as well as the material world of Telae. But that day, instead of feeling pride, he felt an emptier feeling.

        The Lord of All longed for more.

        He saw starvation. He saw the craven overcoming the brave, the petty disdaining the proud. Tyurn Sky-Sea looked and knew there must be more he could give.

        'There can be,' a whisper sounded in his ear. 'If you but listen to me.'

        The Ruler of All Realms knew himself impervious to charms and glamours, and thus he believed this voice came of himself. Intrigued, he asked it, 'What do you mean?'

        'You wish for more than you have,' the whisper said. 'You crave it. Your dominion is flawed, and you wish to perfect it. Yet you, King of Many, do not know the way.'

        'No, I do not,' said Tyurn Sky-Sea, troubled, for there was little he did not know.

        'Am I not Lord of All?' he questioned the voice. Had the doubt come from anyone but himself, he would have thundered his denial.

        'If you were Lord of All, how could you and your subjects ever lack for anything? But I, born of your desire, know how you may live up to that name, King of Many. It is simple, what you must do. Then all the lands will grow rich and bountiful.'

        It rankled the pride of Tyurn Sky-Sea to be less than the master of everything. Thus, he said at once, 'And what is it I must do?'

        Thus the Seed spoke to Tyurn Sky-Sea, and the Ruler of All Realms went forth and did as it said.

        

        - The Seeds of Famine, a translation from the Lighted-tongue; by Oracle Kalene of deme Hull; 881 SLP

      

      

      I walked the gardens for a long, painful time. Plodding along one winding path after another in the mile-long courtyard, sheltered under rows of columns on either side, I forced my leaden legs forward and managed to remain upright.

      As I passed a willow tree, I suddenly stopped. My ear always keen for whispered words, the hushed conversation alerted me to someone on the other side of the tree, secreted within the foliage. I peered through the gently swaying branches. Two figures stood on the other side, their features hidden beyond the red and pale yellow of their robes. Quieting my breath, I stepped through the willow branches, trying to come near enough to make out their words.

      But no sooner had I stepped under the tree than my foot found a branch and cracked it. The figure wearing pale yellow whirled around, and I recognized Nomusa even before she spoke. She was dressed as I hadn't often seen her, with her chiton plain and no jewelry adorning her neck or wrists. Her hair was in simple plaits against her head, though still executed with her usual tidiness. Humility seemed to be what she sought to present to the world, and she captured it perfectly.

      Her surprise faded as she recognized me in turn, only to be replaced by an expression I couldn't read. "Airene!" she said too loudly to be natural. "You're awake! How are you feeling?"

      I stepped through the sweeping leaves. The figure in red was already quickly walking away, a hood masking his or her face. Before I could say anything, Nomusa stepped up and embraced me. I returned it, curiosity biting deep.

      As we pulled apart, I wore a smile. Considering everything else we had to discuss, Nomusa could keep her secret for the moment. "I'm fine now, though my belly is still trying to eat itself," I said truthfully.

      She laughed heartily and pulled me into another hug. "I'm glad to see you up. We've all been so worried." She abruptly pulled me away again. "What happened? What Corin said made no sense."

      I studied her. While I'd been asleep, Nomusa had undergone a metamorphosis. Instead of the reluctant, skeptical partner, she once again seemed alive and invested. It was like having her back from our early days of Finching, the friend I had long missed.

      "I'll have to tell you later," I said. "I can't have anyone overhearing."

      "If they do as poor a job spying on us as you did earlier, I think we'll be fine."

      A wry grin worked its way onto my face. "I'm far from my best right now."

      She looped her arm in mine. "I suppose your tale can wait. I have plenty to catch you up on."

      She began walking us back through the gardens the way we'd come — the opposite of the direction the figure in red had taken, I noticed. But I said nothing of it, wondering if Nomusa would speak of the hooded stranger herself. And if she didn't, what that might mean.

      "How about we sit while we talk?" I suggested.

      "I would, but… Since you're up, you really should go before the Council. They've been asking for you every time I see them, and my usual meeting with them is in just over a turn."

      I groaned. "I should have stayed in bed."

      Nomusa looked me up and down and pursed her lips. "Yes, you should have."

      "Come on. I'm not that bad off."

      She snorted lightly and continued to pull me along. "I suppose I'll begin with what's most pertinent. It's official, Airene."

      I looked sharply at her, guessing what she meant. "They actually went for it?"

      "They did. The Council approved the mandate two days ago. The Order of Verifiers is once again an official branch of the Oedijan demotism."

      I had thought I was over that particular victory, particularly as I knew it came with strings attached. But despite my apprehension, a glow of pride warmed my chest, and I had to hold back a grin.

      "But though we're Verifiers now, you still have to be confirmed as my fellow First Verifier," Nomusa quickly followed up.

      The warmth dissipated. "By the Council?" Half of the Low Consuls were Preservists under Orhan's thumb. Considering their close alignment with the Valemish and their ancestral home in Avvad, it seemed a safe bet that they were privy to Eazal's attempted assassination of me. Probably they were the orchestrators of it. I doubted any of them would support me gaining power. I'd need the full support of the other five Low Consuls to pass. If I could manage that, I at least could count on Jaxas casting the deciding vote in my favor.

      "Did any of the Preservists confirm you?" I queried.

      Nomusa's brow furrowed. "Actually, yes. All of them did."

      I stared. "And you don't suspect this is a trap?"

      "I know it is." She gave me a nervous smile. "I haven't told you of the agreement binding us."

      "Best tear off the bandage."

      She raised a finger. "First, we must make a full account of our activities and the coin we spend. We have a clerk to help with that portion, at least, to whom we'll report each day for the Aviary ledgers."

      "The Aviary? It's ready to reside in then?"

      "Of sorts." Nomusa grimaced. "It still reeks of finch droppings — they'd been using the whole place to keep birds, you know, not just the tower. And the furniture is minimal. Still, there are some comforts — we have a cook and an honor who comes by daily to tidy up."

      I wondered if the honor would also take the time to rifle through our belongings and report anything of interest to the Council. "I can live in most conditions. After all, I've stayed one night with Talan. Not like that," I hastily amended.

      Nomusa smiled coyly. "I'm sure it wasn't."

      "You're hopeless." I abruptly switched the topic. "Do we have a collective allowance, or is it individual?"

      "Both. Fifteen silvers a day for the whole Order, though we'll raise eyebrows if we individually spend more than five."

      I felt even weaker in the knees than I had before. Fifteen silvers had been half our collective savings before the shell horns had blown. To be afforded that amount in a single day was staggering. "We could buy off Nikias every day," I marveled.

      Nomusa's frown told me she hadn't forgotten my earlier contentious bribe. "We could. But once we bring on more Finches, it will be spent quickly."

      "More Finches?" I was baffled. "But we can't initiate Xaron and Talan."

      "I wouldn't want to hire those lazy sops anyway. But of course we'll gather more, Airene. With a war coming, and the Manifest stirring trouble, and corruption in our own government, we're going to need more than the two of us to keep tabs on it all."

      "But who could we trust?"

      She watched me carefully. "Things are going to be different, Airene. We'll likely have to give people responsibilities even if we don't fully trust them. You need to be ready for that, because that day is coming soon."

      I turned my gaze away. After all the treachery we had recently undergone, I was far from sure I was ready. But all I said was, "Very well."

      We exited the palace. With the monsoons soon arriving, the sky was thick with clouds, yet the muggy heat of summer still clung on. Given the state I was in, I dreaded the walk down to the Conclave and looked longingly at a carriage waiting on the marble road below the stairs. Instead of turning our path to avoid it, however, Nomusa pulled me toward it.

      "What are you doing?" I hissed.

      "Catching our ride down." She glanced at me, amusement glinting in her eyes. "Who did you suppose this carriage was waiting for?"

      Without stopping for an answer, Nomusa greeted the driver familiarly and took his hand to step up into it. As the driver turned to me, I mutely accepted his aid as well and entered. It was a relief to sit again, especially on cushioned seats, though the cramped quarters were stuffy and hot.

      "Do you regularly use a carriage now?" I asked Nomusa.

      She smiled faintly. "Another of our privileges. Though our special treatment from the Laurel Palace may end if things continue the way they do."

      "Tension between the Council and the Despoina?"

      "Between the Council and the Archon. Jaxas has been vocal about confronting our foes now that we know who they are. He's drawn the ire of Orhan and his lackeys for it."

      Anger stirred in my gut, more insistent than hunger for the moment. "Of course," I muttered furiously. "You'd think that having lived here as long as they have, they'd feel more loyalty."

      "You never forget your homeland." Her eyes had a distant look, and I knew she was thinking of her own home ishaka a thousand miles away.

      "What do they want us to do anyway? The Council, I mean."

      Nomusa drew away from her contemplation. "Ah, now we're at the crux of it. We're to investigate corruption."

      "Corruption?"

      She nodded. "They — the Preservists and Verchlesa, as it is — are interested in understanding what led to the Despot being taken and the rise of the Manifest unimpeded, and who was behind it."

      I stretched my cramped legs. "Ironic, isn't it?"

      "Of course. But what better way to keep ahead of charges of corruption than pointing the finger at others?"

      "Maybe they hope we'll go after Jaxas. Since he was affiliated with Vusu and all."

      "Or maybe that we'll try and take down the Tribunal." Nomusa snorted. "As if we would be that much of fools."

      Despair clawed at my chest. "Is nothing being done then?"

      "Some things are. They can't completely ignore an oncoming army, so the Council has put out an order for the taxoi to be raised again. When Avvad marches, we'll have the semblance of an army... though if they'll fight for Avvad or Oedija remains to be seen. Particularly when we may not be able to feed them."

      "Have the droughts become that bad?"

      "They're only the beginning. The more immediate problem is bringing what little harvest there has been into the city. The Council is negotiating with the Underguild for passage, but Kalindi's demands have been untenable, to say the least."

      I winced. "The Council is negotiating with the Underguild for food now? That's more desperate than I'd hoped for."

      Nomusa shook her head. "Since Kalindi overtook the Underguild, he has used far more aggressive tactics than we've yet seen from the syndicate. Crime has increased on the streets for many reasons, but most of the murders seem to be traced back to him. His most significant attempt at control has been to seize many of the shipments of grains and other foods before they pass through the city gates and hold them ransom."

      The Underguild was extorting the demotism itself. I'd missed more in three days than I could have imagined possible. Yet still, I knew I hadn't heard the heart of what I needed to. "But what of the real danger? What are they doing about Famine?"

      Nomusa pushed the curtain aside from the window to peer out. "Nothing," she said softly. "Nothing at all."

      "They know, don't they? That Famine is real and rising again?"

      She didn't meet my gaze. "Jaxas told them what you'd seen and implored that they remember what they saw at the trial, the Pyrthaen serpent swallowing Vusu and Linos and all. But the Low Consuls weren't convinced. They said it was an illusion, that it must be a simple conjuring for a warden of Vusu's strength."

      I trembled, hot anger coursing through me. "But you corroborated him at least, right? You told them what I saw?"

      Her hesitation spoke volumes. "The Order is still in its infancy⁠—"

      "You know he's real! I saw him! I went into the Pyrthae and saw him, Nomusa!" I noticed my voice was loud enough for the driver to hear, but I found it hard to care. Why should I hide the truth from anyone? They would all know far too soon.

      "I know," Nomusa said hurriedly. "I know what you saw. But that doesn't change the fact that we need to seem credible as an organization right now. And no matter how true it is, claiming that a daemon god has risen from the legends is not a good way to establish our name."

      I reined in my anger. It wasn't fair to put the blame on Nomusa. Even if she should have done more. "Then target Vusu," I suggested. "They saw what he is capable of. Surely that at least can stir them to action."

      "You'd think. But he hasn't been seen since Asileia's trial, and you know what they say: When the pyr doesn't appear⁠—"

      "—It isn't here, I know," I finished the saying with irritation. "But he's had three days to recover now. If he can heal like Kallias the Sculptor, then he's already at work again."

      Nomusa gave me an odd look. "I never took you for a believer in that sort of thing."

      I flushed despite myself. "Vusu has the power of a daemon god behind him. I don't think regeneration is outside the realm of possibility."

      She shrugged. "But maybe he won't recover. Maybe that quarrel you put in him will kill him. After all, even wardens aren't immune to corruption of the flesh."

      "You don't know that," I pointed out heavily. Her words were tempting, and I wanted to believe them. But I felt the wrongness of them in my gut. Vusu still loomed large, and as long as he was a danger, Famine would be as well.

      Standing before the god in the Pyrthae, I'd sensed far more than what my material senses could tell me. I'd felt the hunger that drove him, endless and ever-sharp, cutting at him every moment that he couldn't sate it. It was a craving far greater than what any addicted asher felt while waiting for his next hit of silvertongue. And his hunger wasn't for flesh. More I couldn't understand, but remembering that feeling of a predator casually studying me as prey struck icy fear through me anew.

      The carriage rolled up before the Conclave. For a moment, it was all I could do to stare at the changes wrought over it. The broad dome of bronze and white marble was broken like an egg's shell, half of it torn away during our struggle with Vusu. Everywhere it had cracked and crumbled, time was catching up with the grand edifice, green and gray patina spreading out from the rents.

      As Nomusa exited, I tore my eyes away and followed. As I lowered myself, my legs nearly collapsed under me. I bitterly wondered if my hunger was yet the depth of Famine's. A smile twisted onto my lips as I took Nomusa's offered arm, and we walked toward the tall double doors, now riddled with wide fractures.

      It was only as the Conclave guards studied us that I realized I'd forgotten to mention something. "Nomusa," I muttered, "I don't have my Verifier medallion. Someone must have taken it while I slept."

      "I took it," she responded briskly. "At the behest of the Council. Until you're confirmed, they didn't want you flashing it about."

      "I never flashed it about," I protested, but was relieved nonetheless. If it was missing, best that there was a chance of getting it back. Even if it came at a cost.

      The guards barely delayed us as they greeted Nomusa warmly. I kept my face carefully composed. It didn't surprise me that Nomusa had already made friends with the guards, particularly since one of the pair hadn't been hard on the eyes.

      As the handsome guard cracked open the door, we slipped inside. Amusement was replaced by silent awe. Much of the great chamber had been swept of debris, yet the signs of the fight were still written on the walls. A thick layer of dust began a dozen cubits up where it seemed the cleaners couldn't reach. All but the most massive blocks had been cleared away. Now that I thought about it, I was astounded that the Servants and Low Consuls were continuing to use the building at all. It didn't look stable with the many crevices in its pillars, walls, and floors, not to mention the cracked dome above.

      Yet I followed Nomusa around the edge toward the Archon's platform. The giant bell that had been mounted there to call everyone to attention had split up the middle, and the offending rock, twice my size, lay nearby. Banishing silly thoughts of omens, I focused my attention on the small door behind the platform as we stopped ten paces short of it.

      Nomusa paused. "You're sure you want to do this now?"

      "We're already here," I said wearily. "And you said it was a shoo-in, didn't you?"

      "We'll see," she answered, with less confidence than I'd hoped for.

      Nomusa turned to the guards waiting on either side of the door. "I am First Verifier Nomusa. Will you admit me and my companion, Airene of Port, so that she may become First Verifier alongside me?"

      A male honor appeared from the shadows of a nearby column. "They are in conference at the moment and requested that they remained undisturbed. If you will wait, they should be done within the turn."

      Nomusa's nostrils flared, but she only turned on her heel and marched for the dais. I followed and gratefully sat next to her on the edge, resting my protesting legs and leaning back on my arms.

      We waited in silence. Both of us knew the things we had to tell each other must be spoken in secret. Yet now that we paused, I felt the pressure of my news once more. I wriggled my fingers on the stone, wondering if my shifts had appeared yet, wondering if I'd be able to channel if I attempted it. But I didn't dare try. Though I hoped I would be able to control it, my memories of the first instance inspired little confidence.

      My gaze wandered over to the Archon's bell again — but for a moment, my eyes saw not what was, but what had been. Asileia Wreath stood upon the dais, her chin uplifted. She scattered into mist as a hole ripped through the fabric of the world. Teeth, iridescently white, erupted from nowhere. And from between them stepped a shadow. The shadow paused, then turned its head toward me, revealing Vusu's face. "After all this," he said slowly, "and it is you who have doomed us."

      A touch on the arm startled me out of the reverie.

      "Airene?" Nomusa asked, concern plain in her voice. "Are you alright?"

      "Fine," I said faintly. I stared at where I'd seen the vision, but it had become only ruined stones again. I shook my head. No amount of sleep could cure madness, but I had to hope that was the only remedy I needed.

      The Council's small door finally cracked open. "Is she here yet?" an irritable man's voice called out. Berker, I recognized with a twist of disgust; Orhan's righthand man, and as staunch a Preservist as they came.

      The male honor hurried forth from the shadows. "Yes, Low Consul. First Verifier Nomusa has come, and she has brought the other you wished to see."

      "That's putting it strongly," Berker growled. He revealed his pockmarked face as he opened the door further. "Well?" he barked. "Are you coming or not?"

      "She has only just risen from her sickbed," Nomusa rebuked him as we rose and walked to the door. "Have some patience for once, Berker."

      "Have care, Finch." The large man didn't move from the doorway. "You serve at our leisure."

      "We serve the people and the demotism," Nomusa said smoothly. "Now, I'm sure your fellow members of the Council would appreciate if you didn't waste any more of their time with juvenile antics."

      The man's heavy jowls became yet more pronounced as he scowled, but he relented, turning and stalking back inside. Sharing an amused look with me, Nomusa led the way in.

      The Council's meeting chamber was much as I remembered it, and I couldn't detect any changes from the battle that had waged outside its doors. It still seemed more a cave than a room, with the unshaped walls and ceiling melding into each other, and small, uncovered windows opened toward the shore. The winds were strong off the sea today, as they tended to become in the spans before the monsoons arrived, and the scent of salt was heavy in the air.

      In the middle of the room, seated around the glass-smooth slab of gray stone that served as a table, were the nine other Low Consuls. As before, the Preservists sat on one side, while the Equalists and the two independent Low Consuls sat opposite. I did my best not to look at Feiyan, but I couldn't help but notice her small smirk as she studied me. Jaxas, too, was present, though he stood by the windows apart from the rest.

      "Airene of Port," Orhan greeted me warmly. As usual, he was immaculately groomed and decorated, his remaining gray hair finely curled, and he wore a robe of crimson lined with gold. "I am glad to see you up and walking. I heard you took frightfully ill after the events following the Despoina's trial." He didn't stand, nor did any of the others, but it was hardly surprising. As they were Low Consuls and I was presently little more than a plebeian in their eyes, decorum didn't call for it.

      I, on the other hand, was obligated to bow. "Low Consuls. I apologize for my earlier absence. As you said, I had taken ill and have only just risen."

      "You need not have rushed," Orhan said pleasantly.

      I studied him, wondering how much he meant by that.

      Zehaar of the Equalists took a turn next. "We have many matters to attend to, so I suggest we quickly resolve this quaint formality," she said briskly. "Airene was elected as First Verifier by Jaxas before her illness, and was, as we have discussed at length, behind the counterplot to Vusumuzi's plans. Her accomplishments speak for themselves."

      Berker snorted, but it was Orhan who spoke. "Indeed, they do. Which is why I am quite skeptical of her appointment."

      I looked sharply at the portly Avvadin man, but at a warning glance from Nomusa, held my tongue.

      "After all," he continued, "she was, as you say, responsible for that whole bloody debacle. If not for her, Photina would still be alive, as would many Servants and other stewards of the demotism. Your First of the laurel guard, Jaxas, would also be alive. The rabble that wanders our streets every evening, these so-called 'dusk mobs,' would not terrorize our streets and markets. And if you failed to notice, we do not even know the location of our Despot, nor have we received any demands for ransom — if, indeed, he is alive. Only First Verifier Nomusa's report causes us to believe so, and she claims to know this secondhand by Airene's account."

      Jaxas turned toward the Low Consuls and stood over them. The gray light behind him limned his robes and cast his face in shadow.

      "It is dangerous to assume you know how things might have gone otherwise, Orhan," he said quietly. "Vusu is set on power. With or without Airene's intervention, it would have come to blood."

      "You say one thing and contradict yourself in the same breath," Orhan noted with a smile.

      Daelya, head of the Equalist faction, leaned forward, her dark brow drawn. "Enough. Speak plainly your position, Orhan, as well as the rest of you who seem to take issue. What's your complaint?"

      Esen, the only woman among the Preservist Low Consuls, spoke now, wearing her usual severe expression. "We know too little of her, and what we do know is contentious."

      "I can vouch for her," Jaxas offered. "It was enough for Nomusa's appointment."

      "Except she had Feiyan's backing as well," Esen countered.

      Despite my earlier resolution, I looked in amazement first at Nomusa, then Feiyan. The Qao Fu woman wore an even smugger expression than before, while Nomusa shifted with discomfort.

      "I'm afraid I can't speak as well for Airene as I could for her companion," Feiyan said in a tone so full of sorrow a playwright would have applauded her performance. "She has been troublesome and tiresome in all my dealings with her. True, she has some talent for sniffing out trouble. But I cannot see her in a leadership position in the Order of Verifiers."

      "Feiyan," Daelya said with undisguised exasperation, "I know you have some personal vendetta against the woman. But try to prevent it from coloring your professional opinion."

      Feiyan looked so affronted I had to fight back a smile. At least one of the Low Consuls appeared to lean in my favor. Still, as I needed at least five to win the appointment, my odds were not looking good.

      "Low Consuls," Nomusa spoke up. "If you need someone to attest to her competency, you need look no further. As I told you before, she and I have worked together for the last nine years. In all that time, never once has she been less than trustworthy and dependable, and has often been the primary investigator in our cases."

      "If that's so, why are you presently the First?" Berker smirked through his scraggly beard.

      Nomusa ignored him. "Airene is entirely capable of acting as First Verifier beside me. It would be a grave mistake not to appoint her so."

      "This is taking far too long," Zehaar snapped. "It is past time we put this to a vote."

      But Orhan leaned forward, wearing an expression that filled me with foreboding. "But what of what Vusumuzi said?" he asked softly. "He all but named you his accomplice, Airene. I would like to hear an adequate explanation if one can be provided."

      I stared at him. I'd forgotten that brief interaction, forgotten even the words Vusu had said to me. Had they actually been incriminating, or just allusive enough to arouse suspicion? Forming a defense without knowing seemed all but impossible.

      So I told the truth, or as much as I could. "He insinuated that we worked together because he believed it to be so. I allowed Vusu to think that he and I were accomplices in discrediting the Despoina so that we might ambush him."

      "Vusu, she calls him," Berker sneers. "She implicates herself through her familiarity!"

      I flushed, but before I could speak, Jaxas stepped forward. "Vote as you must. Just don't maintain this mummery any longer."

      Orhan smiled, the mockery in it plain to see. "Very well, Jaxas. There's no need to be testy. If you wouldn't mind?"

      Jaxas's eyes flickered to me for a second, then looked down. "All in favor of appointing Airene of Port to be First Verifier alongside Nomusa in the new Order of Verifiers?"

      Daelya raised her hand, then Zehaar. Verchlesa and Tychon, to my relief, followed suit. But though I scanned the assembled members of the Demos Council, no more hands rose. Feiyan sat back with arms crossed, a small smile playing on her lips. Fury and frustration clashed so that my vision blurred and my head grew light. I reached out for the wall to steady my balance and set my jaw. I wouldn't collapse in front of that spiteful woman.

      Jaxas's disappointment laced his words as he said, "All opposed?"

      As expected, all five of the Preservists' hands shot up. I glared at Feiyan, expecting hers to rise as well. But still, she sat unmoving.

      Jaxas's frown deepened. "Abstain?"

      Feiyan shifted, but only to rest her hands on the table. "You know," she said slowly, her eyes still on me, "I'm still quite uncertain."

      "Then abstain," Orhan advised pleasantly. "After all, that is what the option is for. And you seemed more than willing to practice it when you didn't attend the Despoina's trial."

      Feiyan ignored the gibe but continued to look at me with a small smile. "But for such an important vote, I feel it is my duty to choose one way or the other. If only I knew the proper course."

      My eyes challenged her, daring her to be so petty as to ruin me over our rocky past. She was more than capable of it, I knew well enough. Yet I couldn't pull my gaze away.

      "Stop this at once!" Berker barked. "Which way will it be, Feiyan?"

      She moistened her lips, raptor eyes still on me. "I vote in favor. Let us leave it to the Archon to decide."

      Berker's face went red, while Orhan's smile slipped a bit. I didn't know how to react. Why had she suddenly acquiesced? I doubted she'd found a conscience. It was just as hard to believe she was not as petty as I'd thought. Which could only mean my appointment somehow played to her hand.

      "I vote in favor," Jaxas said at once. "So it's decided. Congratulations, First Verifier Airene, on your new appointment."

      Nomusa put an arm across my shoulders and pulled me close. I let my gaze drift from Feiyan to my fellow First Verifier and shared a smile with her. At Nomusa's whispered prompting, I murmured a thank you, then was ushered from the room. I only glimpsed Jaxas's broadening smile before Nomusa pulled me from the Council room and out into the main chamber of the Conclave.

      "Airene!" She seized my hands as soon as the door closed, heedless of the honor and guards standing nearby. "You managed it!"

      "Barely." My head felt woozy again, and my legs threatened to give way. "I thought you said it would be simple."

      "I thought it would be. But you know Feiyan — she loves getting a rise out of you."

      I shook my head. "That was more than enough excitement for one day. I need a large meal and a long nap."

      "Very well, my fellow First Verifier. But there's something else you should accept first." She reached inside her neckline and drew out not one chain, but two, hidden beneath her dress. I was surprised at the eagerness with which I reached for the medallion hanging from her hand.

      Grinning, Nomusa handed me one of the Verifier medallions. I immediately slipped it on. As it settled on my neck, the solid weight of the iron was reassuring. I didn't hide it under my robes, though. Even if it had first been given to me by Vusu, I would now wear it openly and proudly.

      "That's better," she said approvingly as she led me out of the Conclave. "Now, time to enjoy the fine, new quarters our position affords."
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