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A FAR SHORE

I’M DARIN BALES, and I might’ve just made a big mistake.

Crazy enough I picked a fight with the da of all demons. Crazier still, I almost won. But when he up and rabbited, I did the craziest thing yet and chased him like a hound all the way across the rippin’ sea with no idea or plan on how to get back. Worse, I took Olive Paper, Duch Regent of Hollow, with me.

Gonna be questions with us disappeared, but I reckon folk’ll be all right now that we done our part. Thanks to Olive, her da is around to take care of her army at the Spear of Ala, and now that I sprung Olive’s mam, reckon she’s already on her way back to Hollow. They’ll put things right.

Of the three parents Alagai Ka took, I was the only one to lose. Mam died the same way Da did, fifteen years later almost to the day. Gave her own life to destroy Safehold, same as I meant to do for the hive.

We were linked when she done it. Beings of pure energy wrapped together like one of Uncle Gared’s giant hugs. I felt what she felt, up until she cast me back. Felt her make the decision to leave me. To die for me. To give her life to keep everyone in the world—but most of all me—safe.

Wouldn’t have to deal with that pain if I’d up and died, too. Might be I’d’ve found her and Da on the other side, though I ent ever held much faith in that. Either way, I’d be at peace.

But I din’t die, so now I got to live with it. Mam’s gone. Not just missin’ this time. She’s gone for good, and I got her dying emotions rattlin’ around inside me like Succor dice.

I’m so tired. Been holding it in for months, all the little discordances I had to endure to get us to New Krasia, then across the desert, then the hunt for Safehold. And what did it get me? Pain, loss, and a frantic journey to warn Olive what was coming.

Now I’m on my hands and knees in wet sand, shivering in the cold night air. My clothes are soaked, the waves still lapping at my legs.

It’s all I can do not to just lie down and die. Might have, but Olive Paper ent the sort to give up. She hauls me out of the water, spitting the salt from her mouth as she sets me upright with one arm. “Where are we?”

It’s all I can do to offer a weak shrug of my shoulders. “Across the sea.”

“That isn’t terribly helpful,” Olive says, looking around. Her brother Asome’s helm has a circlet not dissimilar to a crown. The electrum headpiece is bright with magic, no doubt with a demonbone core. With it on, I expect her night eyes see as much as mine.

Still, I scan the area, trying to Read something she’s missed on the currents of magic, or with my other senses. To our backs, the vast sea appears nearly magic-dead. Water is a poor conductor, and salt water is worse yet. The flows are weak on the beach, where water saturates the sand beneath the surface. Even drained as he is, Alagai Ka would be a bonfire to our eyes.

“I don’t see the demon,” Olive says.

“Me either.” I inhale deeply through my nose, catching a hint of his scent, back the way we came.

I shiver again, then turn slippery, letting all the water slide off me. When I suck back in, my clothes are line-dry. Already I feel warmer, but I can see body heat, and Olive is turning blue.

I reach out a hand, but Olive shies from taking it, smelling scared. Can’t blame her, after I dragged her all this way. Used to hate it when Mam did that to me. Still ent used to it. Olive’s smart to be worried.

More, when we link auras, it gets us inside each other’s heads and hearts same as it was for me and Mam right up until she died. I’m to give honest word, I don’t want that any more than Olive does.

“Won’t link us or skate without your permission,” I say, keeping the hand extended. “Can’t, unless my will’s stronger’n yours, and that ent a bet I’d take.”

She seems mollified at that, taking my hand as I use just a touch of magic, inviting her body to turn slippery, letting all the sand and wet slide right off everything from her hair to the scales of her armor.

She looks warmer immediately and glances at her armor in appreciation. “Thanks, Dar.”

I let go. “Those scales are good against claws, but I reckon it’s hard work getting sand out.”

“I have people for that …” Olive trails off. Neither of us got people now.

I tap my nose. “Got the spoor.” Olive lifts her spear, following as I sniff my way back beneath a great overhang of stone and down into the half-submerged grottoes. Doesn’t take long for the demon’s stink to lead me to the spot where he emerged from the water, probably just moments before us. The ground is still marked by his claws, and I can see an impression of his big knobby head in the sand.

Sight makes me angry and ashamed. I was ready to give up a moment ago, but I ent done. If I got to go, I’m taking that son of the Core with me. Owe it to Mam and Da.

“He’s gone,” Olive says.

“Ay, but he’s been here,” I say. “He’s weak, wounded, and can’t travel much farther until he gets his strength back. Came here because he sensed a queen. We find her, we find him.”

“You make it sound simple,” Olive says.

“Is,” I say. “Demon thought he’s been huntin’ us all this time. Now we’re huntin’ him.”

I sound confident. Even to myself. It’s what both of us need to hear. I can smell Olive’s renewed determination, and feel braver for it. One last fight, and then—one way or another—I’ll never have to fight again.

I open up my senses, trying to sort out the strange currents of magic. The sea explains some of it, but not all. The flows ent natural, venting up through the shallow water like morning fog over Fishing Hole and immediately drifting like they’ve caught a breeze down into the caves.

No vents on the shallow patches of dry land, but if Olive and I had materialized farther out to sea, we’d have drowned.

Olive sees it, too. “There’s a greatward nearby.”

I nod, comforted. Normally I’m the one has to explain these things. Always makes me feel safe to have Olive Paper around.

It’s cold here. Ent just the wind and wet. It was summer in Thesa, but we’ve come a long way. Even the seasons are different. Still new moon, though, or close enough for Alagai Ka. Common knowledge is mind demons don’t come to the surface when the moon is showin’. Ent sure if it’s a fatal allergy or just somethin’ they don’t like the taste of.

“Could he have gone back to Thesa?” Olive asks. Don’t need to know why she’s worried. Both of us got folk in danger if he does.

I shake my head. “That jump took a lot out of me, and I was stronger’n him at the end. Reckon he’s close and lookin’ to feed.”

“And when he does?” Olive asks. “When he’s eaten some poor souls’ brains and found a vent to pull magic from? What will he do then?”

I shrug, noticing something in the air. Something I didn’t sense before.

“Hear that?” I ask Olive.

Olive tilts her head. “I don’t hear anything but the waves.”

“Hear ent exactly right,” I say. “Feel, maybe. There’s a vibration in the magic currents. Too steady to be natural.”

Olive frowns, closing her eyes and letting her other senses expand. After a moment, she nods. “What do you think it is?”

“Alarm, I reckon. Maybe that’s what sent the demon running.”

“What kind of alarm?” Olive has her shield on her arm now.

As if on cue, a low growl sounds from the deep caves of the grotto. Olive tenses, following my gaze as my attention turns.

“Darin.” Olive’s voice is patient, her scent anything but. “Did we just skate out of one hive and into another?”

More growling coming from other tunnels as the glow of approaching demons begins to illuminate the caves. I take a step back. “That would explain the greatward.”

“Can you skate us back home?” Olive asks, matching me step for step as I begin to retreat from the grotto.

I shake my head. “That was a leap in the dark. Lucky we didn’t materialize in a volcano or at the bottom of the sea. Ent lookin’ to play with fire again without practice.”

“So we fight,” Olive says, lifting her spear.

“Not yet.” I take my pipes off my belt. I’m pretty good with them, if I’m to give honest word. “We ent helpless, but that don’t mean we got to pick a fight we ent ready for.”

Olive doesn’t like it. Picking a fight is her solution to most everything, and why not? She can heft a milk cow and throw it a country mile. Fights tend to go Olive Paper’s way more often than not.

But she ent stupid, and we don’t know what we’re in for. It’s still new moon, and if we’re in the territory of another hive, Alagai Ka might not be the only mind demon about.

We put up the hoods of our warded cloaks. That alone should be enough for us to sneak off. Still, I put the pipes to my lips. After a moment to set the tune, I layer a melody around us that can charm a pack of demons into ignoring us or set them fighting among themselves.

We slip out of the caves and onto the beach, moving quickly up toward dry land. But as we crest the dune dividing sand from soil, both of us stop short.

“The greatward,” Olive breathes, eyes scanning the lines of power in the air.

“Ay, that’s undersaid,” I add. “Ent ever seen a net like that.” Still, it’s good news, as demons appear at the mouth of the caves below. There are shrieks as wind demons alight atop the outcropping. My pipes might be holding ’em back for now, but I can’t play forever.

Can’t tell what the greatward does, exactly, but it looks made by people and not demons, and that’s enough for me. Olive comes to the same conclusion and we hurry to cross the barrier, unhindered as we pass through the curtain of magic.

First thing I notice is the change in temperature. It was winter out on the beach, but here, just a little way in, it’s downright warm, like we stepped out of the snow into a cozy room with a warm hearth.

“Ay, that’s nice.” Olive smells pleased, but the unexpected change leaves me feeling all out of sorts. The air feels different on my skin, makin’ my whole body itch as pores open back up and sweat begins to form.

One thing all the greatwards back home do is keep out the corelings, and I reckon this one’s no different. I let my pipes fall from my lips, hanging them on their strap. From our new vantage, I can see a village sprawling out before us, and higher up the cliffs that look out over the sea, there’s a great city full of soaring spires, bright with magic’s light.

We’re so distracted by the city lights and the glow of the greatward, it takes us a moment to spot the field demons stalking in on us from the village streets.

“What in the Core …?!” Olive asks.

It’s then I notice the wind demons circling overhead, passing unhindered through the wardnet. Together we look back, watching sand demons follow our trail up the dune. Beyond, even the water of the lagoon has gone bright with the glow of water demons.

Demons shouldn’t even be able to see us in our warded cloaks, but they’re coming right at us from all sides.

“Darin,” Olive says, and she doesn’t need to say more. I take up my pipes again, playing a tune that will send stinging pain into the corelings, driving them back.

Only … it dun’t. I can tell the demons don’t like the music, but they keep coming, even as the resonance wards on the little electrum shell hanging from its tassel make the sounds louder and louder.

Olive and I stand back-to-back as they close in. “What do we do?” I ask.

“Tried it your way, Dar.” Olive bangs her warded glass shield and spear together with a sound like a chime. “Now we fight.”
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WATCHDOGS

MY NAME IS OLIVE PAPER, and I’ve never felt so alive.

The demon queen is dead. Alagai Ka’s plan to restore his hive has failed, and he has fled before us. All that stands in our way are a few alagai, perhaps summoned by the demon king to cover his escape.

A few alagai. At least four field demons coming from the town. Perhaps five sand demons climbing the dune behind us. Three wind demons circling the sky above.

When I fought in the Maze with my spear brothers at my back, a dozen demons was a challenge we met time and again. But my brothers are across the sea, as are General Gared and my armies. All I have are my weapons, my armor, and Darin Bales.

The demons don’t stand a chance.

I bang my spear against my shield. The warded glass items, laced with precious electrum, ring in the air with a clear sound designed to enrage stalking alagai into attacking. But as with Darin’s pipes, the effect is muted. The demons flinch at the sound, but they continue their measured approach, carefully surrounding us before they start to close in.

“Come on, then!” I bark, but they refuse to take the bait.

“Still new moon,” Darin says. “Even if it ent him …”

I take his meaning. There could be other mind demons in the area, guarding this new territory. A mind could easily make drones resistant to provocation or Darin’s music.

“Get ready,” I say.

Darin puts down his pipes and draws his mother’s knife at last. I don’t know the whole story about Renna Bales’ knife. No one does—not even Darin. But the foot-long steel blade glows hot with angry magic. If there’s a sharper weapon in all the world, I’ve never seen it.

The demons all seem to pounce at once, but Darin and I are ready. I could tell when they were ready to spring, and where, from the set of their feet. I sidestep a field demon to instead bash a sand demon with my shield. The wards blaze, and the demon is sent tumbling back down the dune.

I don’t stop moving, letting the momentum carry me into my real attack, driving my spear into the less armored underbelly of another sand demon with practiced precision. The bladed tip pierces its heart and I twist hard, shredding the muscle beyond even a demon’s ability to heal. A perfect kill.

In the distance, I hear a cry of pain. Have the demons found other victims? I want to go to their aid, but we need to survive this first.

The moment of distraction costs me as another field demon leaps atop my back. Each of the steel segments of my alagai-scale armor, made by the master smiths of the famed Tazhan clan of Majah, is individually warded. The coreling’s talons scrabble to find purchase, and I have only to redirect the force of its leap to whip myself around, throwing the demon off into its recovering fellow.

The turn gives me a view of Darin, though my friend is moving so fast I can barely track him. Just a blur of magic, evading demon teeth and claws with ease. A sand demon gets too close, and Darin lops off one of its front legs with his mother’s knife as easily as he might chop a vegetable.

The creature stumbles, head down, in position for an easy kill, but Darin doesn’t have a killer’s heart, even for demons. He leaves the maimed alagai where it falls. For the moment, it is out of the fight, but demons are immortal unless killed and can heal most any wound. Already its magic is slowing the spray of ichor from the stump. It won’t regrow the limb, but even a three-legged sand demon is dangerous.

The drillmasters in sharaj beat such foolishness out of me and my brothers, but Darin’s always been a gentle soul and never had to endure their lashing.

“Kill, don’t cripple!” I roll in and do what Darin couldn’t, driving my spear into the demon’s skull.

“Ay, sorry!” Darin calls, even as his next slash takes off part of a demon’s jaw when he could as easily have punched up through its chin and into its brain.

More human cries of anguish. Somewhere out in the night, demons are killing our kind. I don’t know who lives on this side of the sea, but against the alagai, we are all siblings in the night.

Darin never stops moving—slipping, rolling, and ducking demons that slash and spring at him from all sides.

I catch a field demon on my shield, but instead of throwing it back, I lift and shake the alagai free to hang momentarily in the air—an open target. I begin to go for the throat, but the demon wears some kind of … armor there. Instead I punch the head of my spear under its chin and into its brain as Darin should have done.

The hesitation lets another demon get close, and I allow it to leap atop my back, trusting in my armor. I pull the head of my spear free of the field demon and flip it in my fingers, thrusting it backward to skewer the demon behind me.

Instinctively I reach out in crownsight, trying to Read the currents of magic and see beyond the reach of my eyes. I returned the replica Crown of Kaji to my brother Asome and no longer have access to its vast powers, but Asome gave me his turbaned helm in return. Within is a regal electrum circlet covered in intricate wardwork with a demonbone core. I know my brother’s skill with warding, and his pride. What powers did he fashion into his own circlet before following into the night below to challenge me for his former crown?

Indeed, my senses expand much as they did with the crown. More alagai are coming—from the grotto, the town, the sky.

“This might be a good time to turn into mist, Dar!” I call.

“Tryin’!” I can hear the panic in Darin’s voice. “Can’t! Greatward won’t let me. Slippery’s the best I can do!”

I can hear the whine in my jaw as my teeth grind together. I have my armor to protect me, but Darin …

“Take my shield!” I throw the shield Darin’s way without waiting for a response.

Fast as he is, Darin effortlessly picks it out of the air and sets it properly on his left shoulder, knife in his right. “Ay, thanks!”

“Kill!” I bark at him, drawing my second fencing spear. Each is three feet long, the butt ends threaded to attach into a longer, two-handed weapon when greater reach and power are needed. Here in close quarters, I keep them separate so I can be agile and precise in my strikes. “Go for the head, the heart, the throat!”

“Somethin’ ent right about this, Olive!” Darin says. “Corelings got collars, and every time you kill one, there’s a—look out!”

He points and I pivot into Flower in the Thorns, spears held out before me in a favored defensive form of the Sharum’ting. I cast my eyes up to where Darin’s pointing, seeing fast-approaching talons.

Wind demons dive with silent, terrifying speed. Their preferred attack is to take the heads from their unsuspecting victims with their hooked claws, then snap their powerful wings wide, arresting their momentum and pumping down with incredible strength to launch themselves skyward again, carrying off the headless body of their prey in their hind talons.

There are a number of spear forms to counter the attack, or I could roll aside. Yet I trust in my brother a bit further and simply will the circlet to protect us. The Crown of Kaji was famed for its sphere of protection. It was said Kaji could shield an entire army on the field with it. Even the replica I wore allowed me to move hundreds of warriors under its protective dome.

My brother’s sphere is not as large, but it is similarly powerful. The demon smashes into the forbidding like a bird against thick glass, flattening against the dome with a crunch and rolling limp down its side.

But something falls from the demon’s back, unhindered by the shield. A human body, dropping fast. A victim? In crownsight I can see it is a man, lightly armored only with a chest harness, helm, greaves, and bracers. Yet he looks whole, and the demon’s talons were empty when they came for me.

I don’t waste time overthinking, crossing the distance in two great bounds to catch him before he hits the ground. I shift to Warrior’s Cradle, crossing my spears inward, points angled away from me and shafts braced against my arms as I receive the impact and redirect the excess energy, turning a circuit to dispel the momentum.

The man is conscious but not grateful. He writhes in my arms, twisting to face me with a snarl as he thrusts a blade at my chest. “Kavakh!”

The sound is so similar to the Krasian word for “murderer” it might have given me pause, but sharaj trained my reflexes to act faster than my mind. Before I fully appreciate the threat, I have already dropped my spears and caught the man’s wrist, pulling with a twist to flip him onto his back. His wrist snaps and the knife drops into my hand.

I’ve never seen a blade like it. A wind demon’s talon plated in warded silver. Tazhan alagai-scale armor is vulnerable to knives, and I daresay this could have punched right through. The man groans but tries to regain his feet, and instinctively I raise the blade.

“Acha!” a voice booms, and a man lands in front of me with such force that I take a step back in surprise. He, too, must have dropped down through the forbidding, but powerful legs absorb the impact easily, and I have a good look at his aura in crownsight.

It is powerful. That means there is magic about this man—more than just the warded jewelry he wears. Innate magic on par with my own or Darin’s. And he’s big. As big as General Gared and just as thick with muscle. I smell spiced soap and sweat, like Baron Cutter after he won the wood-chopping contest at the Solstice Festival.

The man shoves his arms out to create space between us, but once again my body reacts before my mind is finished processing, seizing the limb and pulling along its trajectory to yank him off his feet.

Only the man doesn’t budge. He simply claps his other hand over mine on his wrist and turns it into a throw of his own. Now it is me flying through the air, twisting to avoid breaking limbs and joints, or landing in a position where he has leverage. I need to cast away the knife to avoid landing on the blade.

My sister Micha had a practice dummy marked with lines of power—convergences of muscle, bone, and the energy that gives us life. A precise strike to a convergence can break the flow of energy, stealing an opponent’s strength and leaving them vulnerable.

My strike to the convergence point on my attacker’s wrist would have crippled a normal man, but here it barely breaks his grip, allowing me to free myself and roll into Desert Wolf, Prince Chadan’s favored recovery stance when the Tazhan armor I wear was his.

My opponent is not deterred, coming right in with a complex series of thrown elbows and knees as his hands and feet seek opportunities to grapple and trip.

It is rare I fear to grapple, but I know better than to risk it here. My opponent is too strong—perhaps stronger than I am. It will be skill that prevails, but I quickly discover he is not lacking there, either. I try to draw him out of guard to strike at the more powerful convergence points, but even with his aggressive fighting style, he manages to keep control.

We trade blows, but nothing telling. He throws a knee with such terrifying strength that my ribs creak and threaten to crack even through my armor. I land an equally heavy punch on his eye socket that clangs against his helm like a bell. Either blow would have stunned a normal opponent long enough to end the fight, if not killed them outright.

Yet this man and I still circle, on guard and ready for the next pass. As we do, my eyes scan the sands around us, and I realize this was his plan all along. While he kept my attention, we were surrounded. Not just by demons but also by humans, whom the alagai heel like hounds.

A woman in light armor weeps over a field demon I slew. Another man cradles a fallen sand demon in his arms and wails as if he’s lost his own child. The wind demon I felled with the crown’s bubble is still alive, but shrieking and thrashing as a group of guards attempt to set its broken wing so the demon’s magic can heal it.

The demons I’ve taken from the fight are the barest fraction of those encircling my small bubble of protection now, with human handlers to direct their attacks. I can see the anger in the demon tamers’ auras at the deaths of their alagai.

Seeing his fellows in place, my opponent steps back, raising his open hands. “Henam.”

This time I know he’s speaking Krasian. The word for “peace” is central across dialects. It hasn’t changed in millennia.

Darin picks up on it, too. “Guess Kaji really did conquer the world.”

Even I didn’t believe all the stories Krasians tell of how Kaji, the first Deliverer, brought unity to all the lands. But it is one thing to doubt the words of a self-serving priest, and another to hear the language of Kaji thousands of miles across the sea.

“This mean we can stop fightin’?” Darin asks.

“Ay, for now.” I open my hands and back away, taking in our captors. They are only lightly armed with small, demon talon knives and coiled whips at their belts. None carries so much as a spear. They wear a common military uniform, simple tunics under light armor that glows with magic in crownsight.

Their bracers are of special note, with wards that thrum in the flow of magic to resonate with the collars worn by their pet alagai. That must be how they keep the demons’ murderous tendencies under control. A handful of the guards grimace and favor limbs that flare with pain in their auras, though none of them were in the fighting.

I move to stand by Darin, squatting quickly on the way to pick up my spears and sheathe them over my shoulders in easy reach. I can tell from the looks that our captors don’t like it. Those closest step in front of their demons protectively, as if fearing I will strike again.

The sight unnerves me. Who is truly the master here, where humans put themselves in harm’s way to defend alagai? Our ancestors would be horrified.

I do not think they will break the peace without word from their leader, the man who fought me to a standstill without need of a weapon. I turn to him as an enormous wind demon lands at his back, just beyond my forbidding. It straightens, wrapping itself in great leathern wings, but then the tough flesh and bony limbs seem to melt and flow together. I realize it’s not a wind demon at all, but rather a type of alagai I have only heard of in stories and seen in illustrations.

A mimic demon.

My fingers ache to grasp my spears, but what good will they be against such a creature? The accounts of mimics during our parents’ war tell of creatures who could form magic-dead spikes that could pierce even Father’s sphere of protection. Darin is right that there’s no point in fighting until we know more.

The mimic’s flesh bulges, swelling into hard armor plates and sharp protrusions as it takes the form of a giant rock demon as easily as I might slip into a different robe. The enemy leader pays the beast no mind as it stands ready at his back, like one of my bodyguards in Hollow.

Physically, the leader is as superior to the other guards as his mimic is to their base elemental demons. In crownsight, I can see his helm, breastplate, bracers, greaves, and jewelry all shine bright with magic, resonating with some hidden device within the mimic’s body. Unlike the other guards, there seems no one point of contact I can sever to break his control. Apart from a coiled whip and the knife at his belt—smaller even than my hanzhar—he seems to carry no weapons. Not that he needed them to fight me. And he need not fight at all, with a mimic demon at his command.

The man takes off his helm, shaking out a thick head of hair to match his close-cropped beard, and my thoughts trail off.

I’ve never seen a man so beautiful. He looks like a statue of virility itself come to life. Part of me wants to continue our fight, to see who would dominate in the end, but part of me just wants to …

I shake my head, and the leader flashes a disarming smile. “Perhaps we can begin again?”
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“I AM PRINCE YNDROS of Alybrax, Joined sons of High Judge Janas of Hive, and captain of the Watch.”

At least that’s what I think he says, in this new dialect of Krasian. Yndros’ accent is thick but not unpleasant. His deep bass voice seems to resonate in my bones. He moves with surprising grace for one so thick with muscle, sliding one leg behind him and leaning forward in something that is part bow and part lunge.

Bowing is polite manners everywhere, it seems, even across the sea. I do not know if depth and duration mean the same here as in my homelands, but he appears to be offering great respect.

I feel Darin stiffen beside me. He’s never been comfortable with this part of things, but that’s all right. It’s me Yndros has eyes on.

I drop my voice too low for anyone other than Darin to hear. “I’ve got this, Dar. No worries.”

I take a step forward, copying Yndros’ bow precisely, speaking slow and clear in the Kaji dialect of Krasian. “I am Olive Paper, Duch Regent of Hollow and heir to the Skull Throne of Krasia.” I gesture to Darin. “This is Darin, son of Arlen Bales, blood prince of Krasia.”

“Corespawn it, Olive,” Darin mutters. He doesn’t like folk knowing his titles and lineage, but it doesn’t matter. I doubt the names mean much to our hosts, but I expect Yndros can see the truth of my words in my aura. In my experience, royalty protects royalty. Our titles may provide security we desperately need.

“Krasia?” Yndros perks at the word. “The land across the sea?”

I nod. “My father, Ahmann Jardir, sits on the Skull Throne of Krasia as Shar’Dama Ka. Darin is his bloodson.”

“You’re a long way from home, Duch Olive,” Yndros says. “We came because an unbound demon set off the alarms. Is it one of yours?”

“We do not … own demons.” I clench my teeth, unsure if the answer will help or hurt, but knowing I cannot lie. I hate the alagai, and that shows in my aura whether I want it to or not. “In our lands, they are a plague. An enemy to be fought.”

Yndros nods, seeming unoffended. “So it once was with us, as well. As you see, the enemy now serves us.” His accent is becoming clearer the longer he speaks. “But you have not answered my question in full. Why are you here? Do you have any knowledge of an unbound demon?”

I offer a shallow bow of apology. “We arrived by magic, in pursuit of a mind demon that escaped our lands across the sea. He must have triggered your alarm and fled.”

Yndros signals some of his lieutenants, and they gather around him, heedless of the massive rock demon that towers above them. One is the guard who was riding the wind demon I felled, still healing a broken wing. The guard, too, has an arm in a sling.

The leaders put their heads together, but I can’t make out what they’re saying. “Darin?” I murmur.

“Still figurin’ some of it out,” Darin says in Thesan. “Mostly speakin’ Krasian, but they got some funny words and accents.”

“The books of the old world tell of machines that could once speak across the sea as easily as if we were in the same room,” I say. “It might have all been one language before the Return.”

“Three hundred fifty years is a long time,” Darin says.

“How much can you understand?” I press.

Darin cocks his head the way he does when he figures something out. “Looks like the wind demon riders are the lords.”

“Makes sense,” I say. “They can fly over the battlefield and use resonance wards to send commands to those below.”

Darin nods at the guard I nearly killed. “That one. Baxos. He’s going to be trouble. Smells real angry. Like I might, someone almost killed Dusk Runner.”

I give the slightest of nods. “I’ll watch him.”

“They’re confused by our auras,” Darin goes on. “Wonderin’ if we’re … joined?”

Joined. Prince Yndros mentioned something like that. I wonder if he means my dual nature. I am my mother’s son, and her daughter as well. Meant to be twins, we were joined in the womb when Mother used too much magic while pregnant. My armor keeps prying eyes from examining my body, even in wardsight, but there are other signs less easily masked.

“What else?” I ask as our captors continue to confer.

“They can Read auras, so don’t lie to ’em,” Darin says.

“Ay, I figured that out already,” I say. “I haven’t lied, and I don’t intend to start.”

“And if we find out hunting a mind demon is a crime here?” Darin asks.

I keep the scowl from my face. “Then we’ll know we can never trust them.”

“They want to know how we got here,” Darin says. “Ent seen a boat.”

I glance back at the churning sea beyond the lagoon. What boat could traverse such vastness?

Abruptly, Yndros turns back, locking those fierce eyes with mine. “You say you arrived in our lands by magic. Explain.”

I know there’s nothing to gain by lying, but I struggle to explain. “We … skated.”

Yndros cocks his head but says nothing, waiting for me to elaborate.

“Prince Darin has learned to … mist as the demons do,” I say. “When our enemy fled, he sensed the path and pulled me along to follow.”

My answer doesn’t please them. I see it in their auras immediately. There is a flare from Baxos, who points at Darin, his face contorting with rage. “He’s an Eater!”

Immediately, the demeanor of our captors changes. Guards raise forearms toward us, and I see wards on their bracers throb, powered and ready to activate. At their heels, the once docile demons now crouch and stare at us, growling and salivating.

The most intense anger comes from the guards who have lost demons, many still kneeling beside them like faithful hounds killed on a hunt. Images spring to life in their auras, desires of such intensity they manifest to my eyes. They want to murder.

“Ent no such thing!” Darin spits in the sand with surprising vehemence.

“What are they talking about?” I ask him in Thesan.

“Think I Et demon meat.” Darin reverts to Thesan, too. “Like when folk in Krasia call me alagai blood.”

“They call you what?!” Nothing gets my hackles up like someone mistreating Darin Bales.

“Ent the time, Olive,” Darin reminds me. “Got bigger bullies in front of us than some gossipy servants in your da’s palace. They think we were killin’ their pet demons for food.”

“I understand,” I say. “It’s going to be all right.”

Darin looks around, seeing everything I see in crownsight, even as his supernaturally enhanced senses tell him multitudes more. He knows as well as I do that the guards are envisioning all the ways they can tear us to pieces. “How’s that?”

“Because the guards aren’t in command.” It’s so obvious to me. Darin may technically be royalty, but he was raised out in the country feeding chickens and milking cows, not gossiping in palaces and intimidating courtiers. “Only the prince matters.”

Prince Yndros, for his part, remains calm, eyes fixed on me. His mimic stands motionless, like a statue. His helm is tucked under his arm, and there is no threat in his posture or aura.

“I have known Prince Darin all his life!” I shout. “He is no Eater.”

“Liar!” several guards shout, loudest among them those who lost demons. “Only an Eater can dissipate!”

Yndros’ patience seems to be thinning. “Do not deny it. We can see it in your aura.”

“Mam and Da were,” Darin admits. “Long time ago. Before I was born. But they’re both dead, and I ent ever …” He retches.

“You see!” I move closer to Darin. “It isn’t his fault. Look closer, if you can see his aura. There once were Eaters in our lands, as well. They are not the same.”

“Perhaps,” Yndros concedes, “but the children of Eaters are often born … broken, with a craving they can never satiate.”

“He should have been put down in the cradle,” Baxos sneers. “Better late than never.”

“Try it.” I put a hand on my spear, and the guards tense again. “We’ll see how many of your pet alagai you can stand to lose.”

Yndros raises the back of his hand to Baxos, and the lieutenant retreats. Looking closer, I can see Darin is correct. The wind riders have richer armor and jewelry than the other guards, and loftier accents. No doubt Baxos is a minor lordling himself, but Yndros is in control.

“Everyone stand down!” the prince booms. Immediately the guards comply, even if they don’t like it. I can see in their eyes they worship the prince, and Mother always said, The center of worship is fear. Yndros’ mimic alone could likely kill everyone here.

I opt for de-escalation as well, taking my hand from my spear. Yndros raises a finger at me. “Don’t do that again.”

I don’t reply, but I know he can see it in my aura. I will kill before I let any harm come to my friend.

Yndros is unperturbed. “You are one of the Joined?”

“We do not know this word,” I say. “At least not in this context.”

“Twins,” Yndros holds out his closed fists, “that become one in the womb.” He puts his hands together, lacing the fingers into a double fist.

Darin looks at me in sudden surprise. I keep my eyes locked on Yndros’, though no doubt he sees more in my aura than I wish to share. There are others like me? Truly? I’ve never dared imagine I was anything other than an oddity. An error of nature. To find more like me …

There’s no point denying it. “Yes.”

“I, as well.” Yndros gives another, deeper bow. “Yndros. Twice male.”

I mirror his courtesy. “Olive. Both.”

The news ripples through the guards much like the accusation that Darin was an Eater. This time, the effect is reversed. The guards visibly straighten, lowering their arms and powering down the magic building in their armor. They stand at attention now in a way even my royal title did not elicit. Even Baxos offers me a bow, his aura filled with conflict and not a little fear.

“They smell scared,” Darin says in Thesan.

“That’s a good thing,” I say.

“Ay, for you, maybe,” Darin mutters. “Fear’s usually the last thing you smell before things get scrappy.”

Yndros, Baxos, and the other wind riders put their heads together again to confer. One of them glances at Darin, and I see her Draw magic from her alagai, channeling it into her bracer as she sketches wards of silence in the air like silver fire. It’s a reminder they don’t need weapons, or demon claws, to strike at us. The wards activate, putting the leaders in a bubble through which sound cannot pass.

Darin snorts. “Like I can’t just read their lips.”

“So what are they saying?” I ask.

Darin’s brow furrows, and he loses some of his confidence. “Accent’s makin’ it tough. Think the big one wants to take you to see his mam? Sounds like bein’ Both ent a thing that happens very often.”

“It happened among the alamen fae,” I say. “Again not often, but enough that they had a name for the phenomenon.”

“Makes sense.” Darin nods. “Generations of fae, livin’ underground where it’s always night, suffused with Core magic. What do you think he means, ‘twice male’?”

“That he was brothers in the womb,” I say.

“Ent got barley for brains,” Darin scoffs. “Askin’ what makes someone male, and can you just … double it?”

I shrug, but, looking at Yndros, it certainly seems so.

The guard disables the sound warding, and Yndros looks up at me to speak further, but I cut in before he has the chance.

“Where are we?” I ask. “What is ‘Hive’? Who rules here? What is the nature of your relationship to the alagai?”

Yndros laughs, a bass, booming sound, infectious and dangerously disarming. “Simple questions, easily answered.”

I can tell from his tone they are not, but he does not hesitate. “Hive is all there is for as far as a wind demon can fly. A great city and the lands around it.”

“Built atop a demon hive,” I say.

Yndros nods. “A representative government, elected by their peers.”

The phrasing suggests that not everyone has a vote, but I am hardly in a position to judge. I rule Hollow because Mother ruled Hollow, not because the people elected me.

“And High Judge Janas is the leader of that government?” I press.

“One of five High Judges,” Yndros says, but his aura tells me more. If there are five, Janas sits at their center. “They will want to meet you and Prince Darin. I invite you to court as my guests. We can discuss your other question along the way.”

I don’t need to glance at Darin to sense his unease. We both spent enough time in Krasia to know “guests” can just be a polite way of saying “prisoners.” Not that we have many options. We are hopelessly outnumbered, and we don’t know the full power our captors can bring to bear if we refuse. Likely we will be captured and dragged before this court whether we like it or not.

But the guards surrounding us seem to dislike the courtesy. Baxos says as much, leaning in to Yndros but not bothering to conceal his words. “Killing Watch demons is a grave crime, my lord. It must be answered for.”

“Indeed,” Yndros agrees. “But that will be for the court to decide, not you.”

“What do we do?” Darin asks in Thesan.

“The only thing we can do.” I smile and mimic Yndros’ bow from earlier as I switch to Krasian for our host. “We are honored, Prince Yndros. Surely this is all a misunderstanding we can resolve to mutual benefit.”
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GOOD FAITH

“WE’LL NEED A sign of good faith,” Yndros tells Olive.

“We won’t surrender our weapons,” Olive says.

The big prince waves a hand to dismiss the thought like he’s shooin’ away a fly. “No need for that. But you will need to draw in your warding field. Say, to five feet?”

Olive considers, but it ent like we got much choice. Yndros strolls closer, his mimic dropping to all fours, melting and shifting from a rock demon to a gigantic field demon, pacing him.

Mam used to tell stories of mimic demons, and they used to scare the piss out of me, if I’m to tell honest word. Mimics can look like most anythin’. Sometimes they learn your name and appear as a friend, callin’ to try to lure you off the wards. Other times they grow spikes and suck the magic from them, makin’ weapons that can pierce wardings or even my bloodfather’s crown, which is more powerful than Olive’s circlet by a long sight.

Even without giving up her spears, Olive lettin’ that monster come within a few feet of her is the same as baring her neck. Not to mention Yndros himself. I can hear the dense muscles in his body stretching and flexing with a deep bass thrum. Reckon those big arms of his could uproot a goldwood tree and swing it like a stick. Stronger even than Olive, and I never met anyone as strong as her.

We’re prisoners of this prince, no matter what he says through his square-jawed smile and flowing locks of hair. My nose tells me he ent lied to us, but that only puts me more on edge.

Never trust court folk, Mam used to say. Say lots of flowery things that sound warm and neighborly but don’t mean spit when you pull them apart.

Court folk, even the nice ones, are always playing power games, and more often than not I don’t understand the rules. Selen ent like that, and Olive din’t used to be, but this new Olive does it so well it unnerves me a little. Suddenly I’m the odd one out. Wasn’t raised on the manse. Never been good at smiling and bowing and sayin’ things I don’t mean.

Yndros’ mimic is bigger’n a horse, and he mounts it like one as the other skyriders climb up on the backs of their own wind demons.

“Come, Highness.” Yndros reaches down, offering Olive a hand as webbing forms beneath the mimic’s front limbs and its short snout extends into the streamlined jaws of a wind demon. “Prince Darin can ride with Baxos.”

Lieutenant Baxos looks up at that, and I can tell he ent any happier about the idea than I am. His wind demon healed while we were talking, and he’s been Drawing some of its magic through his bracer. I watch him take his own arm out of the
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PROTECTION WARDS

Protection (defensive) wards Draw magic to form a barrier (forbiddance) through which demon corelings cannot pass. Wards are strongest when used against the specific demon type to which they are assigned, and are most commonly used in conjunction with other wards in circles of protection. When a circle activates, all coreflesh is forcibly banished from its line. A mixed group of demons is referred to as a host.

[image: ]  BANK DEMON

Description: Also called frog demons or froggies, these demons look much like common fly frogs, but they are large enough to swallow humans whole. They lie in wait in shallow water, springing only when prey comes within range. They lash out with long, powerful tongues, catching victims and dragging them into their wide maws. Bank demons will then return to the water, drowning their struggling prey. A group of bank demons is called an army.

[image: ]  CAVE DEMON

Description: Cave demons, also known as tunnel or spider demons, have eight segmented legs and can run at great speed. Cave demons excrete a sticky silk that is magic-dead—invisible to wardsight and immune to wards of protection. They will prepare traps and lie in wait for the unwary. These demons seldom rise to the surface unless summoned by a mind; they are more commonly found in deep caves and the tunnels of a demon hive. A group of cave demons is called a clutter.

[image: ]  CLAY DEMON

Description: Clay demons are native to the hard clay flats on the outskirts of the Krasian desert. They are perhaps three feet long, but heavy with compact muscle and thick, overlapping armor plates. Their short, hard talons allow them to cling to most any rock face, even hanging upside down. Their orange-brown armor can blend invisibly into an adobe wall or clay bed. The blunt head of a clay demon can smash through nearly anything, cracking stone and denting steel. A group of clay demons is known as a shattering.

[image: ]  FIELD DEMON

Description: Sleek and low to the ground, with long, powerful limbs and retractable claws, field demons are the fastest thing on four legs when they have open ground to run and can leap great distances. Tough scales on their limbs and back can turn aside most weapons, but their underbelly—if exposed—is more vulnerable. A group of field demons, also known as fieldies, is called a reap.

[image: ]  FLAME DEMON

Description: Flame demons have eyes, nostrils, and mouths that glow with a smoky orange light. They are the smallest demons, no larger than a cat. Like all demons, they have long, hooked claws and rows of razor-sharp teeth. Their armor consists of small, overlapping scales, sharp and hard. Flame demons can spit fire in brief bursts. Their sticky firespit burns intensely on contact with air and can set almost any substance alight, even metal and stone. A group of flame demons is known as a blaze.

[image: ]  LIGHTNING DEMON

Description: Though lightning demons are nearly indistinguishable from their wind demon cousins, their spit is charged with electricity that can paralyze a victim. They spit as they dive, snatching up their helpless victims to devour them alive. A group of lightning demons is known as a thundercloud.

[image: ]  MIMIC DEMON

Description: Mimics are the elite bodyguards to mind demons. Less vulnerable to light than their masters and more intelligent than the lesser breeds, mimics serve as lieutenants and are able to summon and exert their will upon coreling drones. Their natural form is unknown, but they are able to assume the form of nearly anything they encounter, from inanimate objects to creatures, clothing, and equipment. One of their favorite tricks is to learn the names of their prey and take the form of a friend, feigning distress and calling to their victims to convince them to leave the safety of their wards. A gathering of mimic demons is known as a troupe.

[image: ]  MIND DEMON

Description: Also known as coreling princes, mind demons are the generals of demonkind. The only male-sexed caste among demonkind, minds are physically weak and have little in the way of the natural defenses of the other corelings, but they have vast mental and magical powers. They can read and control minds, communicate telepathically, and implant permanent suggestions. They can draw wards in the air and power them with their own innate magic. Coreling drones follow their every mental command without hesitation, and will give their lives to protect them. Sensitive to even moonlight, mind demons only rise on the three-night period of the new moon cycle, in the hours when night is darkest. A gathering of mind demons is known as a court.

[image: ]  ROCK DEMON

Description: The largest of the coreling breeds, rock demons, also known as rockies, can range in height from six to twenty feet. Hulking masses of sinew and sharp edges, they have thick carapaces knobbed with bony protrusions, and their spiked tails can shatter stone. They stand hunched on two clawed feet, with long, gnarled arms ending in talons the size of butcher knives, and multiple rows of bladelike teeth. No known physical force can harm a rock demon. A group of rock demons is called a quake.

[image: ]  SAND DEMON

Description: Cousins to rock demons, sand demons are smaller and more nimble, but still among the strongest and best armored of the coreling breeds. They have small, sharp scales that are a dirty yellow almost indistinguishable from gritty sand. They run on all fours but can rise to two legs in combat. Their short snouts have rows of sharp teeth, with nostril slits just below large, lidless eyes. Thick horns curve upward and back, cutting through the scales. Sand demons hunt in packs known as storms.

[image: ]  SNOW DEMON

Description: Similar to flame demons in size and build, snow demons are native to frozen Northern climates and high mountain elevations. Their scales are such pure white, they scintillate with color if caught in the light. Snow demons are nearly invisible in the snow, and spit a liquid so cold it instantly freezes anything it touches. Steel struck with coldspit can become brittle enough to shatter. A group of snow demons is called a blizzard.

[image: ]  STONE DEMON

Description: Smaller cousins of rock demons—who form through faces of pure rock—stone demons feature armor with the mottled appearance of conglomerate rock. They tend to be squat and slow, but are among the strongest and most indestructible of demons. Requiring less specialized environments to rise, stone demons are more common than rock demons. A group of stone demons is called a conglomerate.

[image: ]  SUCCOR

Description: The succor ward is a general ward of protection taught to children. Not as powerful as wards keyed to individual breeds, succor wards create a general field of discomfort that is enough to drive most corelings away unless prey is in sight. Very large or powerful wards can form a forbiddance. The ward is used in the Thesan dice game Succor, as well as its Krasian variation, Sharak.

[image: ]  SWAMP DEMON

Description: Swamp demons are native to swamps and marshy areas, an amphibious form of wood demon at home both in the water and in the trees. Swamp demons are blotched green and brown to blend into their surroundings, and will often hide in trees, mud, or shallow water to spring on prey. They spit a thick, sticky slime that rots any organic material it comes in contact with. A group of swamp demons is called a muck.

[image: ]  WATER DEMON

Description: Water demons are seldom seen. They come in various forms and sizes. Some are man-sized, sleek and scaly, with webbed hands and feet, tipped with sharp talons. Others are large enough to pull ships beneath the surface with their thick, horned tentacles. Others are bigger still, leviathans able to leap above the water and splash down to create tremendous waves. Water demons can only breathe underwater, though they can surface for a short time. A group of water demons is called a wave.

[image: ]  WIND DEMON

Description: Wind demons stand as tall as humans at the shoulder, but have head fins that rise much higher, topping eight or nine feet. Their sharp-edged beaks hide rows of teeth. Their skin is a tough, flexible armor that can turn most any spearpoint or arrowhead. It stretches out from their sides and along the underside of their arms to form the tough membrane of their wings, which can span three times their height. Clumsy and slow on land, wind demons have tremendous power in the sky. The thin wing bones are jointed with wicked hooked talons. Their preferred attack is a silent dive, opening their wings with a great snap just before impact, severing a victim’s head before grabbing the body in their hind talons and flying off. A group of wind demons is called a flight.

[image: ]  WOOD DEMON

Description: Wood demons, also called woodies, are native to forests. Next to rock demons, they are the largest and most powerful demons, averaging from five to fifteen feet tall when standing on their hind legs, the smallest sometimes referred to as stump demons. Wood demons have short, powerful hindquarters and long, sinewy arms, perfect for climbing trees and leaping from branch to branch. Their claws are short, hard points, designed for gripping trees. Wood demons’ armor is barklike in color and texture, and they have large black eyes. Wood demons cannot be harmed by normal fire, but will burn readily if brought into contact with hotter fires, such as firespit or liquid demonfire. Wood demons will kill flame demons on sight, and hunt in groups called copses.

COMBAT WARDS

Combat wards repurpose magic for offensive effects. Some Draw power directly from the demon they strike, while others are powered by batteries such as demonbone, also known as hora.

[image: ]  COLD

Description: Cold wards reduce thermal energy, rapidly dropping the temperature of their target area to below freezing. Powerful cold wards can shatter steel or even rock demon armor.

[image: ]  CUTTING

Description: Cutting wards, when etched along the length of a blade, siphon power from demons as they strike, weakening armor, strengthening the weapon, and sharpening the blade down to a near-molecular level, allowing the weapon to cut through even coreling armor and flesh.

[image: ]  FIRESPIT/COLDSPIT

Description: These wards are used as defense against flame demons, turning their firespit into a cool breeze. When drawn in reverse, they turn the coldspit of a snow demon into a warm breeze.

[image: ]  GLASS

Description: When etched on glass and charged with magic, these wards effect a permanent change, making glass harder than diamond and stronger than steel without changing its weight or appearance. Warded glass is widely used to create near-indestructible windows, vials, weapons, and armor.

[image: ]  HEAT

Description: Heat wards increase thermal energy, converting magic directly to heat. Objects painted with heat wards are consumed when the wards activate unless highly resistant to extreme temperatures.

[image: ]  IMPACT

Description: These wards turn magic into concussive force. They can be used alone, or to augment the blow of a blunt weapon. When used to strike a demon, they siphon magic like cutting wards, weakening armor even as they multiply force. The stronger the original impact, the more power is generated.

[image: ]  LECTRIC

Description: These wards convert magic directly into electricity that can be directed at an object or creature. The wards can also be linked to form circuits.

[image: ]  MAGNETIC

Description: Magnetic wards charge their target area, drawing ferrous materials like a powerful magnet. They are sometimes used to increase the accuracy of iron cannonballs.

[image: ]  MOISTURE

Description: Moisture wards attract moisture from the air or nearby bodies of water. They can be used to ensure that plants get the necessary water without human care, to fill a small reservoir, or to quench a flame demon. Powerful moisture wards can drown or, if reversed, dehydrate a victim.

[image: ]  PIERCING

Description: Piercing wards Draw from the point of impact on a demon’s body, weakening coreling armor even as they focus magic into a weapon’s point for maximum penetrative power.

[image: ]  PRESSURE

Description: Pressure wards exert a crushing force that builds in heat and intensity the longer they remain in contact with a demon.

PERCEPTION WARDS

Perception wards create magical effects that can alter the senses of demons and sometimes humans.

[image: ]  BLENDING

Description: Blending wards pull from their surroundings to camouflage their target area. Unlike unsight wards, which only work on demons, blending wards can hide things from human senses, as well. Sudden or quick movement can negate a blending ward’s power.

[image: ]  CONFUSION

Description: Confusion wards radiate a field of disorientation that can cause creatures to become dizzy and lose their sense of direction. Unless prey is in sight, affected coreling drones will often forget what they are doing, wandering away harmlessly.

[image: ]  LIGHT

Description: Light wards convert magic to pure white light. Depending on the power source, the light can be anything from a soft glow to a blinding glare.

[image: ]  PROPHECY

Description: Carved into the alagai hora of the dama’ting, prophecy wards read the currents of magic to make predictions about the future. Their magic pulls the demonbone dice out of their natural trajectories to answer questions spoken in prayer to Everam. The processes used both to make the dice and to read them are closely guarded secrets of the Krasian priestesses—it is death to share them with outsiders.

[image: ]  RESONANCE

Description: Resonance wards can affect the flow of sound waves, disrupting them to create areas of silence, or strengthening them to amplify sound. A demonbone broken into two pieces and carved with wards of resonance can effect communication over great distances.

[image: ]  UNSIGHT

Description: Wards of unsight can make objects invisible to demons, provided those objects keep relatively still. Wards of unsight in conjunction with wards of confusion are used to make Cloaks of Unsight that protect humans in the naked night.

[image: ]  WARDSIGHT

Description: When worn around the eyes and charged, these wards can allow surface creatures to see in the magical spectrum. Creatures with wardsight can see in complete darkness as easily as clear day, watch the flow of ambient magic, judge the relative power of wardings, and see the auras given off by all living things. A skilled practitioner can Read these auras to tell what others are feeling or thinking, and sometimes to gain a sense of their past or even their future.
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